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Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure for me to be able to participate in this awards

ceremony. Sadly, due to commitments elsewhere, I was not able to

visit the exhibitions and the other events that have taken place here at

CERN over the past few days.

I do know, however, that this Science on Stage event is the

culmination of many months of work from scientists and science

teachers from across Europe.

I also know that the Science on Stage is based very closely on the

highly successful Physics on Stage model. It is, therefore, a very good

example of how successful initiatives can be turned into activities that

promise real sustainable impact.

As I will explain later, it is very important to us that organisations and

bodies who use science skills play an active role in involving teachers

and students in science-based activities through which everyone can

learn from each other.

The issue is even more important in the area of the physical sciences.

A recent analysis by the OECD shows clearly that in both relative and
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absolute terms the number of university level students studying

physics and chemistry in Europe is falling.

This trend is not caused, however, by falling numbers of young people

in the age range 15-19 years undergoing higher education in Western

Europe – because university enrolments are actually increasing in

spite of the observed demographic changes in our societies!

It really does appear that young people are turning away from physics

and chemistry studies at school, and we can predict shortages in the

number of trained physicists and chemists in future years.

I know that the members of EIROForum are experiencing the

consequences of these trends at first hand.

So what lies behind these trends? Well, two important factors are:

• The way that these subjects are taught in schools;

• Perceptions of careers in science and technology.

Let’s take science education in schools.
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European surveys have demonstrated that young people find science

studies at school too difficult and uninteresting, and the physics and

chemistry appear to be the least popular.

The fascination that young people have at primary school level tends

to disappear by the age of 15 years. Competition with other possibly

more “novel” less ‘familiar’ subjects is high. Furthermore, at higher

secondary level science is generally taught in terms of disciplines

(physics, biology, chemistry etc), and so unattractive areas can be

deliberately avoided.

Arguably physics and chemistry curricula are too content heavy -

relying on the assimilation of facts, and the application of laws in

contexts that tend to be abstract and far removed from everyday

experience.

Furthermore, it seems that in many cases teachers have to teach a

curriculum that is becoming broader and broader. They simply do not

have the time or support to look more meaningfully in greater depth at

specific context related issues.

The situation within universities is hardly any better. The way science

is taught at this level often reinforces the impression that scientists and

researchers are not concerned with the external consequences of their

work. And, in consequence, university science curricula are perceived
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to be far too specialised leaving little room for a more integrated view

of related areas of knowledge. Hence, the greater power of attraction

of social sciences, environmental sciences, medical sciences,

economy, all disciplines which are taught to include a large sphere of

human activities while creating links with many other connected

fields. The perceived confinement of natural sciences in their

molecular models and emblematic reactions may have acted as a

repellent. This conclusion was part of the Legacy Statement which the

European Group for Life Sciences left in 2004 with the predecessor of

Commissioner J. Potocnik, now MEP Philippe Busquin (EIROforum

member EMBL represented through Nadia Rosenthal).

So what can be done here?

In the first instance, we must recognise that formal education is the

prerogative of the local, regional and national education authorities in

our countries.  But much can be done in the area of informal science

education to strengthen the links between how science is taught and

how science is actually done.

Initiatives like this Science on Stage event are an excellent examples

of real concrete action in this area.

If we now look at careers in science and technology, the situation is

more complex.
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More complex: because of the diversity of opportunities. But young

people at school know very little about these opportunities. It is not

surprising, therefore, that they are unwilling to study science if they

cannot see where this will take them.

More complex: because what little they do know about scientists,

technologists and researchers is based on misleading and unhelpful

stereotypes – often heavily distorted by the popular media.

Clearly, action needs to be taken to ensure that young people are given

better information about the types of careers in science and research,

and, in a broader sense, about how science skills are used in other

professions.

As regards unhelpful stereotypes, we are more limited in what we can

do.

Yes, we can and we should support measures that improve the

communication skills of scientists and researchers so they can better

describe their work.

Yes, promoting better contact between the media and the science

professions could be useful to enable each to understand each other

better.
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But no, we should not try to over-compensate for negative stereotypes

by promoting unrealistic images of what working in science is all

about, or by using unrepresentative role models.

The best way forward here is to put young people and their teachers in

direct contact with real science professionals so that they can see for

themselves. We must bridge the gap between how science is taught

and learnt and how science is done.

Again, Science on Stage is an excellent example of what can be done

here because it brings together, young people, teachers and scientists.

Indeed, within my own Directorate, Science and Society, we are

supporting a number of activities in this area.

As you know, Science on Stage itself is part of a broader pan-

European initiative called NUCLEUS that has received community

funding close to mio € 8.0 to promote the dissemination of best

practice in science teaching across Europe.

We are also funding a number of activities to support hands-on

teaching in primary schools, the involvement of disadvantaged groups,

and to promote links between schools and universities.
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But we recognise that much more needs to be done, and that is why an

increasing part of our budget is being devoted to this area.

The level of funding that could be provided under the Seventh

Framework Programme proposal is currently being examined by the

Council and European Parliament.

However, whatever the outcome of this debate, part of our strategy to

support science education will be to work more closely:

•  with those who deliver science education (for example,

teachers);

• with those who support this process (for example, science

centres, learned societies and the media); and,

•  with those who need to employ science skills (for example,

research laboratories industry and commerce, and increasingly

various NGOs).

To achieve this, in the area of young people and science within the

new ‘Science in Society’ programme,  we are proposing support for

actions that take into consideration the different types of actors

concerned and the age group targeted. We are also proposing to

support research into key issues in science education.

Specifically,



9

1. We intend to offer support for formal and informal science

education in schools from primary to higher secondary level.

Here the emphasis will be placed hands-on practical experience,

cultural activities, combating stereotyping and the

disseminations of good teaching practice.

2. Furthermore action will be taken to reinforce links between

science education and careers. The target group overlaps the first

area going from lower secondary to a much higher,

undergraduate level. Here the emphasis will be on joint projects

between schools and universities, with research bodies, science

based organisations and industry, career showcasing and the

promotion of role models.

3. But, the great novelty is that we will be supporting research.

Research on issues such as: science teaching methodologies;

impact analyses and evaluation; perceptions of science among

young people; and on emerging issues such as the role of parents

in science education.

Clearly these will not be the only activities that we plan to launch

under the new Science in Society programme. And we will be

increasing our effort in other areas as well such as: promoting women
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in science and better science communication and provision of expert

advice; and, research into ethics.

Nonetheless I hope that I have given you not only a very strong

message of support for this Science on Stage initiative but also a clear

message for the future.

I need to finish by expressing gratitude to CERN and its Director

General for hosting this spectacular event. My thanks also go to

EIROforum and its members for their leading role in putting science

on stage. Above all, and particularly on such a day, thanks to the

participants from many remote places! The society I belong to, and

even more so the society which my children will join, is indebted to

you who have contributed your thoughts and experiences in science

teaching, because you have been so creative, so enthusiastic and

animated by fresh and renewed curiosity.

“Curiosity”, indeed, needs to prevail as the common link which should

bring research and educational experiences closer to each other.

Etienne Magnien


