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What determines student interest in the study of science?  There is now considerable evidence that children's attitudes to school science in the UK begin to decline from year 6 (age 10) onwards. Research suggests that by age 14 the majority of students have broadly determined their future career path.  This research will attempt to determine some of the major factors influencing student choice, using a mix of quantitative and qualitative methodologies.  Its approach will be based on a four year longitudinal study with a random stratified cohort of children from the age of 10 to 14. The following four questions will be the focus of the study: 

1. How are student educational and occupational aspirations formed over time? 

2. How are these aspirations influenced by their peers, parents and their experience of school science? 

3. How are these aspirations shaped by their gender, class and ethnic identities? 

4. How and why are student educational and occupational aspirations affected by an intervention that specifically addresses career aspirations in science, mathematics and engineering? 

In addition, our hypothesis is that one of the reasons that students are choosing not to study science is because they are ill-informed at the initial point of some subject choice (age 14) of the careers afforded, both in science and from science, by the study of science and mathematics.  Therefore, this research will include a research-informed intervention which will seek to develop, in collaboration with teachers and external experts, strategies for teaching about science-based careers in KS3 which will address third research question.  To answer fourth question – whether such approaches are effective, we will study the nature of the lessons teachers provide and draw on the data we collect from students. 

In developing the materials for this intervention, additional major objectives of our study are to a) enhance the quality of information and education about science-based careers that science teachers provide for their school students; (b) to draw on current developments and approaches that enhance the use of dialogic teaching and a more discursive pedagogy - a domain in which teachers of science are weak; (c) to develop a set of materials and strategies which can be shared with all teachers of science; and (d), and perhaps most importantly, to attempt to transform the vision of why science matters to one where working in science is seen as a key means of assisting humanity thereby addressing the altruistic and environmental concerns which are central to many girls concerns and interests.
