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An Introduction

La Retraite Legacy 
Exceptional People, Outstanding Achievements

Having spent 25 years working in an all-girls 
school, I felt that it was time to celebrate the 
achievements of all the wonderful alumni who 
have stepped through the doors of La Retraite 
Roman Catholic Girls’ School.

It is 100 years since women won the vote. We 
now have political equality but there is still 
an 18% pay gap between men and women, 
so there is still work to do until we achieve full 
equality in our society. I felt that it is crucial that 
the girls of La Retraite have role models they 
could relate to, inspiring them to achieve at the 
very highest levels of our society.

This book contains stories of many La Retraite 
Alumni, both women and men:  where they 
have been, where they are now, and what the 
future holds for them. I hope that by reading it, 
you are inspired to achieve your full potential.

If you would like to join our Alumni Society, and 
inspire future generations of La Retraite alumni, 
please visit our website: www.laretraite.lambeth.

sch.uk/alumni.

Ruth Coyle
Director of Sixth Form

La Retraite alumni are unique individuals who strive for greatness in all of their endeavours but are 

also resilient and driven to persevere, even if they aren’t successful the first time around.

Sarah Jenyo
Sixth Form President, 2016-2018
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CEO  •  Presenter  •  Miss Nigeria
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Adebisi Akindayini, a multi-talented young woman, has 

applied her incredible skills to a variety of fields since leaving 

La Retraite. She successfully completed her Bachelor’s and 

Master’s degrees with Coventry University. Following her 

educational achievements, Adebisi was crowned Miss Nigeria 

in 2015, using her position in the role to work for numerous 

charitable causes. Adebisi has worked as a Natural Disaster 

Support Operative, acting as first line of contact within natural 

disasters. She is also CEO and founder of the Young Gifted 

Initiative, aiming to inspire and educate young people in the 

hopes of motivating future generations to achieve to their 

fullest potential.

Now working as a television presenter, Adebisi is showcasing 

West African music and culture to an enthralled audience.

Adebisi Akindayini

Associate  •  Professional  •  Lawyer

Vida Adaah is an associate in the White & Case Corporate 

M&A Practice. She joined the firm in 2015 as a trainee and 

qualified in 2017, after having spent six months in the White & 

Case Singapore office.

Vida has a wide variety of experience in public and private 

corporate transactions, including domestic and cross-border 

mergers and acquisitions, corporate finance, reorganisations, 

equity capital markets and acting in an advisory capacity on 

general corporate issues.

Vida studied Law at the London School of Economics and 

Political Sciences.

Vida Adaah



Ife Akintoye
Mother  •  Marketer  •  Professional

I fell pregnant whilst going into my final year of 

university and gave birth to my daughter just 

two months before successfully graduating from 

the University of Northampton with a degree in 

Creative Design with Marketing.

Since then, I’ve realised that with hard work 

and determination, anything is possible. I’ve 

managed to juggle my career whilst being a 

single mother, and I wouldn’t have it any other 

way. 

I’ve worked my way up in the marketing world, 

had the opportunity to travel to different places 

with work and have met some wonderful 

people.

Currently, I am working as part of the marketing 

team for a large global company where I’m 

responsible for the strategy, content and 

branding for all recruitment and careers-

focused marketing. Being part of a global brand 

movement, whilst being able to do the job that I 

love, is like a dream come true.

I also recently became a member of the 

Chartered Institute of Marketing and I know this 

will only help to progress my career even further.

—

It’s clear that Ife is driven to succeed, 

overcoming any obstacles that she comes 

across, and we look forward to hearing more of 

her achievements, as they continue to inspire 

future students of La Retraite.
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Barbara Amono-Oceng
Ambassador  •  Policy Maker  •  Diplomat

Barbara Amono-Oceng has enjoyed a 

varied and fulfilling career, allowing her to 

travel around the globe, and has studied 

at Southbank University. Barbara founded a 

private education consultancy company in 

Hong Kong, before moving on to work at the UK 

Trade and Investment’s Hong Kong and China 

Desk.

Barbara has also had a primary role on UN 

Security Council Policy, working in a crucial 

role as a UN Policy Officer, helping to establish 

the Foreign Office’s Emerging Powers Initiative, 

and has worked on Police Reform in Kabul, 

Afghanistan.

Needless to say, Barbara has excelled at her 

many policy and political positions. Having 

studied Mandarin in her spare time, Barbara 

worked with the British Embassy in Beijing in a 

pivotal role as Trader and Investment Officer.

Soon, Barbara will utilise her extraordinary talent 

and diplomacy skills as she travels to Hanoi, 

Vietnam to work as Deputy Ambassador at the 

British Embassy. We are certain that Barbara will 

continue to succeed as her career moves and 

continues on to new heights.
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Fiona Asiedu
Student  •  Academic  •  Inspiration

Fiona Asiedu made La Retraite staff incredibly 

proud when she was invited to study at the 

prestigious University of Oxford where she went 

on to achieve First Class Honours in Experimental 

Psychology. Doubtlessly intelligent, Fiona has 

also shone as an inspiration to new generations 

of students at La Retraite, often returning to us to 

speak to younger students on her experiences 

at studying at Oxford.

Fiona has also featured heavily in the media as, 

following on from her acceptance into Harvard 

University, she successfully crowd-funded her 

tuition fees. Rapper Stormzy very kindly donated 

to Fiona’s campaign, allowing her to achieve 

her goal and take up her place at Harvard, 

studying for a Master’s degree in Human 

Development and Psychology, with her tuition 

fees fully paid for.

Fiona’s clear intelligence is rivalled by her 

kindness, integrity, and desire to make waves 

in the world, offering her skills in diplomacy and 

advocacy as she took up the Vice President 

role at Oxford’s African and Caribbean Society.

Fiona is an inspiration for La Retraite students, 

and with a generosity that is proving to be 

limitless. She is also remembered fondly as a 

gifted student. Ms Faith said: “I always knew 

Fiona would end up doing something amazing. 

I taught her from Year 9 to Year 11, and she 

was always one of those students who went the 

extra mile - always prepared, engaged, and 

keen to learn new things.”

Mr Conneely added: “Fiona always wore a big 

smile, always gave her best, worked hard and 

never gave up. She deserves every success 

she has already achieved and the many more 

undoubtedly still to come.”
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Actress  •  Performer  •  Dramatic
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Díana Bermudez began Drama in primary school but 

developed her passion for performing in her years spent at 

La Retraite. Díana  continued Performing Arts through college 

and onto University, graduating from the Royal Central School 

of Speech and Drama. She has since worked in theatre around 

the globe in countries including Italy, India and across the UK, 

most recently at the 5-star critically acclaimed show ‘Valiant’ 

at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival.

Díana has also forged a career on screen, recently starring 

in major TV dramas for the BBC and ITV. Díana’s most recent 

work includes the upcoming film ‘The Life and Death of John F 

Donovan’, acting opposite Natalie Portman, and has also just 

finished filming on acclaimed director Danny Boyle’s new film, 

due for release in 2019.

Díana Bermudez

Carer  •  Mentor  •  Mental Health Champion

Angela Awuah has combined passion for mental health 

amongst young people — informed by her experience as 

a young carer for a close family member with paranoid 

schizophrenia — with the arts, and her faith drives her work.

Angela is the founder of Mental Health: The Arts — an early 

intervention creative arts academy for young people between 

the ages of 13 and 25 with a direct and indirect experience of 

mental health issues.

Angela helps young people suffering from mental illness by 

providing organisations with talks of her personal experience, 

workshops, 1:1 mentoring, and The Arts programme for young 

people.

Angela Awuah



Marzena Bogdanowicz
Marketer  •  Leader  •  Consultant

Marzena joined The Football Association in 

April 2017, to deliver integrated marketing and 

commercial support to the women’s game 

across the whole organisation. This involves 

leading and co-ordinating a cross-functional 

team on all aspects of the women’s game 

across marketing, commercial, digital and 

communications.

In the previous 10 years, Marzena was Managing 

Director of her own consultancy, b-focused LTD, 

specialising in sports marketing, sponsorship and 

event management. Clients included Team GB, 

Youth Sport Trust, British Rowing and Panasonic, 

among others. She led the management and 

co-ordination of large-scale events such as the 

Team GB Fan Zones 2016, Birmingham Rugby 

World Cup Fan Zone 2015, the London 2012 Live 

Sites Network, 2008 Visa Handover in The Mall, 

London and the 2004 Olympic Torch Relay, 

London.

Prior to b-focused, Marzena spent 10 years as 

the inaugural director of marketing at the British 

Olympic Association (BOA) where she built 

and managed the BOA’s first commercial and 

marketing department. During her time at the 

BOA, she was also the architect of the Team GB 

brand. She is currently a non-executive board 

member of British Gymnastics.

—

Marzena’s story is one that can inspire future 

La Retraite students to achieve new heights 

and reach their highest potential, as leaders, 

visionaries and innovators.
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Ellen Brewster
Gifted  •  PhD Student  •  Blogger

Ellen graduated from Exeter College, Oxford 

in 2016 with an honours degree in English 

Language and Literature.  

At La Retraite, she was so talented that the Head 

of English had to set her a more challenging 

essay on how the dogs were presented in 

‘Rebecca’ and ‘Jane Eyre’ just to stretch her 

nimble mind, rather than the usual questions on 

character or theme. 

Like most students of English Literature who have 

headed off for Oxbridge, Ellen was also a great 

devotee of ‘Doctor Who’ and kept up a proud 

tradition in the English Department of our best 

students always being able to distinguish their 

Cybermen from their Zygons (the former are 

silver and the latter, blood orange). 

Ellen began her PhD at Exeter College in English 

Literature in 2017 having gained a distinction in 

her Masters on Eighteenth Century Literature at 

University College, Oxford in 2016. As the subject 

of one of her poems, Mr Lomas is delighted 

that she has won so many prizes for her poetry 

and is absolutely not about to put the one she 

dedicated to him on eBay… 

Currently in the post of  Graduate and Careers 

Officer at the Oxford English Faculty teaching 

undergraduates, she also blogs about student 

life on Instagram and is due to complete her 

doctorate in 2020.  
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Helen Cassidy
Teacher  •  Nurturer  •  Poet

Helen followed her sister, Sheila Whitehead, 

to La Retraite when she was 11 years old and 

continued her education there until taking up 

teacher training. She returned to teach at La 

Retraite Preparatory School, St Bernadette.

At La Retraite, Helen was a prize-winning student 

across the curriculum, although native French-

speaking peers seemed to deny her top placing 

in that subject!  Later, she was General Secretary 

and Treasurer of the Old Girls’ Association.

Teaching young children was Helen’s vocation 

and for the rest of her working life she was 

responsible for the reception class at St 

Bernadette.

When her teaching days were over, Helen 

continued to enjoy Scottish dancing and 

playing an active part in parish life at St Anselm’s, 

Tooting Bec and as a Salesian Co-operator at 

Battersea.  She also took up knitting clothes for 

premature babies in response to a local hospital 

appeal and enjoyed being a member of the 

Guide Association’s Trefoil Guild.

Despite failing eyesight in her declining years, 

Helen won first prize in the Royal National Institute 

of Blind People’s annual poetry competition 

for a poem she wrote to celebrate the 2012 

Olympics. It was read at her funeral which 

coincided with the London Games.
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Tania Chetcuti
Nurturer  •  Helper  •  Supporter

Tania Chetcuti has been nominated by the 

students of La Retraite as exhibiting some of the 

best traits associated with La Retraite Ladies. 

Whilst Tania is not an alumna of La Retraite 

herself, her kindness, patience, dedication and 

hard work has been visible for all of our students 

to see and use an example of a positive role 

model.

Tania’s role at La Retraite has been wide 

ranging over the years: supervising the Library 

during some of its busiest periods, helping with 

homework and coursework, and ensuring 

students work with a good attitude; employing 

her technical skills in the Creative Arts department 

to ensure students are ready to learn and have 

the materials necessary for them to complete 

outstanding work; accompanying students on 

a wide variety of trips and events, ensuring their 

safety and enjoyment as they take part in great 

events; and working with a cheerful smile as a 

lunchtime supervisor, taking care of students as 

she makes her rounds of the school.

Students have poured praise upon Tania, with 

some sweet quotes on why Tania represents La 

Retraite Ladies:

“We have nominated Ms Chetcuti because 

she is always so nice and she does a lot for the 

school.”

“Ms Chetcuti is always happy and smiling.”

“It makes my day when I see Ms Chetcuti.”

“Ms Chetcuti takes a genuine interest in 

everyone!”

We are glad to have Tania as a member of our 

staff, and hope that her dedication continues 

for future students in our community.
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Anita Coppola MBE
Teacher  •  Charity Worker  •  MBE

My name is Anita Coppola. I left La Retraite in 

June 1984 after my A Levels.

In 1986, I went to Bar’am Kibbutz in Israel for 

four months prior to starting at Trent Polytechnic 

(now Nottingham Trent University) — a four-year 

degree in Public Administration, which included 

a placement year working in the Cabinet Office.

After graduation, I travelled extensively around 

the world. Returning to London in April 1992, 

I started work as a classroom assistant in a 

specialist school in Wandsworth. It was here 

I completed the Licensed Teacher Scheme, 

achieving Qualified Teacher Status and taking 

responsibility for the Nursery Class through to 

1996.

I then went to Nepal with VSO (Voluntary 

Services Overseas), working in a centre for 

children with cerebral palsy. In January 1998, I 

returned to London to help establish the charity 

Small Steps, a pre-school support service for 

children with disabilities and their parents. To this 

day, I remain at the helm of this organisation. 

In 2012, I was honoured to receive an MBE for 

services to special education, particularly for 

my work at Small Steps. I have regular contact 

with peers from the class of 1984; I have good 

friends who I attended primary school and La 

Retraite with.

—

We are thrilled to hear of Anita’s inspirational 

experiences and achievements, evidence that 

members of our La Retraite community embody 

passion, tenderness and a drive to succeed and 

help others.
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Eva Dema
Graduate  •  Academic  •  Inspiration

Eva Dema graduated with first class honours 

in English Literature from St John’s College, 

Cambridge in 2018. Founded in 1511, this 

prestigious college counts former Prime Ministers 

and Nobel Prize winners among its alumni. Eva 

might be more interested in the distinguished 

authors who attended her college - amongst 

them William Wordsworth and Douglas Adams. 

The former she would have come across whilst 

studying the Romantics in our Sixth Form, whilst 

she might recall the latter as a writer and script 

editor of long running Sci-Fi show ‘Doctor Who’. 

Being a part of Mr Lomas’ tutor group in the 

Sixth Form she would have had little respite from 

references to the good Doctor, and her tutor 

recalls that her knowledge of the programme 

was as encyclopaedic as her knowledge of all 

other subjects (which helped her form win the 

Sixth Form Quiz in 2014). The only thing she didn’t 

appear to know was how to open her locker, 

as her ASDAN file for Ms Nolan was recently 

discovered when the site staff had to break it 

open…

Eva was chosen as a Sixth Form President before 

she left and was an inspirational role model to 

our girls, and since leaving has had the great 

kindness to make several return visits to her alma 

mater to inspire tomorrow’s Johnians. Indeed, 

several of our students have visited the banks of 

the Cam to visit St John’s where Eva is engaged 

in post-graduate studies on representations of 

the working classes in 19th Century Literature.  
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Siobhan Dowd
Author  •  Novelist  •  Award Winner

Siobhan Dowd was an award-winning and 

distinguished author whose successful writing 

career spanned decades. After studying at 

La Retraite, Siobhan earned a place at Lady 

Margaret Hall, University of Oxford, where she 

completed a BA (Hons) degree in Classics.

Siobhan’s books have included the notable 

and award-winning ‘A Swift Pure Cry’, and ‘The 

London Eye Mystery’ which also won a range 

of awards, including the NASEN/TES Special 

Educational Needs Children’s Book Award and 

the Southwark Schools Book Award.

Sadly, Siobhan was diagnosed with advanced 

breast cancer in 2004, and subsequently died 

of the disease in 2017. At the time of her death, 

Siobhan had completed two other novels which 

were posthumously published: ‘Bog Child’, 

winner of the Carnegie Medal, and ‘Solace of 

the Road’, short-listed for both the Guardian 

Award and the Costa Book Award.

Just prior to her death, Siobhan also discussed 

the possibility of another novel, ‘A Monster 

Calls’, which she was unable to begin writing. In 

her honour, author Patrick Ness completed the 

book using Siobhan’s extensive character and 

plot plans. The novel was published after her 

death, and was awarded the Carnegie Medal 

and the Kate Greenaway Medal.

Through the Siobhan Dowd Trust, which was 

established to spread the joy of reading 

to young people, La Retraite was recently 

awarded a small grant which allowed our 

Library to purchase a crate-load of brand new 

books for future generations of La Retraite 

students to enjoy.
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Benjamina Ebuehi
Baker  •  Food Stylist  •  Entrepreneur

Benjamina Ebuehi proved to be an incredibly 

accomplished baker when she featured on 

the seventh series of The Great British Bake Off, 

wowing the judges and audience with technical 

talent, a keen eye for baking and a charming 

personality which shone through the screen.

Following this notable achievement, Benjamina 

is now busy pursuing her passion in cookery. 

She has started a successful website, ‘Carrot 

and Crumb’, showcasing her bakery and 

cookery skills, and has worked with Luminary 

Bakery, a social enterprise initiative which offers 

opportunities to professional women as they 

build their careers.

Benjamina is remembered fondly by her former 

teachers. Mrs Masoliver said: “Benjamina always 

had a lovely smile, was always enthusiastic in 

her Drama lessons, and always a great actress 

in several school productions. It was great to 

see Benjamina on her recent visit to La Retraite, 

where she judged our own Bake Off competition 

in aid of Macmillan Cancer Support, and I’m 

very pleased that she has many good memories 

of her dramatic activity whilst a student here.”

Mr Lomas added: “Having introduced 

Benjamina to the tricky art of baking mille-feuilles, 

baumkuchen, and croquembouch as her form 

tutor in 11Yalow, it was perhaps inevitable that 

she would end up in The Great British Bake Off, 

and if only she had remembered my tip about 

folding the pastry, she may well have won...!”
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Cynthia Erivo
Actress  •  Singer  •  Award Winner

Cynthia Erivo has made her name as an outstanding 

actress and singer, having been awarded both 

a Tony Award for Best Actress in a Musical and a 

Grammy Award for her brilliant musical performance 

as Celie in the Broadway show ‘The Color Purple’. 

With an incredible vocal range, proven aptitude in 

her acting abilities, and an on-stage presence that 

demands attention for an enraptured audience, 

Cynthia has grown in a multi-talented, inspiring and 

professional young woman.

Remembered affectionately from her time here at 

La Retraite, Mrs Masoliver said: “I remember, quite a 

long time ago (maybe 18 years!), an older student 

who had been cast in the lead role of Fagin in the 

school production of ‘Oliver!’ could no longer take 

part. Ms Rycroft, former Director of Music, and I were 

anxious to find a replacement.

“Leaning on the piano, a wide smile and enthusiastic, 

gleaming eyes, a little Year 7 girl, one of the chorus, 

exclaimed that she could do the part. We listened to 

her sing one of Fagin’s songs, and there, a La Retraite 

star, Cynthia Erivo, was born!

“Cynthia was consequently cast as lead roles in 

subsequent productions: Sarah Brown in ‘Guys and 

Dolls’; Grace in ‘Annie’; and Eliza Doolittle in ‘My Fair 

Lady’. She could always been relied upon to be a 

great ambassador for Drama and Music events, and 

her powerful voice captivated many audiences.”

More recently, having starred in critically acclaimed 

films ‘Bad Times at the El Royale’ and ‘Widows’, 

Cynthia will soon turn her talents to portray Harriet 

Tubman in a highly anticipated biopic.

For Cynthia, with boundless talent and energy, the 

world is her stage and we are excited to follow her 

career flourish as she enters the glittering world of 

Hollywood. 
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Businesswoman  •  Consultant  •  Professional
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After leaving La Retraite, I received a 2.1 BA (Hons) International 

Business from the University of Westminster. I am currently 

working for a Recruitment company in Croydon. I am a lead 

recruitment consultant billing over £150K monthly.

I am only 21 years old and have my own construction division 

within Daksta Recruitment.

Chantal Hayes

Trainer  •  Teacher  •  Businesswoman

Bianca Fearon is a highly successful and certified Yoga 

instructor who now lives and works in California. Bianca has 

trained scores of Yoga practitioners through her brilliant 

teacher training programmes and workshops. She has 

mastered a variety of different Yoga techniques and traditions, 

including Vinyasa Floetry, Ashtanga Yoga and Functional Yin.

Her excellent workshops have proved highly popular, and can 

be described as both nurturing and fun, and she continues to 

be a great example of the successes that determined and 

hard-working La Retraite women can achieve.

Head of Drama, Mrs Masoliver, remembers: “Bianca was an 

excellent GCSE student of Drama. She played the main part 

in several school productions, most notably the dogmatic 

deputy headmaster Mr Briggs in ‘Our Day Out’.”

Bianca Fearon



Educator  •  Believer  •  Entrepreneur

An educator and entrepreneur, Ify Alexis Lee makes it her 

purpose to equip those within her reach with life-enriching 

tools that change their paradigms by revolutionising their ways 

of thinking.

She is a lover and teacher of God’s work and passionately 

shared her message with the world, running a movement in 

the UK for women to reject the lies of the world and embrace 

the trust of Christ; Ify is impacting the lives of many.

Ify Alexis Lee

21
  •

  L
a 

R
et

ra
ite

 L
eg

ac
y 

 • 
 O

yi
n

d
a 

Ke
si

n
ro

 &
 If

y 
A

le
xi

s 
Le

e

Doctor  •  Graduate  •  Role Model

Dr Oyinda Kesinro is a junior doctor who has recently 

completed her two years of foundation training.

She is currently working as a locum doctor to gain more 

experience and to inform her decision about the next stage of 

her career which is choosing a specialty to do further training 

in. 

Oyinda has an MBBS and BSc in Medical Ethics and Law from 

King’s College, London.

Oyinda Kesinro



22
  •

  L
a 

Re
tr

ai
te

 L
eg

ac
y 

 • 
 S

ar
ah

 M
o

rt
im

er

Manager  •  Accomplished  •  Professional

I left La Retraite in 1983. Whilst studying at school in the Sixth 

Form, I undertook a secretarial course and have found that 

my career has been shaped by working in an office. Starting 

as Office Junior, I have been very lucky with the opportunities 

that have presented themselves and I have learned a lot 

along the way. 

I have worked for over 20 companies in a career that has so 

far spanned 35 years. One of the highlights was working for 

Mickey Mouse at The Walt Disney Company!

I currently work in Private Equity as an Office Manager and P.A. 

in Mayfair. I live in Sutton with my partner, John, my 13-year old 

son Harrison, and various pets.

Sarah Mortimer



Maire Newell
Protector  •  Guardian  •  Defender

I attended La Retraite in the early 1980s when Sister 

Eileen Healy was Headteacher. I especially remember 

my form tutor who was also my History teacher, Ms 

Threadgil, who was kind and caring to all of the girls.

When my second daughter was born, I had 

extended time off to care for her. It was when she 

began attending a nursery at a family centre that 

I discovered my true passion in family support and 

child protection. The family centre had a social work 

team who supported and assessed families to enable 

better lives and outcomes. A vacancy became 

available at the family centre, allowing me to work 

part-time, and retrain and qualify to go into the most 

fulfilling career.

What led me back to La Retraite? I had not had any 

contact or been back since I left in 1986. I received 

a redundancy notice from the family centre, and on 

that very day, for some reason, I decided to go on 

La Retraite’s website. Having no contact in almost 

30 years, and having never checked the website 

before, I saw advertised a job that was made for me! 

Safeguarding, supporting and caring of students and 

families, and this is where I remain today.

My first day back at La Retraite was very surreal, 

the memories of walking down the ‘red corridor’ by 

student reception came flooding back. Even now, 

having been back for almost 5 years, I still at times, 

when walking in certain parts of the school, have 

flashbacks from long ago. Some parts of the school 

have barely changed, but of course, there are many 

additions and modernisations.

I don’t know what led me back, not being a teacher, 

I never thought I would end up back at La Retraite, 

but I am so grateful for this opportunity I have to 

work with the students and be part of the La Retraite 

family. There is nothing more gratifying than seeing a 

student who is experiencing significant external stress 

attending school and achieving and facing a more 

positive future.
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Researcher  •  Humanitarian  •  Digital Marketer
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Abi Ogunmonyi is the Grants and Content Manager for MTV 

Staying Alive, a media production and grant-giving company. 

She is responsible for managing HIV prevention grants and 

social enterprise projects globally. She also works closely with 

the fundraising team and communicates the impact of the 

foundation’s work to a wider audience by managing all digital 

and social media content.

Before MTV Staying Alive, Abi worked in human rights for a 

range of organisations including the BBC and the United 

Nations Association UK. She has conducted anthropological 

and human rights related research. 

Abi has a BA in Sociology and Psychology from the University 

of York, and an MSc in International Human Rights Law and 

Anthropology from the London School of Economics.

Abi Ogunmwonyi

Aspiring Medic  •  Student  •  Motivator

Sarah O’Connell is only at the beginning of her journey as she 

aspires to work in the field of Medicine, but is already making 

waves. Having left La Retraite with excellent A Level grades, 

Sarah was invited to study Medicine at King’s College, London, 

where she has thrived academically and is an inspirational role 

model for future medical students.

An excellent student, Sarah’s generosity and abilities to lead 

and motivate led her to joining Melanin Medics, an outreach 

programme which aims to assist students from a diverse array 

of backgrounds to apply for and study Medicine at University. 

Keen to pass on all she has learned and experienced, Sarah 

is working as Application Coordinator and Undergraduate 

Mentor.

Sarah O’Connell



Sarah Oladokun
Graduate  •  Blogger  •  Creator

Sarah Oladokun, also known as Sarah Destiny, 

is a content creator, life-style blogger and 

presenter.

After attending La Retraite and finishing her 

A Levels at Christ The King Sixth Form College, 

she gained a new found interest to create 

online content and share her childhood stories, 

values and messages with others. With this new 

passion, she further went on to build a mentoring 

programme for young females between 

the ages of 14 and 26 who seek advice on 

confidence, self love and encouragement.

With the growth of her platform reaching over 

700,000 views, she has been invited by leading 

media organisations such as the BBC and ITV 

to speak openly about her experiences which 

have built her up into the young lady she is 

today.

Her recent works have also led her to be 

nominated for the Positive Role Model Award 

at the National Diversity Awards, an award 

recognised by Microsoft and the Direct Line 

Group and part of the Aleto Foundation.

Sarah is a recent graduate of Goldsmiths 

University after graduating with a BA in 

Journalism and Media Communications, and is 

currently training for a Level 3 NCTJ Diploma.
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Olaide Olumide
Advisor  •  Representative  •  Leader

I am a Senior Policy Advisor at the Home Office 

and Programme Manager for the ‘Supporting 

Cybersecurity within the Commonwealth’ at the 

FCO. I studied International Politics with French at 

King’s College, London. In my spare time, I run a 

professional network to help accelerate the next 

generation of Black and Minority Ethnic female 

leaders into senior leadership positions called Shades 

of Success. I’m also heavily involved in championing 

diversity in leadership in the Civil Service, leading 

frequent round-table discussions for Permanent 

Secretaries and senior leaders. 

My time at La Retraite has benefited me in so 

many ways. I was exposed to a whole new world 

of opportunities including travelling to countries 

like France and Germany to learn about the First 

World War, and playing the violin. In talking to my 

peers, I have realised that these experiences aren’t 

accessible to others in different schools. I also 

developed my core values which I still hold very 

closely including the art of discipline, possessing 

integrity, being confident in my abilities and dynamic 

in my approach to problems. The fact that I had 

teachers who took an active interest in me and my 

future goals set me on the path to achieve the things 

I have today.

My career to date has been a testament to the 

seeds that were sown whilst I was in school. I didn’t 

realise how I was being moulded to develop my 

leadership style and how this would be a key asset 

in developing my career. In 2014, I became a 

Commonwealth Youth Ambassador as part of the 

legacy programme of the Commonwealth Games. I 

have also recently represented the UK at the African 

Union’s first Cybercrime Forum with attendance from 

Senior African Ministers and senior diplomat officials 

alongside key organisations such as the UNODC, 

Interpol, Council of Europe and the United States 

Ministry of Justice.

La Retraite will also be special to me as I made some 

lifelong friendships there. I feel a sense of pride when 

I see current students in our infamous kilts, knowing 

that was once me!
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Shantavia Robinson
Student  •  Young Carer  •  Philosopher

Shantavia Robinson has always been considered 

as an incredibly kind and conscientious student 

during her time at La Retraite. Despite the tough 

exterior she often projects, Shantavia has a 

heart of pure gold, is patient and understanding, 

and has a passion and talent for creativity. 

The poetry she composes on a regular basis is 

brilliantly constructed and perfectly portrays her 

innermost thoughts and feelings.

In her role as a Young Carer, for which she was 

awarded the Young Carer of the Year Award 

in the 2018 Lammy Awards, Shantavia has 

thrived as a nurturing and caring young lady, 

who often puts the feelings of others before her 

own. She is a highly intelligent and considerate 

person, calm in a crisis, and with a compassion  

and warmth for others .

She has grown into an incredible and gifted 

young woman, with a passion for philosophy, 

which she is now studying at University. 

Ms Francis remembers her fondly: “It was a 

delight to see Shantavia in school each day. 

She has a unique personality and an infectious 

sense of humour. She is helpful and kind, and 

incredibly bright and colourful. She brightens 

the day of everyone she comes across. 

Shantavia is one of the best examples of a La 

Retraite alumna, and I cannot wait to hear of 

her successes at university and beyond.”
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Myra Sheridan
Solicitor  •  Professional  •  Inspiration

I left La Retraite in 1966 after achieving 8 O 

Levels, so I knew it all and my education was 

completed...!

On reflection, I now understand that I was given 

a wonderful immersion in academics without 

being overworked. For example, whenever I 

see famous masterpieces I remember having 

first enjoyed them on the walls of La Retraite. 

So I had no problems immediately gaining 

meaningful employment with Shell Mex and 

BP, Elizabeth Arden and Midland Bank before 

getting married and rearing seven children.

I had the self-confidence and knowledge that 

La Retraite girls could do anything. Therefore, 

I had no difficulty in admitting that perhaps I 

didn’t know everything, and sitting the entrance 

exam for University College, Cork, some thirty 

years after taking my last public examination 

and eventually achieving a Law degree and 

qualifying as a Solicitor.

So my message to any ladies reading, this is my 

exam mantra: “I WILL, I CAN, I MUST” and it really 

is never too late. Here I am working as a solicitor 

at sixty-eight years of age — keeping the little 

grey cells exercised!

—

Myra Sheridan has worked with James A. 

Sheridan & Co. Solicitors since opening and was 

Office Manager until 1995. Myra is experienced 

in all areas of general practice, primarily in 

Commercial Law, Probate and Conveyancing 

matters. Myra earned a BCL degree from 

University College, Cork in 1998, and was 

admitted to the Roll of Solicitors in 2003. 
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Freeman  •  Dedicated  •  Liveryman

I left La Retraite in June 1984 after my A Levels. I went to work 

for the Civilian staff of the Metropolitan Police, and then on to 

the London Borough of Merton where I studied Business and 

Finance whilst working. In August 1995, I joined The Order of 

St John (The Most Venerable Order of the Hospital of St John 

of Jerusalem) and there followed 18 very happy years of 

employment. In that time, I was recognised by the Sovereign 

Head of the organisation, Her Majesty The Queen, twice, first 

becoming a Serving Sister of the Order of St John, and then 

Officer of the Order of St John.

In July 2014, I joined The Worshipful Company of Tobacco 

Pipe Makers and Tobacco Blenders as their Clerk (CEO). I 

am a Freeman of the City of London and a Liveryman of The 

Worshipful Company of Tobacco Pipe Makers and Tobacco 

Blenders.

Sandra Stocker
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Naiomi Tamakloe
Teacher  •  Role Model  •  Mentor

I attended La Retraite from 1993 to 1998, and was 

originally in the form St Luc with Ms Burke as our form 

tutor. In Year 8, form names were changed and I 

was part of Newton. Mr Hamilton, the former Head 

of Science, was my form tutor for the rest of my time 

at La Retraite.

I enjoyed my time at La Retraite and some of my 

fondest moments were formed with friends singing 

and dancing in the playground at lunch time. I 

remember watching ‘Roots’ with Ms Ungaro in the 

room that is now W3, and I also enjoyed cooking 

lessons in what is now the staffroom. I obviously loved 

Science, and I also enjoyed Textiles. My GCSE project 

was hung up in the Textiles room after I had left, a 

fact I am pretty proud of.

Mr Conway, our former Head Teacher, and Mr 

Hamilton both inspired me to read Biochemistry at 

university, and I always remember that their belief in 

me really spurred me on, especially when things got 

tough in Sixth Form. The La Retraite Sixth Form was 

formed in the year I left, and as it was so new, many 

of us didn’t want to stay and ended up going to SFX 

round the corner.

After going to Imperial, I got involved in mentoring 

as part of the Aim Higher Strand Scheme; until then 

I had thought that I wanted to go into research. 

However, I enjoyed working with the girls at Clapton 

Girls’ School, Hackney, so much so that I decided to 

apply for a PGCE once I graduated.

I studied a PGCE in Biology at Kings’ College, and 

after having my first son in 2006, took my first teaching 

post at Ashcroft Academy, Wandsworth. I came to 

La Retraite in 2010 and was greeted by much support 

and kindness from my former teachers, even though 

in jest they taunted me about my not-so-wonderful 

teenage years!

Being back at La Retraite is truly a blessing. Despite 

the difficulties of the job, this place has a real spirit. It 

is different to other schools, the people and the ethos 

which today is stronger than ever. 

I’m thankful to still be part of the school community, 

and am truly honoured to be part of this book.
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Shiden Tekle
Student  •  Campaigner  •  Advocate

My name is Shiden Tekle. I was a Sixth Form student at 

La Retraite from 2015 to 2018. 

I am currently studying Politics and International 

Relations in Queen Mary’s University of London, with 

the intention of doing conversion course in Law.

Outside academia, I started a Campaign called 

‘Legally Black’ which aims to call out the racism in 

our media and challenge the lack of representation 

of black actors and creatives. We initially did this by 

recreating iconic film and TV posters to highlight the 

issues which effect black people in our society today.

While being in La Retraite, I was able to broaden 

my perspective on many things and for that, I am 

extremely thankful for my time at La Retraite.

—

Head of Humanities, Mrs Kelly, said: “Shiden is a 

very determined young man. At a debate about 

the importance of Black History Month with Chuka 

Umunna and other important people, he spoke with 

passion and authority, which demonstrated both his 

personal thoughts and the level of research that he 

had done.”

Shiden was never the kind of student destined for 

a quite life, having made waves in all areas he put 

his effort into. We’re sure this is just the beginning of 

Shiden’s journey. We look forward to hearing more of 

his triumphs and adventures in the future, and wish 

him all the best at university.
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Sheila Whitehead
Student  •  Campaigner  •  Advocate

Sheila attended La Retraite after primary schooling 

at St Andrews, Streatham. She captained the 1st XI 

Hockey team and was School Games Captain. 

Throughout her life she spoke of her very happy 

school days, during which she made lifetime 

friends and received a very progressive education. 

Although she was accomplished at art, World War II 

meant that she was unable to take up her place at 

The Slade School of Fine Art where she had hoped to 

study.  Instead, she worked for Barclays Bank before 

joining the WRAF, meeting her future husband, Joe, 

and eventually marrying and moving to Liverpool.

She had been given rather prescient career advice 

by her favourite teacher, Mother St Alphonsus, who 

said “Sheila, you should marry, get a big house and 

fill it full of children”!  She did just that, having seven 

children and a long, rewarding and happy life. 

Sheila’s great interests, apart from her growing family, 

were sport and politics.  In retirement, she developed 

an appetite for travel and visited several of her La 

Retraite contemporaries living in Canada, the USA 

and Australia, in addition to school friends in the UK.  

She was active in fund-raising for various charities 

including RNLI and CAFOD.

Sheila’s children grew up hearing tales of La Retraite 

life which reflected the caring atmosphere and 

the great sense of fun which accompanied the 

broad educational programme.  Art class trips to 

the National Gallery, nature outings to encourage 

an interest in botany, gym exhibitions on the school 

lawns and a range of escapades including during 

war time evacuation to Horndean, all brought alive 

the adventurous spirit engendered at La Retraite.  

Underlying everything was a great love of the Sisters 

of La Retraite and a growing appreciation of the 

Catholic Faith. 

It is a measure of Sheila’s affection for La Retraite 

that well into her nineties, she was happy to browse 

through school photographs and memorabilia 

recounting with relish her school days.  She died at 

her home in February 2018 after a brief illness.
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Specialist  •  Administrator  •  Dancer

My name is Susan Woollard, née Papa, and I attended La 

Retraite between 1977 and 1982. I left to go to Secretarial 

College where I got a Distinction in a bi-lingual secretarial 

course in French.

I have had a number of admin jobs in places like BT, the 

Metropolitan Police, Halifax and the local council, and for 

the last 17 years I have worked for the NHS, working my way 

up from personal assistant to now as a Service Specialist 

commissioning specialised services in South East England.

I have been married for 28 years and have three children 

ages 26, 20 and 18. As an adult, I have learned to tap dance 

and took all of my exams, and more recently have learned to 

swing jive. I spend most of my Sundays on the side of a football 

pitch watching my youngest daughter play football.

Susan Woollard



Hannah Yiadom-Boakye
Teacher  •  Role Model  •  Mentor

My name is Hannah Yiadom-Boakye and I left La 

Retraite in 2013. I attended both the secondary 

school and the Sixth Form and I must say, I thoroughly 

enjoyed my experience at La Retraite. As well as 

the fun and games, the quality of teaching that 

the staff made available (and, not surprisingly, 

continues today) was second to none, hence why I 

had to return. It was the only way I could truly show 

my gratitude to the school — by giving back and 

returning as a teacher.

Throughout my time at La Retraite, as well as the 

academic side, I was very active and held many 

responsibilities. I was part of the School Council, a 

Student Leader, mentor, part of the Young Journalist 

Scheme and Vice President, responsible for high 

expectations, whilst in the Sixth Form. I also put 

together a song with a friend of mine, and auditioned 

for the ‘LR Factor’ talent show. Unfortunately, we lost, 

but I put my musical talent to use later down the line.

After Sixth Form, I attended the University of Warwick 

where I studied Sociology. Whilst completing my 

degree, I took part in various volunteering schemes 

where I worked in both secondary and primary 

schools, offering workshops based on academic and 

life skills. In addition to that, I found a love for DJ’ing 

and radio hosting, which I had delved into during my 

time in Sixth Form but didn’t take seriously. I made use 

of this musical talent throughout my three years at 

University — however, my love for teaching overrode 

the music.

Students have commented: “Miss Boakye is a very 

welcoming and cool teacher. She helps her tutees 

when we need it most, and she is extremely caring.”

Another said: “I could write an essay about Miss 

Boakye who is an amazing teacher but to sum up: I 

can’t think of anyone more deserving to be featured 

as a La Retraite alumni as she is truly an inspirational, 

intelligent, caring and beautiful role model.”
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A Tribute to a Special Alumna
There is one member of our outstanding Alumni that we as 

a school community need to pay a special tribute to. 

An inspiration to students and staff alike, this person has 

protected and fought for innumerable children across her 

many years within our community; her work has positively 

benefited the lives of so many.

Although this member is incredibly humble, and will express 

surprise and even disdain at being included in this book, 

we feel that it is important that her dedication to our 

community is made visible, and to allow students, staff 

and members of our wider school community to have the  

opportunity to express their very heartfelt gratitude to this 

person. She has changed the lives of thousands, protected 

and encouraged countless children, and worked hard for 

scores of families in our community, and so we thank her for 

everything she has done for us. 

If we could all be a little bit like Ms Ungaro, the world would 

be a much better place for it...



Michele Ungaro
Guardian  •  Champion  •  Defender

Michele Ungaro has worked at La Retraite for 

over 30 years, and has made an invaluable 

contribution to the school community over that 

time.

First and foremost, Michele was a History 

teacher. She has a great passion for the subject 

and regularly took the students to visit the 

battlefields in Belgium.

Michele’s caring nature was quickly recognised 

and she was promote to Head of Key Stage 

3, looking after the pastoral needs of all of the 

students in Years 7, 8 and 9.

By far the most influential role Michele has held 

in the school is that of Assistant Headteacher 

in charge of Safeguarding. In this role, she has 

supported hundreds of young women with 

personal difficulties. She has helped them feel 

positive about themselves and to make great 

progress in their own lives, even when they have 

had to deal with very difficult circumstances.

Michele continues to support the students in 

the Sixth Form as a Learning Mentor, and has 

helped many young people go on to have 

successful futures. It is a testament to the impact 

Michele has had on the lives of so many, that 

when adults come back to visit the school, the 

first thing they ask is “Is Ms Ungaro still here? I 

want to thank her”. 

As a school, we all want to thank Michele for 

the lifelong dedication she has given to the 

students of our community.

Ms Rumble, Head of Year 12, has said: “Do 

you have a pastoral question that needs to be 

answered? Michele is your go-to person, there 

is nothing she doesn’t know! Michele is and has 

always been an incredible support to me, so 

thank you, Michele.”
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Shantavia Robinson, former student, has this 

message for Ms Ungaro: “There have been 

times when my pessimism has gotten the better 

of me, you have always seemed to find the 

good and the happy side to life, and made me 

feel just slightly less alone. That feeling of being 

just a little less lonely has allowed me to smile 

whenever I see you. I non-ironically think of you 

as Miss Sunshine! I am able to look to you when 

it all gets too much and you allow me to loan 

you my burden. You see me as an equal and 

that is the most any student or person with a 

problem could ask for. You talk to us as friends 

and as family, and we see you as the same.”

Former student and current staff member, 

Naiomi Tamakloe adds: “When you think of La 

Retraite, you think of a compassionate school, 

warm, nurturing and kind. Ms Ungaro (I still feel 

odd calling her ‘Michele’) embodies that image. 

Nobody can argue how tirelessly she works, 

always putting the needs of our students above 

everything else. She has honestly dedicated 

her life to this school and for that, I and the rest 

of the La Retraite community will be eternally 

grateful. Miss Ungaro, you are truly a La Retraite 

legend.”

Another former student and current member of 

the RE department, Hannah Boakye has said: 

“La Retraite wouldn’t be what it is today without 

the one and only Ms Ungaro. She is kind, sweet, 

loving, and still to this day, my favourite History 

teacher — I still remember learning about the 

Bayeux Tapestry with her. She has always had a 

heart of gold, and gives the best hugs. She is the 

epitome of La Retraite alumni, and a woman 

who shows much dedication to her work. Ms 

Ungaro is a blessing to many, and I’d be lucky 

to be even half of the woman she is.”

Head of Drama department, Andrea Masoliver, 

has worked with Michele for a number of years, 

and would like to add: “Twenty years ago, I was 

a little lost and looking for a new job, direction 

and security. Before my start, during the summer 

holiday, my husband had received a phone 

call and it was Michele, asking if I could go into 

school before the start of the new academic 

year, as a Year 7 tutor, one of her pastoral team. 

My husband said, “She sounds really lovely and 

friendly, I think you’re going to be happy there.” 

On attending the meeting, I was welcomed 

warmly by the lovely Michele, who was 

extremely organised and efficient. All resources 

for tutors were in little piles and thorough 

information provided on each teacher’s tutees. 

She provided a fountain of knowledge on all 

La Retraitian issues, as most tutors were new 

staff. She made me feel so welcome, was an 

excellent manager, and gave loving guidance 

to all students, besides firm discipline. She was 

a  joy to work with and a pleasure to learn from. 

“Michele has always showered people with 

compliments (though she’s never so good to 

herself!). I remember a former colleague, Miss 

Potter, saying in her leaving speech: “If you had 

a huge spot on your nose, Michele would turn 

around and say ‘Oo, that spot does suit you!”.

“Having made her way through the ranks, it’s 

great to see Michele return to the nurturing role 

that she now has within the school. A stalwart, 

special La Retraite alumni.”

Mrs Jarrett, Head of EAL, has said: “Michele 

was my line manager and she was great at 

supporting students, as well as her team. She 

would always listen to me and support me in any 

way possible; with sweets, spiritual theory, with 

encouragement. It has been refreshing having 

her as my team leader. I have learned a lot, 

especially about safeguarding the students.”
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A Message from Mr Malins

Headteacher of La Retraite
It is a real pleasure to read about the amazing achievements 

of La Retraite Alumni. I know that this is just the tip of the 

iceberg and that there are thousands of La Retraite Alumni 

out in the world doing great things in their communities. 

Being the Headteacher at La Retraite is a relatively easy 

role. La Retraite is a school with traditional values which 

have been reinforced over more than 120 years. These 

values, based on our faith, means that everyone in the 

school community is valued, cherished and supported. We 

believe that everyone has the potential to achieve the 

highest standard. Our staff are extremely dedicated to the 

students and always give that little bit extra. It helps having 

many alumni on the staff. Mixed in with the high aspirations 

of the students and their families, it is no surprise that many 

students go on to achieve great things. 

It is really rewarding to see the little ‘seeds’ planted by 

God being cultivated so well by the soil of La Retraite and 

their families and doing such great things. I look forward to 

seeing many more in the future.

Dominic Malins

Headteacher
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