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Response to the Scottish Executive’s Consultation on a Science and Innovation Strategy for Scotland
The Open University welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Scottish Executive’s consultation paper on the development of a science and innovation strategy for Scotland.  
We support fully the Scottish Executive’s belief in the importance of science to areas like economic growth and increased quality of life.   Science is an intrinsic part of the Open University’s curriculum provision and over the past 35 years we have helped to engage people of all ages, from all educational backgrounds, and from all parts of Scotland in science education from access to PhD level.  We continue to play a key role in inspiring people to explore and study science, and we believe that the Open University is an important resource for Scotland to draw upon as a new science and innovation strategy is developed and implemented.  We share the Executive’s vision that Scotland can become a ‘science nation’ with the right strategy in place, and offer our support to working in partnership to achieve that vision.

In our response we have chosen to concentrate on two of the seven themes where, in Scotland, we feel we can most usefully offer comments.  We have also included case studies of some of the Open University’s own work in both of these areas, as examples of successful practice which might serve as models for future activity.      
Theme 5: Modernising science education and promoting science careers
The Open University supports both the long term aspirations and the short to medium term action points listed in the consultation paper.
We would like to add a further four points:
1. Scope
The paper has science as its focus.  Yet, particularly in relation to education and in the workplace, science rarely exists in isolation but draws upon and influences other fields.  We would recommend that the scope is broadened to take proper account of the complementary disciplines of mathematics and technology.
2. School science education
The Open University agrees with the view that the school science curriculum and the facilities that support it need to be kept up-to-date and relevant if we are to inspire and engage young people in further science study and in science careers.  There are two further points which need to be taken into account:

a. Access to some science subjects at Advanced Higher level is unevenly distributed across Scotland.  This can be the case both in remote parts of the country such as the Highlands and Islands, and in disadvantaged urban areas where the size of sixth year classes, and/or the availability of teachers does not allow for all science subjects to be offered.  This puts young people in these areas at a clear disadvantage when applying to colleges and universities.  Consideration needs to be given to using a selection of other courses, delivered in a different mode, as alternatives to Advanced Highers where gaps in provision exist, and to accrediting them as recognised entry qualifications to higher education through the UCAS system. 

b. To encourage and support the transition from school to post-school education, we need to look at ways of building stronger links between schools and Scotland’s colleges and universities.  Of particular importance will be offering opportunities for older school pupils to sample higher education study in science as a way of whetting their appetite for further science education, of helping them bridge the gap from school to post-school education, and of developing their skills as independent learners thereby minimising the risk of dropout from further and higher education.

	Case study 1: Young Applicants in Schools Scheme



	The Open University operates a successful initiative in England, Wales and Northern Ireland designed to give final year school pupils the ability to study selected Open University courses (mainly at SCQF level 7).  Over the past ten years, more than 2100 pupils had completed an OU course as part of the scheme and currently 173 schools are involved.  

The benefits of the scheme include giving young people the opportunity to sample study at higher education level, to begin to develop the study skills and independent learning necessary for university study, to ease the transition from school to higher education, and to provide breadth and/or depth to the school curriculum.
At a time when there is national concern about the drop in the number of school pupils studying science, it is significant that it is the Open University’s science short courses offered as part of the scheme that have been particularly popular.
The Open University is currently in discussion with HMIE and SEED to consider the development of a similar scheme specifically designed to meet Scottish needs.  This could play an important role in filling gaps in final year science provision in schools and in facilitating progression from school to higher education.




3. Modernising post-school science education
The way that science education is delivered in Scotland’s colleges and universities will need to continue to respond to demographic, technological and economic changes, and to adapt to changing patterns of demand.  Already in the past few years we have seen major changes to the profile of people studying at higher education level in Scotland, and to the way they are choosing to study.  Over half (55%) of the students at Scotland’s colleges and universities in 2004/05 were aged 25 and over.    More than one third were studying part-time.  

A key component of future science delivery will be flexibility.  It will be important to create the right climate to enable more people to engage with formal science education at different points in their lives, to allow them to do so in conjunction with a full-time or part-time job, and in a way that fits in with the rest of their lives.
Flexible modes of learning like part-time, distance and online learning can play a major role in widening access to science education, providing opportunities for people in the workforce to study at undergraduate and postgraduate level, and to undertake single modules and short courses as a means of updating their skills and knowledge of science.  
At present, these flexible types of study tend to be peripheral to our way of thinking about learning.   If we are to be successful in modernising science education they need to be given a higher profile.  We believe that for a relatively modest investment, part-time higher education could yield a considerable and disproportionate return in helping both to modernise and to increase participation in science education in Scotland.

4. Promoting science careers
a. In the same way that teachers will need additional training and support in science to support their pupils’ learning effectively, those responsible for providing careers advice should also receive appropriate professional development to help them provide expert advice and guidance both to young people and adults considering careers in science.  
In the Open University’s response to the Scottish Executive’s consultation on the demerger of Careers Scotland from Scottish Enterprise, we called for a greater specialisation of Careers Scotland staff in order to allow them to develop expertise in particular areas and be better able to provide a more effective service.  Creating a core team of science experts would be a natural extension of this.
b. If Scotland is to gain the full benefit of a successful strategy for encouraging more people to seek careers in science, this needs to work in conjunction with a long-term strategy to create the type of research and industry base that enables people to stay in Scotland and use their formal skills and qualifications.  

Theme 6: Increasing Public Engagement with Science
We support the points made in the consultation paper related to this theme.  To achieve public engagement with science and to support people to make responsible choices and participate in informed debate, science needs to be seen as more accessible and more relevant to people of all ages and backgrounds.

It will be important to find innovative ways of engaging people from all sectors of society.  This will include finding ways of reducing the distance that many people feel between them and science, perhaps as a result of bad experiences of science at school, or just a general feeling that science is beyond them.
A new strategy for science also needs to embrace the new ways of finding and sharing information that are emerging, brought about by technological advancement.  There is a major shift in the way people are accessing information and learning resources, based on a desire for ‘anytime-anywhere-any format-any screen’ access, and the huge growth in user-generated content and open content resources available online.  For example, the Open University recently launched Open Learn, an open content website which makes OU educational resources available free on the internet (www.open.ac.uk/openlearn).  This type of initiative could have an important role to play in engaging the public in science, by providing open access to the next generation of learning. 

By way of further comment on this theme and as potential models of good practice that could be developed further, we offer two case studies of successful Open University activity in this area:

	Case study 2: Open University science short course programme


	As part of both the Open University’s curriculum development and widening participation strategies, we are continually looking for new ways to stimulate people’s interest in science.  
A major plank of this is our innovative programme of short courses which we have been building up over the past five years.   With no previous qualifications or prior knowledge required for most of these courses, they cover topical subjects such as climate change, the planets, human genetics, health science, astronomy and life in the oceans.  

The short course programme offers three key benefits.  The courses help people to become better informed about topical science issues; they stimulate people’s interest in science and serve as a launchpad to further and ongoing science study; and they help people to gain important study skills, giving them a firm foundation on which to base further study at a higher level.  

The take-up of these courses by people living in all areas of Scotland, including those areas classified as the most disadvantaged, has been strong and continues to grow.



	Case study 3: The Open University/BBC Partnership


	The Open University’s unique partnership with the BBC plays an important role in demystifying science and encouraging people to take their interest further.  Peak-time topical programmes such as Coast and Rough Science are co-produced by the OU and BBC and bring science directly into millions of living rooms across the country.  Each programme is backed by a range of online resources accessed from the OU/BBC online learning portal – www.open2.net.  
These resources include leaflets and brochures accompanying the series, telephone helplines, online chats, message boards and downloadable images and texts, and other supporting material such as pod-casts.  An important component of the portal is providing the opportunity for people to access information about related courses in order to harness their interest and allow them to take it further.  
A key objective of the partnership is to help people make the transition from being passive viewers and listeners to becoming active learners.
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