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What is International Women’s Day (IWD)?

IWD and Project Access

Women of Project Access

On March 8 every year since its inception in 1911, International Women’s Day 
has sought to celebrate the incredible social, economic, cultural and political 
achievements of women all around the globe, simultaneously calling for the 
catalysation of women’s equality.

Whilst there are no formal partnerships between Project Access and IWD at 
this current moment, we see the immense importance of women in the world, 
no more so than in the realm of education. As a non-profit seeking to get 
untraditional students into top universities we see the extreme inequality in 
education  for women around the world.

By participating in IWD this year, and in subsequent years, we aim to bring more 
attention to the life-changing work that the women of Project Access are doing, 
celebrating their achievements and brilliant personalities, whilst inspiring the 
next generation of females to follow their passions no matter what they are.

This article seeks to document the incredible work that the women of Project 
Access are doing. Keep reading to witness the amazing women who are driving 
us to the next tier and seeking the destruction of education inequality.



The 10 Questions

We wanted to provide some structure to this article, whilst allowing for the 
women to express themselves. By creating these 10 questions, we have ensured 
that they are able to speak about what they are passionate about, whilst still 
providing a sense of solidarity.

1. Highlight something you’re working on at PA at the moment that you’re really 
excited about

2. Talk about something you’re doing outside of PA

3. Who is your biggest influence/icon?

4. What’s the best piece of advice you’ve been given?

5. What do you think is the biggest issue facing women your age today?

6. How do you think women can change the world?

7. What’s the biggest challenge you’ve had to overcome?

8. What keeps you motivated?

9. What three skills do you think are essential to be a great leader?

10. Why do you think International Women’s Day is still relevant today?



Words from our CEO

“At university, the traits I most closely identified with was being thoughtful 
and hardworking. Still, it never occurred to me that taking an idea from a pub 
conversation through to a real-world thing was the way to make use of those 
strengths. That’s why I didn’t. My own entrepreneurial journey began because 
someone else had already started it already. They didn’t have the time to pursue 
it, so I did.

Once I got started it was hard to stop. I think having to figure things out for 
yourself can be addictive. To me, being an entrepreneur is empowering. It brings 
out a determination that I always suspected I had in me, and it’s exciting to 
see that this determination actually can create something real that didn’t exist 
before I came along. It gives me confidence in my ability to do things – anything! 
– while always teaching me that the timeframe for doing those things is always 
somehow longer than I gave myself time for…

I hope to see people from all backgrounds pursue their ideas with determination 
and enthusiasm in the future, whether that be through entrepreneurship, 
thoughtfully written journalism, innovative policy making or something else 
that challenges the status quo. The world is full of problems, so we need all the 
creative minds we can get to take them on!”

Anna Gross
Project Access UK, CEO



Avila Casanova,
Grace
Head of Peru
King’s College London

Outside of PA I’m working on 2 projects: 
one is about enabling meaningful 
collaborations between businesses and 
purpose organisations in order to make an 
measurable impact in society and with the 
other project I’m helping local governments 
in rural Peru to further their development 
agendas by linking them to expertise from 
scholars at KCL, LSE AND UCL. 
 
The situation of Peruvian women has 
changed rapidly in the last five decades. 
However, these changes are by no means 
simple: some gains are fragile, others 
face resistance and there are plenty of 
contradictions. Rural girls still face the 
inequalities of the educational system: the 
low quality of rural schools is widely known 
and may prevent entrance to universities or 
hinder young women’s ability to complete 
university without adequate support and 
mentoring. The lack of scholarship schemes 
make young people from poor households 
extremely vulnerable to any unexpected 
event that causes their family to require 
them back to contribute to the family 
economy. Indeed, the same factors that 
menace the completion of secondary school 
(i.e. limited resources, starting a family) are 
still at play and may interrupt these girls’ 
educational trajectories. 

Therefore, it is key to understand and 
address the demands for more equal 
ethnic and gender relations in the 
economic, social and educational spheres.

Backman,
Johanna

Baltussen,
Lea

Head of Access Incubator
King’s College London

Co-Head of Germany
University of Oxford

“I’ve recently stepped up from my role 
as Head of Sweden to Head of the Access 
Incubator, a new position at PA with the 
goal of creating a programme to launch new 
country teams in a way that sets out clear 
expectations and is supportive of founding 
country heads.

I’m super excited to be able to give other 
young, passionate and bright students 
the chance to make an impact - just like 
the one I received when I joined PA.

It is incredibly daunting to not only step up 
into a new role, but also to step into one that 
is entirely new for the organisation. I hope 
to channel my experiences, enthusiasm and 
nervousness into the Incubator to make it 
an empowering challenge for all of our new 
founding heads of countries.”



Bechmann,
Nina
Co-Head of US Expansion
Columbia University

Certainly one big issue facing women 
today are the assumptions that continue 
to be made about the priorities, plans and 
personalities of intelligent and ambitious 
(young) women.

Specifically asking a woman an 
inappropriate question or making a direct 
comment about her private or professional 
life are not the only actions that lead to 
gender based discrimination.

“One big issue facing women 
today are the assumptions 
that continue to be made 
about the priorities, plans and 
personalities of intelligent and 
ambitious (young) women”

Getting into Columbia is one of the things 
I am most proud of, however not for the 
reason many people might think. During 
the time I was applying I was going through 
a deep depression and had for months not 
been able to even get out of bed.

When I got my acceptance letter, I was in 
a state of disbelief. I was incredibly happy 
to be accepted, but I was mostly proud of 
myself for not giving up. I still struggle 
with my mental health sometimes 
and managing it has been the biggest 
challenge of my life.

I believe that by speaking up about it and 
letting people know they are not alone is 
really important. We often times think our

peers and the leaders we look up to are 
perfect. It is therefore especially important 
that we raise each other up without creating 
unrealistic expectations and competition 
among each other. 

Bell,
Catriona
Director of Marketing
Brown University 

I once read that if a woman looks at a list 
of job requirements and she doesn’t meet 
one, she doesn’t apply. If a man meets 
only one, he does. I was at a conference 
last weekend where at least 80% of the 
attendees (student activists, non-profit 
volunteers, community advocates) were 
female. But the speakers successful in their 
field coming to share their knowledge? The 
majority were male.

It made me wonder, what happens that 
prevents women from reaching these high-
ranking positions? If a woman leads, she’s 
bossy, if a man does it, he’s authoritative. 
Whilst today there are more women in 
positions of power than ever before, there 
is still a stigma that stops us from breaking 
the glass ceiling. This is why International 
Women’s Day is still relevant today. 

“It made me wonder, what 
happens that prevents women 
from reaching these high-
ranking positions? If a woman 
leads, she’s bossy, if a man 
does it, he’s authoritative.”



Birkeland,
Andrea
Head of Marketing (Norway)
King’s College London 

I recently became the Head of Marketing for 
Team Norway and have been given a great 
opportunity to promote the work of Project 
Access and equal access to top-universities.

At the moment I’m working on reaching out 
to high schools in Norway to talk about the 
work we do at Project Access and inform 
students about the opportunities that exist 
beyond applying to Norwegian universities.

I’m really excited about this work because 
information on US and UK universities- 
courses offered, how to apply, funding, 
student life etc.- is lacking in Norwegian 
high schools. When I was thinking about 
going to a UK university, I had to find all the  
information on my own and often found 
myself confused about the application 
process as it is very different from applying 
to Norwegian universities. I’m therefore 
looking forward to promote Project Access 
in Norway, and believe it will help many 
future university students in making the 
right choice for them!

“I’m really excited about this 
work because information on 
US and UK universities - courses 
offered, how to apply, funding, 
student life etc. - is lacking in 
Norwegian high schools.”

Brunvall,
Isabella
Head of Norway
King’s College London

‘Du er din egen lykkes smed’
Unfortunately, it doesn’t translate very 
well into English. However, in essence it 
means that you have to forge your own 
happiness, and never has this been more 
true than for the 21st century woman.

Whether it be personally, or professionally, 
we have to forge our own paths to a place 
where we are happy and content with our 
life. This has always resonated with me, 
and it is something I wish to pass on to the 
applicants we help, as well as the entire 
Project Access Community. 

Deák,
Hanna
Co-Head of Partnerships (Sweden)
University College London

Seeing the challenges facing humanity 
today while believing there is something 
to do about it keeps me motivated. It’s 
truly hopeful to see, for example, all the 
volunteers in Project Access and the impact 
we can have.



I believe that connecting people with a 
higher sense of purpose is really powerful 
in terms of creating motivation. Apart 
from that, to me, curiosity is a strong 
motivational force, I get a kick out of 
understanding how stuff works. 

Stand up, say what you have to say, don’t 
care what other people think. I have always 
struggled in seminars or bigger groups 
to share my thoughts even though they 
would have been fit to the discussion and 
interesting for everyone there. When I do 
follow this advice and express my thoughts 
and opinions, I usually get good feedback.

It is normal to not be 100% right all the 
time, but I doubt myself too often. In 
my undergraduate studies more men 
contributed to the discussions than women. 
So it seems like I am not the only woman 
who needs this advice, but that there are 
plenty of others out there as well. 

“Stand up, say what you have 
to say, don’t care what other 
people think.”

Fuchs,
Hannah
Head of PR
London School of Economics

Gabellini,
Althea
Head of Italy
King’s College London

The best piece of advice I have been given 
has been to allow myself to make mistakes. 
It came from one of my best friends, who 
was trying to support me while I could not 
help overthinking something I had done 
wrong.

Failing to accept the situation was 
preventing me from learning from it as 
well as from seeking to adjust things.

Being reminded we are human and how 
unavoidable it is, I learned not to be 
frightened by the possibility of screwing 
up things, which is an attitude that actually 
improves chances of success in both your 
professional and personal life.

Glisovic,
Natalija
Head of Sweden
University of Aberdeen 

I think the three essential skills to be a great 
leader is good communication, motivation 
and feedback. In order to be a great



Gurrib,
Sheen
Head of PA for Refugees
University of Cambridge

The best advice I was given in the 
early days of my university times was 
from a professor and she said, “Force 
yourself outside of your comfort 
zone, be it academically or socially.”

This has led to a wonderful plethora of 
awesome experiences: doing an industrial 
placement in China, publishing a policy 
brief on mental health of refugees in the 
UK, launching an outreach initiative with 
The Ironmongers’ Company leading to 
school visits involving the erection of pasta 
skyscrapers, developing a new technology 
to filter water in the Gambia, and recently 
founding Project Access for Refugees team 
in the UK.

The best part of university is the exposure 
which can lead to so many new experiencess 
and relationships with people from many 
different cultures and backgrounds.

leader you have to have good and open 
communication, but also be able to give 
effective feedback in a positive way so that 
people can learn and improve.

“You also have to possess the 
motivation yourself, before you 
can try to motivate others.”

Haider,
Zainab
Head of Training Curriculum
University of Cambridge

For years, my confidence has been my main 
hindrance. I’ve always cared way too much 
about how I’m perceived and staying silent 
was a way for me to not draw attention to 
myself.

I think attending a women’s college in 
Cambridge has been an eye-opener. I’m 
constantly in an environment that has had 
a history of women speaking out against 
educational inequality.

Joining PA then provided many 
opportunities to get my voice heard. I 
remember shaking when delivering my first 
training session. Now I’ve done so many 
I’ve lost count. I’ve also been able to deliver 
conferences, workshops and presentations, 
even conducting a bootcamp in Vienna.

Each time I stand in front of a crowd, the 
voice in my head that has always told me 
to stay quiet, quietens itself. My highlight 
was the presentation I did a couple of weeks 
ago in my home town where my mum 
snuck into the audience. After it was over, 
she kissed my head and said she didn’t even 
recognise the woman standing in front of 
her.

My mum has never been afraid to speak 
about things that mattered to her. I’m so 
glad that now I’m finally able to do that too. 



Hödl,
Sophia
Head of Marketing (Austria)
London School of Economics

It may sound cheesy, but my greatest icon 
is my mother.

She is such a lovely, creative and emotionally 
intelligent women who supported me in all 
of my personal and academic endeavours, 
even if she occasionally didn’t really 
understand what I was studying.

Consequently, I think this is so important 
to remember because we as women 
might have different backgrounds, goals, 
strengths and life paths, but we can still all 
support each other, lift each other up, learn 
from each other and care for each other.

Jessl,
Sarah
Co-Head of Applicant Outreach (Sweden)
University of Cambridge

The best piece of advice that has been 
given to me was “Be yourself - it will be 
enough“. When growing up we tend to 
struggle with who we want to be, start 
acting differently to what we usually do 

etc. but this never lasts. A job you have 
been given due to false pretenses is most 
likely not a good fit, a friendship based 
on different characteristics than how 
you really are will break soon enough.

I realized it’s incredibly important to be 
exactly who you are, unique, special in your 
own way and confident enough to show 
that you are an amazing person to other 
people. For me whether that’s in private life 
or my job as a lab team lead this has been the 
motto to go by guiding my decisions every 
day. Find out who you are, what’s important 
to you and live it - the rest will follow. 

Kovatchka,
Maria
Co-Head of Applicant Outreach (Sweden)
Imperial College London

“Get up, dress up, and show up” - Alexa 
von Tobel

As a student at a top university - and in life 
in general - you will be presented with an 
immense amount of opportunities, from 
events to talks and workshops spanning 
almost every field.

“Pick a couple opportunities 
that are foreign to you 
every month and get up, 
dress up, and show up.”

Not only will you meet incredible new 
people and learn loads, you might also 
find a new passion or inspiration that 
could redefine the way you live your life.



Lim,
Nicole
Director of Talent
London School of Economics

One piece of advice that I’ve found 
extremely relatable is Stephen Covey’s 
concept of the Circle of Influence, which 
basically talks about how we should focus 
our energies and efforts on what we can 
control.

I think this concept is really useful in keeping 
ourselves productive, by identifying our 
priorities among things within our control! 
What I also like is that it empowers me 
to take ownership of my choices and 
responsibilities, and focus on what I am able 
to influence and make a difference in.

Marcone,
Rebecca
Reach-Out Officer (Italy)
King’s College London

In my eyes, a great leader should be (1) 
creative and visionary (2) truly passionate 
about what she does, inspirational and 
able to lead by example (3) and finally, 
authoritative rather than authoritarian; be 
strict and respectable but in a constructive

manner, considering the needs of all 
the members of the team as different 
individuals.

Nonetheless, despite all the books and 
online courses, I believe that there’s no 
perfect recipe for ‘how to be a leader’. In 
my experience, the best and most successful 
ones are those who can really connect with 
their team, spot each one’s strengths and 
weaknesses and bring the best out of them. 

McQuillin,
Millie
Head of UK
Durham University

My biggest influence is Ed Catmull, former 
President of Pixar. I’ve never believed my role 
models have to be female, as there are so 
many exceptional leaders  of both genders.

Not only is Ed an incredible Computer 
Scientist, but he is an exceptionally 
humble and inspiring leader. He believes 
passionately in providing a workspace where 
people can not only produce their best 
work, but also never be afraid to fail and 
start again in order to get the best results. 



Menendez,
Alba
Head of Publicity (Spain)
UCLA

We all have days in which we don’t feel 
our best, work just seems to be endless, 
and we don’t feel like we’re making any 
progress. At those times what motivates 
me to keep going on with my PhD research 
and coursework is reflecting back on my 
past education experiences and seeing how 
far I have reached and all I have achieved.

That gives me energy to go for more! When 
working for Project  Access Team Spain, 
I like to think about the bigger picture of 
what we’re doing. It isn’t about the task I 
have at hand, but the impact it will have!

“At those times what motivates 
me to keep going on with my 
PhD research and coursework 
is reflecting back on my past 
education experiences and 
seeing how far I have reached 
and all I have achieved.”

Moreau,
Johanne
Head of France
King’s College London

I think the best piece of advice I’ve been 
given is… don’t listen to any advice. Let 
me explain: it’s always important to keep 
an open mind and get some feedback/
ask for guidance when you are unsure of 
what to do - even the ideas that seem to 
be the remotest to your current project 
can turn into a huge source of inspiration! 

However all that advice can get very 
confusing as most of the time, you will 
receive different (sometimes diametrically 
opposed) views from one person to the 
next. Other times the majority of the advice 
you get converges towards one opinion, 
but somehow you can’t shake that feeling 
that you disagree with that consensus. 

What you have to keep in mind is that at 
the end of the day, you’re the one making 
the decision, and the most important 
question you have to ask yourself is: 
what would I regret the most? Trying, 
though the possibility of failure exists (then 
again it’s a great opportunity to learn from 
your mistakes) or not (also legitimate, 
sometimes you’ll discover you’re happy 
not to have gone down a certain path).

It’s all a question of what you feel is right at 
a certain point in time: you shouldn’t feel 
pressured to do something because it’s the 
common opinion, and you also should feel 
free to show others that your idea is worth 
it despite what they say.

To take a small example that went a long 
way: when I was in high-school, I had 
to choose a “path” between science, 
humanities or literature for my final exams. 
My parents and teachers all advised me to 
go for the scientific path which allegedly 
“opens more doors” in the future. However 
I knew that some of the doors this path 
opened I would never want to go through. 
So I took humanities instead. Thanks to 
this, I was able to further uncover my 
interest for the field and today, as a student 
in International Relations, I have a good 



Very recently, I was told by a teacher that 
I needed to tone down my confidence; I 
was scaring one of my male course-mates 
with my loud expression of opinion. The 
male course-mate in question was not 
used to women expressing thoughts 
without thinking about his feelings first and 
foremost.

While the women of my generation 
are expected to stand tall and strong 
and powerful in the face of everything 
coming our way, we are equally expected 
to censor ourselves in order not to make 
the men around us uncomfortable.

We are only allowed self-respect if we see it 
as a relative and situational response, only 
to be used when no one could be offended 
by it. I do believe this is a crucial issue to deal 
with, for all women, because it is the only 
way any of us can be respected as equals.

Nachmanson,
Tove
Head of Marketing (Sweden)
King’s College London

background knowledge I can use in all of my 
modules thanks to the courses I had in high-
school which helps to get a few additional 
points on assignments. 

We have grown up and in theory we know 
we can do whatever we want, but in practice 
this turns out to be more difficult. While 
most legal barriers that did not give girls and 
women the same opportunities, traditional 
gender roles and expectations from those 
around us have not changed substantially. 

Only 10% of my classmates in 
mechanical engineering are female, 
and I refuse to believe that so few girls 
are capable or interested enough.

However, starting from a young age when 
girls get dolls and boys can play with 
Lego throughout school where girls are 
expected to be good in humanities and 
boys in math all the way to the surprised 
looks I get when I say I study mechanical 
engineering, we get the message that there 
are things that women can and cannot do. 

Niese,
Hannah
Steering Committee Member
ETH Zurich

“We have grown up and in 
theory we know we can do 
whatever we want, but in 
practice this turns out to be 
more difficult.”



Although gender equality has come so 
far since IWD was first observed in 1911, 
there’s still a long way to go. When the 
day first started, over a million people 
attended rallies campaigning for women’s 
rights to work, vote, be trained, to hold 
public office and end discrimination. Since 
then, there have been great successes 
in these campaigns, but the underlying 
gender inequalities have simply taken on 
new forms, and have not ceased to exist.
 
Take women’s right to work: 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, women still 
disproportionately complete most of the 
housework, even on top of a full-time job: 
for which, they earn only 80% of what 
their male counterparts would. Despite 
women making up 50% of the population, 
there are less women directing Fortune 
500 companies than there are men named 
James in America. 

While we live in a society where these 
factors (and many, many, many more issues) 
still need to change, International Women’s 
Day will continue to be not only relevant, 
but necessary. 

Reid-Linfoot,
Yasmin
Mentor Communications Officer
University of Cambridge

“The underlying gender 
inequalities have simply taken 
on new forms, and have not 
ceased to exist.”

From an early age I was fascinated with 
dolphins. I read all the books that were 
available, my goal was always to become 
a researcher myself one day. However, I 
would have never believed that a career in 
science could be for me if it wasn’t for two 
very inspirational women, Rachel Smolker 
and Alexandra Morton.

Both of them were pioneers in cetology. 
Rachel set up a research camp in Western 
Australia to study bottlenose dolphins, 
while Alexandra went to study orcas in 
British Columbia in a time in which female 
scientists were rare. Both of these women 
followed their dreams and never gave up 
during hardship and setbacks. Alexandra 
still fights for the survival of orcas and 
salmon in British Columbia, even today.

Both of these incredible women have 
taught me to be confident, strong and 
fight for my dreams. Although I did not 
end up studying dolphins, I am now doing 
a PhD in neuroscience trying to understand 
decision-making. However, without the 
inspiration from Rachel and Alexandra I 
wouldn’t have had the courage to apply for 
a PhD programme at Oxford University. 

“I think it is very important 
that we have female role 
models who do not conform to 
perceived ‘gender norms’ and 
thereby help us to realise that 
everything is possible!”

Ruessler,
Maria
Regional Success Owner (Central Europe)
University of Oxford



“Instead of being viewed as 
motivated and inspirational, 
we are often labeled as 
“impossible to get married”, 
“third gender”, and “definitely 
bad looking””

Shen,
Mengni
Regional Success Owner
University of Oxford

I myself am a PhD student, a “female PhD 
student” as many Chinese media would put 
it. Last year, I took part in research trying 
to change this stereotypical impression 
of Chinese female PhD students as one of 
the interviewees. It was shocking to see 
how many Chinese people are still biased 
towards PhD women - instead of being 
viewed as motivated and inspirational, 
we are often labeled as “impossible to get 
married”, “third gender”, and “definitely 
bad looking”, especially in less developed 
regions. 

It is sad to see this phenomenon in China, 
and probably in other countries as well - we 
fight our way up to higher education but 
cannot even be granted the basic respect 
simply because we are female.
 
Hence, this is the biggest issue we are 
facing as Chinese female PhD student - I’m 
still optimistic because you can see people’s 
attitudes changing in major cities like 
Beijing and Shanghai.

Qiu,
Kexin
Research and Website Officer (Singapore)
University of Oxford

I can only speak for a small segment of 
women like myself, but I’d say the biggest 
issue is with establishing solidarity 
with other women and reaching across 
differences. Women are an amazing, but 
also heterogeneous group of people.

These differences make us stronger, and 
we should take note of them to make 
concerted efforts at uplifting each other 
that go beyond lip service. Our diversity 
should be celebrated, and our sisterhood 
intersectional and inclusive.

Yi,
Adelle
Mentor Experience Officer
King’s College London

 I’ve been looking at all the data surrounding 
our mentor and applicant sign ups alongside 
the feedback we’ve received. I’m trying to 
look at how we can improve the experience 
of both our mentors and applicants, be 
it through the resources provided or 
alterations in the recruitment process.



The biggest challenge I had to overcome 
was the conciliation of motherhood and 
career. Our society expects us to work as if 
we had no children and be mothers as if we 
had no work. 

It’s not the fastest process but I can’t wait 
to start developing action plans once all 
the key data points have been analysed! 

Zangelmi,
Renata
Head of Mentorship (Brazil)
Universidade Estadual de Campinas

Zhong,
Zhu Xuan
Content Manager (Global Marketing)
Cambridge University
Beyond Project Access and my degree, I 
thoroughly enjoy dancing! I’ve been dancing 
since before primary school, starting with 
ballet. Though I stopped it in secondary 
school, I was subsequently drawn into 
exploring other styles such as hip hop 
and contemporary, pushing me to attend 
open classes to develop my technique. 

However, I wouldn’t call myself a good 
dancer. Not yet. There are still many areas 
I wish to work on for the different styles - 
strength, flexibility, sharpness, musicality. 
I have participated in a few concerts 
back in high school (junior college) and 
also here at university! Dance is a great 
way for me to destress from work and 
get my body moving while having fun.




