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A Broader Spectrum:

Supporting 21 Century Science Education
lan Hunter

s ascience student, ‘dull’ and ‘boring’ is far from how |

would describe science. However, recent studies have

revealed that an increasing number of schoolchildren
do see the subject as inherently ‘dull’, ‘boring’ and ‘hard’
(1). The science curriculum, particularly at GCSE level, has
been crificised for being aimed too specifically at students
who intend to pursue a scientific discipline at university. Critics
say that this alienates those who are generally interested in
science, but do not wish fo learn the intricacies of nuclear
fission or organic mechanisms (2). The loss of interest in studying
science afteritis compulsory has had a dramatic effect on the
number of science graduates emerging from British universities
info scientific careers (3), an effect perhaps most notable in
the current shortage of science teachers (4).

The 21" Century Science GCSE, officially launched
across the UK in September 2006 and adopted by the OCR
examination board (5), was introduced as a means of
rectifying this problem. It aims fo teach science in a more
‘relevant’ way, focusing on current affairs and prominent
cultural issues (6). The general Science GCSE infroduced by
AQA has similar infentions (7). These new specifications should
restore enthusiasm towards science in disillusioned pupils by
making it more applicable to their everyday lives. There has
been much criticism from traditionalists, who lament the demise
of their beloved subjects, but should we not be welcoming a
more inclusive approach to science education?

The new qualifications focus primarily on the impact of
science-related issues such as the environmental impact of
metal extraction and the burning of hydrocarbons, or the
benefits and drawbacks of nuclear power (6). Academics in
these fields have dismissed this approach as ‘dumbed-down’
science, devoid of the mathematical rigour that is required
to continue the subjects info higher education (10). It is tfrue
that the new GCSEs do not involve as much calculation
as their predecessors, but as their advocates point out,
mathematical analysis is not strictly necessary for students
who are ‘generally interested’ (2).

If the next generation of school leavers enter the adult
world able to understand the relevant science behind debates
on important fopics, the outcome can only be positive. And it is
science's relevance that is key; being aware of interdisciplinary
applications of science can help those who enter jobs in
agriculture, healthcare and retail, without the need for the
underlying mathematics and fundamental principles.

That is not to say that we should forget about these
fundamental principles. It is vital that a significant proportion
of young people pursue science subjects into further and

higher education and this must be actively encouraged.
But the 215t Century Science GCSE, and others like it, will not
be to the detriment of fraditional science; in fact, they will
probably complement it. By demonstrating how scientific
principles can be used to address ‘real-life’ problems, it is
conceivable that the new syllabi will revive enthusiasm in the
individual subjects, and increase their post-GCSE uptake.
At present, the major exam boards offer both the new
and old GCSEs, as well as an infermediate qualification,
‘Additional Science’, which infroduces more challenging

concepts and some mathematics (8,9). The final responsibility
lies with schools, which must incorporate the new GCSEs into
their existing courses and clearly explain the benefits of each
qualification to students.

Fears are rife that by infroducing ‘dumbed-down’
versions, science as we know it will follow Latin, becoming
an exclusive, minority subject. This fear is not unfounded, but,
with correct regulation, these infroductions, far from killing
science, will cause it to thrive.
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