Prioritising the purpose
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The science department of this school sees practical work as a vital part of science, with a particular role in developing individual and group work skills. Engagement and enjoyment feature highly within the department ethos of practical work. 

Jenny holds the view that practical work should be built into learning objectives, to develop scientific knowledge and understanding. She also feels it is important to ensure that, as they progress through their science education, pupils develop and build upon their practical skills. 

Her use of the audit tool was with a high ability Year 9 class on forces. The practical investigation involved exploring the force needed to lift a fixed load using different pulley systems. Jenny’s focus for this activity was to reinforce 'How Science Works' skills, in particular planning, controlling variables, devising results tables and presenting data.

After completing the audit Jenny was struck by the number of outcomes she expected to achieve in a single lesson. She reflected that this range of objectives meant that no one skill area would be covered in sufficient depth to allow pupils to make real progression. 

Jenny noted that although the pupils did what they were asked to in the lesson, she was not confident that they had learnt something that they could then take away from the lesson and apply to other practical work. She identified that the nature of the data provided a challenge to pupils' graphing skills and observed pupils' difficulty in preparing a conclusion based on results from the experiment and in evaluating the procedure.

Reflecting on the key skills of the practical, Jenny modified the way she staged the activity. ‘Presenting data effectively’ became her main lesson outcome and the evidence of this would be the ability to plot quality graphs of the data obtained. She removed the necessity for pupils to design a results table and provided a version for them to enter data. She also replaced the evaluation section with a plenary activity where pupils are provided with a fictional pupil's graph and assess the work writing corrections and suggestions for improvement.

She feels that using the audit has helped to improve her teaching and has assessed her practice beyond practical work. Examples of this include looking at techniques such as breaking down activities into smaller skill sections, providing pupils with success criteria and allowing them to peer assess each other’s work. 

Jenny feels the audit process will provide an overview of the coverage and progression of skills across her department's schemes of work. It will help them to identify which practical activities are appropriate for developing certain skill areas, and as a result they plan to systematically build a series of practical activities into their schemes that ensure full coverage of the skills they are aiming to develop with their pupils. 



















































Jenny is an experienced science teacher working in a rural community school with a mixed catchment of 850 pupils. Attainment is slightly below national averages. The science department has a positive view of practical work in science.





This is an example of effectiveness level 2 – pupils carry out tasks successfully but do not always learn what the teacher intended.





'I feel this would be much more productive way of developing understanding of scientific enquiry rather than inserting activities into a scheme and just assuming that all skills will be covered.'




















page 2

