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Education and Skills Committee 
 

26th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday 2 October 2019 
 

Scottish Learning Festival STEM workshop 
 

The Committee has heard direct from teachers and early years practitioners in all of 
its evidence sessions on its STEM inquiry. It agreed to hold a seminar at the Scottish 
Learning Festival to explore the extent to which some of the experiences and views 
cited by teachers in evidence were shared by other teachers. The Committee held a 
workshop at the Scottish Learning Festival on Wednesday 25 September which 
involved over 50 attendees, the majority of which were teachers. The seminar 
involved two open discussions and six votes on closed questions.  
 
Those who did not have the chance to speak during the seminar, or did not want to 
make comments to an audience, were able to write comments on postcards and 
leave them in a ballot box at the end of the seminar. These comments are at Annexe 
A. 
 

Teacher training, knowledge and confidence 
 
The first discussion was around the question: 

“In your experience, what STEM training and knowledge sharing works well? 
What are the barriers?” 
 
Continuous professional development 

The first comment echoed by a number of others during the discussion was “the 
issue is workload”. The Deputy Head teacher of a primary school highlighted the 
number of priorities in the curriculum – literacy, numeracy and wellbeing, the need to 
train colleagues on the play-based approach. The Deputy Head teacher suggested 
they were seeking to balance ensuring there is training on STEM with the need to 
ensure staff are not overloaded with work. 
 
The Convener asked for a show of hands later in the workshop as to who had had 
training or any involvement with SSERC. 6 people from over 50 attendees raised 
their hands (It should be noted not all attendees were teachers) 
 
Knowledge sharing 

A secondary teacher in science said his work as a co-ordinator for primary schools in 
his cluster for science knowledge-sharing with teachers and pupils was undertaken 
in his non-contact time (6hrs per week). Primary teachers have said that given the 
importance of sharing the specialism with them they consider that a science 
specialist for the cluster should be a full-time role. A need for more non-contact time 
was raised by a number of participants. Time constraints were cited a number of 
times in the second discussion in relation to cluster work. The need to be sharing 
real specialist expertise was also highlighted so teachers were not teaching pupils 
misconceptions. 
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The Convener sought a show of hands on how many people were involved in a 
cluster programme. 8 people of over 50 in attendance had had an involvement (It 
should be noted that not all present were teachers). 
 
A university lecturer suggested there was scope for university staff, especially those 
experiencing a drop off in student numbers for certain science courses, could 
undertake the role of science specialist for primary schools if they had a means of 
identifying where there was a need. 
 
A positive example of knowledge sharing was primary teachers that swap classes 
one day a week so that their respective specialisms can be shared with different 
classes. Another positive example was a secondary teacher working in a primary 
school cluster where the primary children visited secondary school for science 
experiment demonstrations. They found visiting high school and the experiments 
really exciting. Another teacher later in the workshop emphasised the importance of 
inspiring young children and captivating their imagination during early years 
education. 
 
On the question of teachers in primary schools being generalists or having specific 
specialisms one attendee suggested that generalist primary teacher was the role 
people had ‘signed up for’ and if they wanted a specialism they could be a secondary 
teacher. One teacher responded that they agreed primary teachers are generalists 
but that the system needs to be able to support teachers to gain more specialism 
where they need it and suggested that was not the case at the moment. They 
continued on ITE highlighting no science qualification was needed to become a 
primary teacher and ITE covered relevant content in a “handful” of sessions. She 
surmised that it was an “unreasonable expectation” for primary teachers to be 
knowledgeable in all of these areas.  

Initial Teacher Education 

A primary teacher who recently completed ITE reflected on her experience 
suggesting that she had been shown how to do a number of experiments during her 
training but that the time available for training in this area was limited due to the 
amount of course content to work through in teacher training. For example she had 
not been taught how to ‘range up’ or ‘range down’ for different age groups and felt 
she did not have a depth of understanding and therefore would struggle to embed 
learning in the classroom. 

Confidence 

At the end of the discussion, there were two votes to ascertain confidence levels in 
different elements of STEM.  
 
Vote 1  

Attendees were asked “Which element of STEM do you feel most confident in?” – 
45% said science, 2% technology, 3% engineering, 50% maths. 
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Vote 2  

Attendees were asked “Which element of STEM do you feel least confident in?” – 
5% said science, 27% technology, 62% engineering, 5% maths. 
 

Equity gaps 

The second discussion was based around the question: 
 
What does, or what would, help address equity gaps in relation to: 

• Gender? 

• Deprivation? 

• Rurality? 

Role models and one-off interventions 

One teacher suggested, in particular in relation to deprivation, that one-off 
interventions “do not work” they need to be longitudinal. Another commented that 
these interventions can be inspiring and that can lead to more in-depth learning at a 
later stage in school. A third suggested that having role models coming into schools 
can be inspiring but this needs to be more than a one-off. Having the time and the 
ability to make connections with other teachers with specialisms or with outside 
organisations with expertise was a limiting factor in their view. 

The Convener sought a show of hands to reflect the number of people who had had 
involvement with STEM ambassadors. Around a third of attendees had. 

 
Rurality 

One attendee highlighted that accessing training and resources is more expensive in 
rural areas. SSERC webinars were highlighted by another attendee as a “great way 
to access training”. A third contribution highlighted the Highland Council travel ban 
which had been in place for some time was a limiting factor. 
 
A representative of the Institute of Physics drew the distinction between the term 
“rurality” and “remoteness”. He suggested the issue was distance from key centres 
of learning, such as SSERC in Dunfermline. For example East Lothian would be 
considered rural but not remote from access to resources and training available in 
Edinburgh. 
 
One attendee commented on the suggestion in evidence of a science specialist in 
each primary school, suggesting that for small rural primary schools this was not a 
viable option. Similarly, clustering primary schools was highlighted by another 
attendee as challenging given the distances involved. 
 
Gender 

One teacher highlighted a successful workshop run in their school by local 
businesses aimed at encouraging young women into industry. The feedback from 
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students had been that an interactive experience with people with life experiences of 
a particular career had been really engaging. The workshop ran for S1 to S6 and 
was for young women only. The role for SDS in providing and facilitating careers 
guidance was highlighted. 

Another teacher highlighted that her two daughters had had messages on STEM 
careers “hammered home” at school and as a result had been put off engineering. 
 
Curriculum 

One early year’s practitioner highlighted the status and place of STEM in the 
curriculum suggesting “literacy and numeracy are embedded but STEM is not”. 
 

Resources 
 
Attendees were asked to vote on four extracts of evidence received so far in relation 
to resources. The purpose was to see whether teachers had had similar experiences 
to those cited in evidence or not. 

Evidence extract 1 
 
“one study found more than half of respondents felt they did not have sufficient 
equipment for practical work.”  
 
Attendees were asked if this was their experience. 
 
Attendees answered: yes 76%, no 12% and neither 12%. (This third option was 
intended to cover those who are not in a teaching role) 
 
Evidence extract 2 
 
“98% of respondents drew on additional funding for practical activities, with parental 
sources the most common for extra-curriculum activity.” 
 
Attendees were asked if this was their experience. 
 
Attendees answered: yes 61%, no 24% and neither 15%. 
 
Evidence extract 3 
 
“the scope to undertake outdoor learning and trips can be limited by staffing levels, 
and time required for risk assessment paperwork.” 
 
Attendees were asked if this was their experience. 
 
Attendees answered: yes 71%, no 17% and neither 11%. 
 
Evidence extract 4 
 
“Before I came here today, I asked a lot of the local schools that I work with, “What’s 
the one thing you would like me to take to the inquiry?” The main thing that came back, 
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quite surprisingly, was that what would help them the most to deliver the curriculum is 
a working internet connection.” 

Attendees were asked whether their school’s internet connection was sufficient for 
STEM teaching?  
 
Attendees answered: yes 27%, no 58% and neither 15%. 
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Annexe A 
 
Post card comments 
 

1. ‘In the Council I work at, visiting STEM specialists were great because they 
had the knowledge and skill to teach the pupils. They were also available for 
teachers in school to go and ask for advice and guidance. Taking away the 
Visiting Specialists has made it harder to upskill current staff which has led to 
increasing teacher’s workload. Can we get them back please?’ 

 
2. Would like to see more joined up thinking between the Government and 

education areas. (Example: Widening access programmes run by institutions 
have examples of good practice of how some issues could be overcome) 
For disadvantaged / under-represented groups this will take a whole systems 
approach (Justice, Health etc). Needs to be more action and less cyclical 
conversation. 

 
3. Through running the primary cluster science transition, it is clear there is a 

space for a specialist PT role to work more consistently with cluster schools.  
 

4. Admissions to life science degrees have dropped across Glasgow possibly 
across Scotland. Lecturers want to promote their courses and engage / 
inspire younger years, how can we set up these collaborations? Secondary 
teachers have obvious time constraints to help primary schools, can we get 
teachers into universities for workshops in the summer? Are there specialised 
areas in science that teachers don’t feel comfortable in?  
 

5. A lot discussion around gender, particularly getting girls into STEM. We need 
to remember about boys. Education Scotland recently reported a lack of boys 
in biology life sciences, this is reflective in those taking up higher education in 
this area. 
 

6. The root of many of the issues is class contact time.  If you want teachers to 
engage with the CPD necessary to deliver high quality STEM education you 
have to give them time. Cut class contact time! 

 
 


