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Guiding Questions

1) How do teachers understand and discuss 

their own experiences/concerns about
teaching science?

2) For “effective” science teaching to occur,  

what matters most to teachers, and what do they need?

3) What are CO teachers’ perspectives about 
how to create scientifically literate citizens?  
4) How do teachers’ views (#3 above) fit within 
federal and state education policy contexts?

Methods


Purpose of Focus Groups:
To understand the range/shape of teacher
perspectives and reported behavior 


Procedures:

Recruitment—LSOP,  professional networks


Responses—7 groups, 54 teachers,  ~1 hr. each

Analysis:
Initial observations 

Independent listeners 

Theme identification and development

Cross-check w/ field notes

Re-listening
Theme #1
 

Teacher views of “inquiry-based” approaches



Overwhelming positive support
“…a more authentic learning experience..”


“Kids need to take risks when learning…”

“It’s okay for kids to make mistakes!”

Principled concerns
“It can’t all be just fun and games”
“Just not supposed to have kids guess!”


Theme #1 (cont’d)

Practical concerns
“Hands-on should be part of education, 

but it can’t be everything…”
“Inquiry-based methods just don’t fit with 

every teacher’s style…”

Theme #2



State-mandated assessment and standards



General concerns about CSAP testing 
“The phrase ‘teaching to the test’ used to 
be a dirty one…”
“It’s counterintuitive to measure science 

progress on a multiple choice test.”
Theme #2 (cont’d)

State-mandated assessment and standards
Linkage among standards, curricula/“kits”  

“…we simply don’t teach some of the 
topics on CSAP…”

“…I’d love to have a reference book for matching curricula with standards.”

“It’d be really nice to have a resident science expert here on the premises…”
 
Theme #3
 

The broader contexts of K-12 teaching



Time constraints & withering science
“…teachers are not allowed enough time to dedicate to science…Science and social studies are always the first to go…”

“They keep cutting our time for science, it seems that math and literacy are the only important things to focus on…” 

“This obsessive focus on subjects other than social studies and science has been detrimental to individualized learning for kids…”
“There’s so many expectations from within and without, from the Districts and from the community in meeting the standards…”
Theme #3 (cont’d)
 

The broader contexts of K-12 teaching

Class size
“Time issues and class size really matter: When you’re teaching science, ten more kids is not just ten more kids!”

All the resources in the world doesn’t make up for the need we have for more time per pupil, especially in science…
“How do you take 25 ten-year olds and have them do a genuinely hands-on project all at once?”  

Theme #4


Need for teacher professional development


Teacher training
“…training needs to appeal especially to teachers who are uncomfortable with science.”
“A lot of teachers who go into early elementary teaching don’t particularly like science…”
“I think most teachers are intimidated by teaching science…”
“…we’ve seen some of the comfort level go out of teaching because training has really gone by the wayside.”
Theme #4 (cont’d)

Need for teacher professional development
Pedagogical concerns
“The little bit of professional development that we got happened so far back that it’s hard to even remember much about it…”
“…although we have the curriculum kits, we don’t have any kits for how to teach science well.  Elementary teachers aren’t specialists…”




“…if teachers get [curricula] kits, then it’s just assumed that science is being taught well, when in fact we have current and future teachers who don’t even understand the basic properties of density and mass.”
Concluding Thoughts
Better curricular materials may not be enough
Exam process may not fit with classroom realities

High-stakes testing—Contradiction and unintended consequences in education policy
Policy emphasis may not translate at local level
