
SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

THE STATE OF SCIENCE TEACHING 

IN COMMONWEALTH CARIBBEAN SCHOOLS 

In order to achieve a good exchange of information at this seminar/workshop 
participating governments were asked to provide country papers on the state of 
science education in their countries. In general , these papers dealt with the 
status of science education at the primary, secondary, and teacher training 
levels. They were presented by representatives of the various countries 
during the first two plenary sessions of the meeting. 

Among other things, the difficulties and problems which Caribbean 
countries encounter in their efforts to equip their school science laboratories, 
and the attempts of the various Ministries of Education and other bodies in the 
development of locally produced items of equipment were highlighted. 

Primary School Level 

Until recently, the type of science taught in the majority of the countries was 
"Nature Study''. Although most countries suffer from lack of a common policy 
for science teaching in their primary schools, it appears that attempts are 
being made in some of the countries to develop and introduce into their school 
systems a structured science programme which is related to their local 
environment. 

Professional support has been or is being given in most ter r i tor ies by 
science specialists from the secondary schools, teachers ' colleges, and 
officers of Curriculum Development Units where such bodies exist, and by 
advisers from such agencies as UNESCO, UNICEF and the British Council. 

Most of the programmes already being developed are discovery method 
oriented; they involve experimentation by pupil participation and consequently 
require an adequate supply of equipment. Unfortunately, however, basic 
equipment needed for this type of approach to science learning is sparse or , as 
in most cases , non-existent. Most primary school teachers have had little or 
no special training in teaching science at this level. As a result of this poor 
background in science, teachers lack the confidence, knowledge and the skills 
that are necessary for effective science teaching, and are unable to identify 
potential sources in their environment that might be used in the classroom for 
teaching the subject. Hence the improvization which ought to be a common 
feature of science teaching is often absent. It is only in recent years that 
attempts have been made to make science a compulsory subject in the first year 
of most of the primary teacher education programmes in the teacher training 
colleges. Even now, though science programmes are compulsory for first year 
students in almost all teacher training colleges, they are optional in the second 
year. 

Judging from the poor priority accorded to this subject, science as a 
subject in the school curriculum is rated low by teachers and by the Ministries 
of Education. The needs identified in the various Country Papers presented 
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were as follows: (a) i n - s e rv i ce teacher t ra in ing; (b) provision of basic 
science equipment; (c) faci l i t ies for improvisation of basic science equipment; 
(d) provis ion of science rooms; (e) adequate reading mater ia l ; (f) provision of 
science r e s o u r c e p e r s o n s . 

Secondary School Level 

In most schools in all t e r r i t o r i e s , sc ience is taught as Genera l Sc i ence , and 
separa te ly as P h y s i c s , Biology, and Chemis t ry , mostly by specia l i s t t eache r s 
in these a r e a s . 

At the junior secondary l eve l , Genera l Science is compulsory for all 
pupi ls , and c u r r e n t l y West Indian Science curr iculum mater ia l s a r e being used 
in a number of the schools in most t e r r i t o r i e s . 

At p resen t most of the schools g e a r the i r sen ior high school p ro -
grammes to the examination requi rements of ex te rna l examining bodies like 
Cambridge and London Un ive r s i t i e s . It is expected that pilot schoo l s , se lected 
from throughout the Car ibbean , will take the Car ibbean Examination in 1979, in 
the subject a r e a of in tegrated s c i ence ; the Car ibbean Integrated Science 
Curriculum will be introduced into these pilot schools in the 1977/78 academic 
y e a r . 

In most s choo l s , t he re is a heavy re l iance on t eacher demonstrat ions 
and chalk and talk e x e r c i s e s . Students have v e r y l i t t le opportunity to handle 
equipment and to c a r r y out p rac t i ca l work in s c i ence . By and l a r g e , this 
s tate of affairs was a t t r ibuted to a number of r e a s o n s including the following: 

(a) lack of sufficient equipment; 

(b) shor tage of adequately t ra ined t e a c h e r s ; 

(c) l a rge c l a s s enro lments . 

Pa r t i c ipan t s highlighted a number of difficulties and problems they 
encountered in providing the i r schools with suitable science equipment. 

The only choice that t e a c h e r s have is to se lec t mate r ia l s that a r e 
l i s t ed , and sometimes brief ly d e s c r i b e d , in foreign ca ta logues , usually of 
UK or US or ig in . A few schools use sou rces in Canada and Japan. In almost 
all c a s e s , the equipment is o r d e r e d without p r i o r exper ience of the suitabili ty 
of the equipment for the local s i tuat ion. 

Apart from the fact that items a r e cos t ly and foreign exchange is hard 
to come by, it was noted that the o rde r ing of equipment for schools is genera l ly 
bese t by delays of up to two y e a r s in some c a s e s . These delays tend to a r i s e 
for a number of r e a s o n s , such as poor p rocess ing of o r d e r s by schools or 
purchasing agen t s , cumbersome procedure within the var ious government 
minis t r ies involved in importing equipment, and the need in most c a s e s , of 
having to o r d e r through the Crown Agents . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , apar t from these delays it was noted that rapid teacher 
turnover leads to o rder ing of equipment by t e ache r s who leave before the o rde r 
a r r i v e s . 

Some par t ic ipan ts thought that increas ing the gran ts given to schools 
might help al leviate these diff icul t ies . Others were of the opinion that a 
cen t ra l purchasing unit ought to be set up within each country to handle bulk 
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o r d e r s despi te the problems of organiza t ion , pe r sonne l , s to rage and d i s t r i -
bution that this might pose . 

Efforts of Countr ies in the Product ion of Low-Cost Equipment 

At presen t no definite organized effort is being made in any of the count r ies to 
mass produce equipment for schoo l s . None of the count r ies h a s , es tab l i shed 
units for producing local ly-made sc ience equipment to support local c u r r i c u l a , 
although improvization has been encouraged . Reasons given for this s ta te of 
affairs includes the following: unavailabil i ty of competent t e a c h e r s , the small 
school population in most t e r r i t o r i e s , and the small margin of sav ing . Some 
attempts a r e now being made, however , by a few of the count r ies to produce 
prototype equipment such as t e s t - tube r a c k s , c i rcu i t b o a r d s , t r ipod s tands 
and cell h o l d e r s . These have genera l ly been produced during t e a c h e r in-
serv ice t raining c o u r s e s and, where they e x i s t , by the Indust r ia l Art Depar t -
ments of some schoo l s . 

One thing that is g rea t ly needed in the Car ibbean is the development of 
equipment re la ted to the c u r r i c u l a cu r r en t l y in use o r in the p r o c e s s of being 
developed. Efforts in this d i rec t ion , it was noted, ought to involve t e ache r s 
in all s tages of product ion. S i n c e , in some c a s e s , avai lable equipment is 
e i ther not used at all o r used ineffectively, c o u r s e s should be organized for 
t eachers on the use of sc ience teaching equipment. 
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