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Introduction

As part of the bicentenary of Darwin’s birth in 2009, and the 150th anniversary of the publication of On the Origin of Species, the Wellcome Trust is interested in highlighting for students of all ages the relationship between Darwin’s work and contemporary science. They commissioned the University of Southampton in conjunction with the Institute of Education to conduct research on science teachers’ views and pedagogical approaches to evolution and other ‘Darwin-inspired’ science, and their resource and training requirements in relation to this. The aim of the study will help develop a strategy for assisting teachers in promoting the continued significance of Darwin’s work in contemporary science.

Ten focus group meetings of teachers across key stages 1 to 4 and post 16 were held in Southampton and London, and six hundred questionnaires were sent to primary, secondary and post 16 science teachers in Northern Island, Scotland and Wales.  
Level of interest among teachers

Most primary teachers do not consider Darwin-related topics as important or relevant to their pupils. The topics seen as most strongly linked to Darwin tend to be secondary and post-16, i.e. mainly evolution, natural selection, adaptation, extinction, variation, biodiversity, inheritance and genetics. However, the process of being involved in focus groups enthused the teachers at all levels about celebrating Darwin’s life and work in 2009 – the challenge is to stimulate this interest more widely. Shortage of time is a key consideration. Teachers are constrained by the curriculum pressures, with little room for manoeuvre even at the earliest school stages. This makes it essential that any ideas and associated continuing professional development (CPD) are linked explicitly to the curriculum.

Knowledge of Darwin

There was a lack of detailed knowledge about Darwin, across all countries and at all levels, among teachers and their pupils, particularly below KS4/S3-4. The level of teachers’ declared confidence in teaching about Darwin’s life, experiments and (to a lesser extent) impact on current science shows potential for improvement for example through supportive resources and materials, lesson plans and CPD. About half of those completing questionnaires wanted to know more about Darwin, especially his life and experiments.

Ideas for activities or experiments

At primary level, experiments and work outdoors were much more common, with more working from textbooks at secondary and post-16. Focus group participants contributed many ideas of activities or experiments, including ways of publicising the Darwin celebrations. These were not always endorsed by the questionnaire survey, for instance whereas focus group teachers were keen to develop cross-curricular programmes, survey respondents anticipated little interest from colleagues in other disciplines. The enthusiasm for role play was also low, as was interest in performing drama about Darwin or having a visit from a touring theatre company. However, there was general agreement that electronic access to information was important, including the provision of an umbrella website with links to information and materials. Time-lapse DVDs, lesson plans and interactive whiteboard software were also high up the wish list.

In terms of resources and facilities in school, ICT was reported as being widely available (interactive whiteboards are not quite as prevalent as other equipment) and most have access to outdoor space to carry out Darwin-related experiments, although the indication is that currently these are seldom used.

Continuing professional development (CPD)

CPD will be necessary to address the lack of knowledge and confidence in teaching about Darwin-related topics. However, teachers and senior managers must be convinced that such a CPD commitment is justified. The involvement of key figures such as head teachers and science consultants/local authority advisors might be beneficial, to help motivate teachers and their schools to engage with the CPD as well as the wider initiative. The areas for CPD that survey respondents expressed particular interest in were ideas and evidence (interest increases up school stages), and science enquiry (higher interest in lower school stages). The main barriers to attending CPD were anticipated to be cost (of the course, of supply cover and – to a lesser extent – of travel), as well as location of course and availability of supply cover.

A Darwin year or Darwin-related projects might help to reduce pupils’ misconceptions (including humans evolved from monkeys) and increase interest in Darwin, but teachers struggle with the time available to them and any new activities have to be explicitly related to the curriculum.

As part of the Darwin 200 initiative, The Wellcome Trust is planning a series of activities for schools in 2009, as well as professional development training opportunities to enable teachers to deliver these activities to their students. 

The aim is to produce a series of Darwin-inspired experiments or 'practical enquiries' that will be available to every UK school child. Schools will receive a free kit containing everything they need to carry out the curriculum linked experiments plus a wealth of information and resources on Darwin-inspired activities they can do throughout 2009 and beyond. More information is available at www.wellcome.ac.uk/darwin200
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