[image: image1.jpg]The

British
Psychological
Society





48 Princess Road East, Leicester 
LE1 7DR

Tel:  0116 254 9568  
Fax:  0116 247 0787

E-mail:  mail@bps.org.uk
www.bps.org.uk

11 January 2007

The British Psychological Society

Response from the British Psychological Society to the

Scottish Executive Education Department Consultation Paper:

Science and Innovation Strategy for Scotland
General Comments

We note with disappointment that there is no specific mention of psychology within the consultation paper.


Psychology is the fastest growing science subject, and is currently the largest scientific discipline (as measured by student numbers) in the UK.  It not only has a very strong scientific basis but shares many similarities with other long established quantitative social and biological sciences.  Its diversity it one of its core strengths and as such it has much to contribute to the future development and strengthening of the UK research and science base.

Psychology has become a strong source of recruitment into science of students who may otherwise have chosen non-science disciplines.  As well as attracting some of the highest qualified candidates, it also attracts a significant proportion of women into science.  These two facts combine to mean that psychology represents the UK’s best prospects for the delivery highly trained individuals with scientific skills and to ensure that women are involved in science.

Moreover, the science of psychology is central to developing the knowledge economy and more specifically underpins a number of science based industries, such as information technology and the pharmaceutical industry.  The growth of psychology as an undergraduate discipline is a valuable contribution to the British economy and it is important that it is funded at a level which sustains and develops its science base.

In addition, we are also concerned that many of the aspirations outlined in the document, whilst highly commendable, do not appear to have clearly specified mechanisms to achieve them.

Theme 1: Maintaining and developing the excellence of the Science research base

This theme is clearly vitally important and the aspirations stated are worthwhile.  There is, however, some ambiguity in the language adopted.  For example, the concept of excellence is itself not adequately defined.  There is reference to RAE 2008 and the need to ensure that future funding for university research “enables excellence to be maintained and developed”.   The inherent tension in that simple phrase is not addressed.   Development implies building capacity which in turn may entail sharing resources to enhance research activity in less well established units, while promoting excellence may demand that resources be directed more exclusively towards those units which are seen as already excelling in any given field.  It could also be said that the concept of “science nation”, referred to in the second long-term aspiration, is somewhat vacuous.  

That said, the first action point on research pooling and collaboration is to be applauded.  There is scope and arguably a necessity for much more of this kind of arrangement in Scotland.  In the field of educational research, the value of a collaborative approach has been demonstrated in the Applied Educational Research Scheme, jointly funded by SEED and the Scottish Funding Council.  It is hoped that the impact of such approaches can be sustained and supported, if necessary with imaginative use of further funding to encourage knowledge transfer and stakeholder engagement.

The action points concerned with full economic costing and increasing dialogue between SE, Whitehall Departments and Research Councils are both vitally important measures to support and enhance the research base.  

Importantly, increased links between the biomedical and behavioural sciences will strengthen the science base.  This could include research on the social and behavioural factors that affect science development, implementation and diffusion; organisational effectiveness and innovation; motivation and creativity; understanding learning; the interface of individual and social development; managing risk, threat and opportunity arising from cooperation and conflict between social groups. Several criteria may be important, including international peer review, national need and relevance, and use and application. 

It is important to recognise that some research addresses problems unique to the UK (or specific regions), and the ‘market’ for such research may be internal rather than international. This should not diminish its status or the support it attracts. Economic criteria tend to dominate, but there are other long-term considerations that should also be reflected in commitment and priorities for research. For example health, well-being, long term stability and societal cohesion, reduction of disadvantage and inequality, fuller social and political participation, environmental preservation should also carry considerable weight.

Theme 4:  Expanding Business Innovation

Tax incentives could be offered for third party funders of research specifically conducted in collaboration with HEIs (whether they are co-researchers or are simply providing the funding for the work).  This would encourage greater collaboration between academia and commerce/industry, and provide a much needed increase in funding for more applied/practitioner based research.  Such investments might include sponsorship of research studentships, funding for specific projects, participation in research through provision of in-house data or access to research participants or technical facilities.

Theme 5: Modernising Science Education and Promoting Science Careers

The current curriculum review 3-18 (“A Curriculum for Excellence”) is an excellent opportunity to re-invigorate science in pre-school, primary and secondary schools.  It is to be welcomed that A Curriculum for Excellence (ACfE) has sought to add a research dimension to the process of curriculum review by commissioning formative reviews of the research literature on pedagogy and progression in each area of the curriculum, including science. There is strong Scottish tradition of psychological research into the acquisition of science concepts and skills, including work over many years at the University of Strathclyde by Professor Christine Howe, Dr Andrew Tolmie and colleagues.  

ACfE represents a further innovative and potentially valuable dimension, namely, that the process of curriculum review and development should itself entail the notion of action research involving teachers, academia and other stakeholders working in collaboration.   This represents an exciting opportunity to treat curriculum development not simply as a desk exercise conducted once every 10-15 years, but as a continuing work-in-progress.  Means should be established to facilitate active engagement of teachers and other practitioners in such a process, which might be described as a collaborative “community of enquiry” to take forward development themes, including enhancing the science curriculum across the age range, through engagement in research.  

Recent research carried out under the auspices of the ESRC Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP) has provided useful insights into science education.  Specifically, the work of Millar, Leach, Osborne & Ratcliffe’s TLRP Phase 1 Network “Towards Evidence-Based Science Education” has demonstrated the value of research informed teaching practices in enhancing secondary school pupils’ conceptual understanding in science.  Two other projects, namely, the TLRP Phase 2 project led by Professors Blatchford, Galton and Kutnick on promoting effective classroom group work and the TLRP Scottish Extension Project of Christie, Howe, Tolmie, Topping and Livingston on supporting group work in Scottish Schools have shown the benefits of genuinely collaborative group work for learning in science.

It is important that curricular advice offered to Scottish schools on science education should itself be research-based drawing from recent research such as indicated above.  However, continued investment is called for to support further research into pedagogy and progression in science as well as in other areas of the curriculum.  The interconnectivity of science and other traditionally separate areas should also be promoted more strongly.  For example, the social, moral and ethical dimensions of science merits closer attention and innovative approaches which integrate these elements in the context of education for critical citizenship are called for.

It is good to see CPD for teachers in the list of action points under this theme.  Further funding is needed for greater provision for teacher fellowships.  It would be particularly helpful if teachers and schools had access to financial resources to enable groups of teachers to engage collaboratively in professional action research projects in conjunction with academia.

In terms of what else can and should be done to promote science careers.  It may be valuable for links to be made with the Science Councils’ Careers for Science project.  This project is a primarily web-based initiative to engage young people and encourage them to appreciate why they study science in school and to understand the breadth of opportunities that are available from studying science, technology, engineering and maths (STEM).  Though targeting 11-19 year olds it will have sections for teachers, careers advisers and parents.  The project will build an awareness of the skills studying science develops, how options are kept open by studying science and it aims to ensure that students have the right information to hand when choosing subject combinations.

We hope that these comments are useful. If however, you have any queries or require any additional details, please do not hesitate to contact me.

End of response

This response has been prepared by the Society’s Research Board, with specific input from the Psychology of Education Section.
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