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Primary Science Education Conference and Children’s Conference – 7 June 
2019 

On Friday 7 June Clare Adamson MSP, Iain Gray MSP and Oliver Mundell MSP 

attended the Primary Science Education Conference at the Edinburgh Exhibition 

centre, as part of the Education and Skills Committee’s inquiry into Science, 

Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) in early years. The visit included 

four sessions; meeting with the organisers of the conference, a roundtable session 

with primary teachers, meeting with exhibitors in the main conference and attending 

the children’s conference. 

 

The first session of the day was a welcome meeting with Ian Dormer (Chair of the 

Primary Science Teaching Trust (PSTT)), Fred Young (Trustee at PSTT) and 

Professor Dudley Shallcross (Chief Executive Officer, PSTT). PSTT and the Scottish 

Schools Education Research Centre (SSERC) were the organisers of the 

conference. Members discussed the Committees inquiry on STEM, and the reasons 

for the focus on early years. Professor Shallcross explained how PSTT operates, 

working with partners in Scotland such as SSERC and STEM Learning.  

Roundtable with primary teachers 

The Committee then held an informal session with a group of primary teachers, 

members of the Primary Science Teacher College. The discussion covered the 

major barriers to delivering STEM in primary classrooms. Teachers felt that staff 

capability and understanding was the biggest challenge, coupled with teacher’s 

confidence. One of the challenges to increasing confidence is supporting staff who 

do not have much direct experience of science, while recognising the need for 

primary teachers to remain good generalists and cover the breadth of the curriculum. 

There was some discussion about making everything a priority, and STEM delivery 

had to be balanced with literacy and numeracy, and active learning. While not every 

subject can be a top priority, it was suggested that STEM should be a higher priority 

due to the number of possible career paths it can open.  

Exposure to different careers before secondary school is important to spark an 

interest in pursuing STEM subjects. This can come through the classroom, but also 

requires engagement with parents to complement/ reinforce learning in schools. This 

is one of the fragilities of the current system – there is a reliance on proactive 

teachers which can mean that there is a void if that teacher moves on. Science clubs 

https://www.primaryscienceconference.org/
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/education-committee.aspx
https://pstt.org.uk/who-we-are/our-team/trustees/ian-dormer
https://pstt.org.uk/who-we-are/our-team/trustees/ian-dormer
https://pstt.org.uk/who-we-are/our-team/trustees/fred-young
https://pstt.org.uk/who-we-are/our-team/staff/dudley-shallcross
https://www.sserc.org.uk/
https://www.sserc.org.uk/
https://pstt.org.uk/what-we-do/primary-science-teacher-college
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play an important role here, but several teachers mentioned that there is pressure on 

places and in some cases waiting lists. 

Teachers mentioned that budget cuts mean some schools face delivering with less 

staff but the same number of pupils. A specific funding challenge relates to support 

staff to help deliver/ provide cover for regular staff. Clusters are helping to achieve 

this, but this still requires that participating schools are able to release their staff. 

One teacher suggested that the focus should be on skills rather than benchmarks. 

There is currently a lack of progression for skills (for example, no framework for 

middle school, for the end of P7). The STEM strategy cannot just focus on the top 

performing children but has to achieve a general increase in skills.  

Exhibition hall 

• Yvonne Baker (STEM Learning). STEM Learning provide education and 

career support in STEM subjects, working with schools, colleges, government, 

charitable trusts and employers. The charity provides teachers with access to 

professional development, including the opportunity to undertake intensive 

residential training. The charity is increasingly offering their resources through 

online channels to support teachers who are unable to secure the time away 

to undertake a residential. Yvonne explained that as well as the formal 

training, teachers benefit from accessing a network of peers who can support 

them in delivering in the classroom.  

• Demonstration from Consulting High Input Steam, who produce AR 

technology apps which help children explore and understand human biology. 

Someone holds up or wears a t shirt, and the app scans this and then shows 

the organs and the skeleton of the human body which can be zoomed into, 

researched and explored from all angles. They also deliver sophisticated 

science projects like sending a balloon to space, with children’s experiments 

attached. The balloon is retrieved, and the children analyse the data. The aim 

is to help spark an interest in STEM subjects. 

• Nationals Museum Scotland – there are 4 sites which all offer STEM 

programmes (National Museum of Scotland Chamber Street Edinburgh, 

National Museum of Flight East Fortune Airfield East Lothian, National 

Museum of Rural Life Wester Kittochside East Kilbride, and National War 

Museum Edinburgh Castle). Standard entry to the museums is free, and the 

museums can arrange bespoke sessions with schools. Typically, these are a 

£75 flat rate regardless of the number of children attending. Sessions have 

also been delivered using Skype in the classroom 

• Scottish Schools Education Research Centre (SSERC) – a charity set up to 

support Scottish Education, with a focus on STEM areas of the curriculum. All 

32 local authorities are members. The charity provides Career Long 

Professional Learning for early years, primary and secondary teachers, and 

school and college technicians. They lead coordination with other charities 

and trusts to deliver STEM activity in Scotland. 

 

https://www.stem.org.uk/about-us
https://www.nms.ac.uk/national-museum-of-scotland/
https://www.sserc.org.uk/
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Children’s conference 

 

Reusable plastics which can be melted 
in an oven and reshaped at home. 

MSPs also attended the Children’s Conference, organised by PSTT. The Trust 

provided schools with a teacher’s project pack, and the conference showcased 

Primary Schools projects developed with this resource. The projects focused on 

climate change, and among the activities undertaken by the primary school children 

were litter picking at beaches (including studying the composition of the litter that 

was collected), making building material out of difficult to recycle plastics like bottles 

and crisp packets, experiments of the impact of vinegar on sea water and wildlife, 

and the impact that recycling can have on wildlife. There were several Scottish 

schools represented at the conference, including Humbie Primary School (East 

Lothian), Port Ellen Primary School (Islay) and Allan’s Primary School (Stirling). 

 

 

https://www.primaryscienceconference.org/childrens-conference

