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Embedding Getting Practical
Kay Stephenson
With the two-year pilot of Getting Practical
drawing to a close, new ways to embed the
key messages into existing CPD programmes
are being sought. Kay Stephenson describes
how she has been able to do this with the
courses she is involved with.
‘Today’s been great...we got to do a bit of
networking...picked up loads of ideas...but
now we’ll go back to school and it’s back to
the same old same old. You know what the
problem is...we use, you know, these courses,
and you just click on the practical that goes
with that lesson and...that’s what you do.
Just never seem to find the time to do
anything with new ideas.’
With apologies for editorial licence and
an incomplete memory, the above is a
fairly accurate recollection of a comment
made by a departing teacher at the end
of a 2-hour hands-on practical chemistry
workshop. I appreciated the compliment
but began packing my boxes feeling a bit
down, and not just because what had
come out of the boxes didn’t seem to
be fitting back into them...again!
Anyone who has been involved (either
as a delegate or as a facilitator) with
continuing professional development
will appreciate the frustrations that the
opening ‘quote’ illustrates. However,
I think this is where Getting Practical can
make a difference. The messages from
Getting Practical and the associated
materials provide teachers with that
‘something’ they can (relatively easily)
try out in their own classrooms.
However, as exemplified by one
Head of Science who wrote, after a
half-day Getting Practical workshop for
his department:
‘Excellent session on setting the context
for practical work and why we do it (and
why we should do it!), I liked the way the
session facilitated discussion and sharing of
ideas within the department...’ I know that:
‘the impact of Getting Practical arises from
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the way that the key ideas are introduced
and developed during the [six-hour training]
course.’ (School Science Review, September
2010) but I am convinced that the key
ideas from Getting Practical can, and
should, be an explicit and integral part
of any CPD event that focuses on
practical work in science.
Over the last 12 months, I have had
the opportunity to try out a few ideas
and report here on just a small selection
of sessions and the responses from
delegates.
Early in 2010, as part of a pilot
collaboration between the Science
Learning Centre East of England and the
Gatsby Science Enhancement Programme
(SEP), I ran a bespoke version of the oneday Effective Practical Approaches in
Chemistry course for a whole science
department (teachers and technicians).
The intended learning outcomes of the
course were that participants would:
■ understand the nature, purpose and
importance of practical work in science
lessons;
■ be able to use materials from SEP
and elsewhere as appropriate;
■ develop new and established
practical ideas and techniques to teach
the chemistry topics described
(including ‘How Science Works’); and
■ plan how to incorporate the
ideas and techniques into Schemes
of Work (SoWs).
The course content was adapted to
focus on the school’s chosen Key Stage 4
(age 14-16) chemistry topics.

It was a large department and a busy
day, but all the staff joined in and,
impressively, seemed very open and
willing to discuss and share problems
and ideas. In addition to comments
about having more confidence to use
some of the experiments, several of the
teachers referred to Getting Practical
ideas in their feedback:
‘...use practical activity tick sheet to help
me revise my lesson plans & objectives’
‘[Key learning point 1] Easy to ‘mislead’
students so they end up concentrating on
task rather than the required outcomes.
[Will] make objectives of practical clear &
how they will develop ideas after practical.’
Sadly, whole-day CPD sessions with
whole science departments are rare and
the vast majority of the CPD sessions I
have been involved with over the last
year have been short workshops and
twilight sessions. Although more limited
in terms of the scope of what can be
achieved, short practical-focused sessions
based on the key Getting Practical
messages can have quite an impact.
A 90-minute combined presentation
and workshop (Effective Practical Work)
held at a science conference organised
and hosted by a community science
school in Essex was well attended (over
25 delegates) and drew several positive
responses, including:
‘Asking the question: are our practicals
effective? It got me thinking.’
‘It made me re-evaluate the importance
of practical work in teaching science and
that I need to consider this more in
planning lessons.’

In outline:
Session

Note

What is effective practical work?

Discussion of recent experiences in own classrooms.
Introduction to ‘Getting Practical’ and audit of review tools.

Chemical quantities
Electrolysis
Water

Common problems and possible teaching tactics
& strategies. Explore a range of experiments
and demonstrations & assess how to integrate into SoWs.

