
Microscopy outreach in 
and around Malvern

Dr Adrian Burden writes about some of his 
experiences of engaging the public in the world 
of microscopy, highlighting how the Royal 

Microscopical Society has supported these activities, and 
encouraging readers to get involved or undertake similar 
activities in their own local community.
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provided by the University of Worcester and the 

Institute of Biomedical Sciences. We would very 

much like a regular microscopy zone featuring table-

top instruments to showcase electron microscopy 

and scanning probe microscopy.  

The Festival also includes a Family Day in which 

the foyers in the Malvern Theatres fill with hands-

on exhibits from numerous organisations including 

learned societies like the RMS, Institute of Physics, 

Institute of Mechanical Engineering and The IET.  

This event tends to attract younger children as 

well, often primary school aged, and is an excellent 

opportunity to enthuse young minds about the 

wonders of science and technology.  It is also a good 

platform to engage parents and grandparents who 

can then provide support and encouragement as 

their children study STEM subjects at schools.

Malvern Festival of Innovation
Back in 2012 I started the first annual Malvern 

Festival of Innovation to celebrate technology and 

entrepreneurship in my home town, and this event 

has grown to include schools and family activities.  

The Next Generation Innovators event attracts 

about 800 students and their teachers from school 

years 7, 8 and 9.  This is the age that students start to 

make their GCSE choices and it is an excellent time to 

show them what an exciting career they could have 

pursuing science, technology, engineering and/or 

mathematics (STEM) subjects.  In 2017 the Quekett 

Microscopical Club demonstrated light microscopy 

techniques to the students [Figure 1].  The RMS has 

also exhibited at this event in the past, and each 

year we try to encourage university departments 

and commercial companies to participate.  To 

date we’ve had hands-on microscopical activities 

Figure 1. Quekett Microscopical Club at the Next Generation Innovators event at the Malvern Festival of Innovation 2017.

Figure 2. The RMS at the Family Day at the Malvern Festival of Innovation 2015.

Figure 3. The RMS at the Family Day at the Malvern Festival of Innovation 2017.
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Malvern Science in the Park
As we tidied up after a busy festival in 2016, Dr 

Alan Smith from the Institute of Physics suggested 

to me that we should run a summer family day in 

Priory Park behind the Malvern Theatres.  So, in July 

2017 we held the first Malvern Science in the Park, 

with larger scale alfresco exhibits and experiments. 

We also encouraged science communicators to 

explain concepts from the bandstand with props, 

but no PowerPoint.  To ensure there was some 

microscopical content, we created a Microscopy 

Trail in which children were encouraged to walk 

around the park with an RMS-branded Fresnel hand 

lens and draw specimens as detailed on a work 

sheet.  This was also an opportunity to stipulate that 

scale-bars should be included! 

Figure 5. RMS Microscopy Trail worksheet and hand lens, Malvern 
Science in the Park 2017

Figure 6. Completed RMS Microscopy Trail worksheet from Malvern 
Science in the Park 2018

The Digital Microscope
Something that always astounds me is the 

amazement on children’s faces when they see an 

everyday sample imaged through a low-cost digital 

microscope.  A few years ago I participated in an 

Institute of Physics event in the Malvern Library on 

the subject of the electromagnetic spectrum, so I 

purchased a Celestron USB microscope and used it 

to show a number of household samples including 

a feather, table cloth, fly, pond water, and newspaper.  

Children were intrigued by the level of detail and 

parents were keen to know where to buy one.  

Since then, I have delivered similar demonstrations 

at Science Night in the Hive events hosted in 

Worcester’s public library, and the reactions are 

the same.  This illustrates that a simple low-cost 

microscopical demonstration is a good way to 

engage the public about STEM subjects and we 

could easily do more as microscopists with these 

devices to inspire the next generation. 

As we enter 2019, we are beginning to plan the 

third Malvern Science in the Park for the end of 

June and the eighth Malvern Festival of Innovation 

for early October.  If you would like to participate 

in either of these events, please do get in touch as 

we’re keen to showcase how microscopy is used 

across a broad range of disciplines and to showcase 

a variety of instruments.

Figure 8. The digital microscope, laptop and household samples as a 
simple and engaging outreach tool.

Figure 7. Dr Adrian Burden science busking at the Malvern Science in the Park 2018, explaining fullerenes and other carbon allotropes (photo 
credit Ruaridh Macdonald).Figure 4. STEM Ambassadors at the Malvern Science in the Park 2018.


