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	Project Title
	Valuable Lessons: Engaging with the social context of science in schools

	Funder


	The Wellcome Trust

	Summary of Objectives


	To investigate current educational practice in teaching about socio-scientific issues to the 14-19 age group in schools in England and Wales



	Methodology


	Questionnaires to schools, follow-up interviews with individual teachers and groups of teachers and seminar with parties from interested schools.



	Main results / findings / capacities


	· 60% of all teachers across the curriculum thought there was too little coverage of issues related to biomedical science and felt there should be more opportunities for students to explore these issues.

· Teachers thought that exploration of these issues would support building of self-confidence, develop lines of critical thinking, enable students to deal with socio-scientific issues in balanced ways and engender sensitivity to the rights of others.

· A majority of science teachers did not feel comfortable in dealing with social and ethical issues and the associated pedagogy. They tended to see science as value-free. Humanities and arts teachers also saw science as value-free but felt their role was to explore the issues that arose from the science. Many humanities and arts teachers considered  knowledge of the related substantive science concepts as incidental to their teaching of the issues. Science teachers expressed concern about the handling of these issues by non-scientists.

· Teachers of English explored socio-scientific issues more frequently than any other subject teacher and far more broadly than science teachers.

· One third of all headteachers voluntarily emphasised the importance of approaching the issues in a balanced and unbiased way.

· Few teachers systematically taught students the procedures of ethical thinking in making decisions on socio-scientific issues. Those who did were mostly RE teachers or those few teachers interviewed who taught on the GNVQ Health and Social Care course. 

· Science teachers highlight formal assessment as a major impediment in determining the level of coverage of socio-scientific issues.

· Personal, Social and Health Education was not perceived by teachers as a good forum to teach socio-scientific issues mainly because of its low, non-assessed status and the lack of knowledge and confidence of those involved in teaching PSHE.  General Studies, also, was not a promising model. There was little collaboration across the curriculum on the teaching of these issues. One possible model of cross-curricular collaboration is taking students off-timetable to explore a particular theme. This involves joint planning an assessment in one subject area.



	Implications for policy and practice


	· Socio-scientific issues to be more clearly set out in exam specifications than they are at present;

· Social, ethical and legal implications of the science to be integrated into the curriculum and formal assessment criteria devised to give recognition to discursive argument as well as knowledge of science;

· Research to be carried to look at effective teaching of ethics in science;

· Training opportunities for teachers of science and other subjects to use principles of moral philosophy when addressing socio-scientific issues;

· Development of appropriate educational materials;

· Development of cross-curricular initiatives and inter-departmental collaboration;

· Citizenship curriculum to encourage consideration of socio-scientific issues;

· Science of the brain to be incorporated into mainstream and post-16 biology courses;

· Post-16 students to be encouraged to take courses such as the AS Science for Public Understanding which explore scientific issues in depth.
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