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Case Study 3
Bjoern Seitz  STEM Ambassador 

As a lecturer in nuclear physics at Glasgow University, Bjoern Seitz deals every day with quarks, gluons and the strong nuclear force. “It’s like Lego. Particle physicists tell us what the building blocks are, and we try to figure out how they’re put together to make the beautiful structures you see in Legoland.”

But the internal arrangement of the nucleon is a little advanced for the primary schoolchildren Bjoern increasingly talks to as a science ambassador. “In the schools I’ve visited science education has been quite good, but teachers don’t always feel confident about it.

“One of my first experiences as a science ambassador was when I toured Argyll and Bute with Lab in a Lorry – and got to see Scotland’s west coast for free. A girl at one secondary school sticks in my mind. We all thought she was bright. She wasn’t always right about the science, but she was always thinking about what was going on. 

“We found out later that her teachers had her down as having learning difficulties. That worries me.”

It’s something Bjoern is still wondering about, he says. “It was something to do with her wanting to think for herself and not just reproduce what she was taught – which maybe you need to do in secondary school.

“In primary school the kids are more creative, more open to being wrong, readier to just have a go. There is more active learning, more play – and experimental science of course is a bit like play. Some of that is getting lost at secondary school, although it does depend a lot on the science teacher, I think.”

Usually schools put out a request for a science ambassador to come in and work with them on a particular topic. But once or twice Bjoern has taken the lead in approaching a primary school, and has been surprised sometimes to meet initial resistance. 

“I think it’s something to do with how science works. Teachers like to be right, but science is about admitting you could be wrong. I have this picture in my mind of little boys who know everything about rockets or dinosaurs. I’m amazed by what my young daughter knows about dinosaurs. They’ve only just started reading and they can remember words like pterodactylus.”

Schoolchildren might present problems for an academic untrained in teaching, but a science ambassador always has a teacher there too, Bjoern explains. “You have to think about the age of your audience. Primary 3s for instance won’t listen to someone just talking at them for an hour. You have to get them discussing and exploring for themselves.

“We don’t have discipline problems. With Lab in a Lorry it’s all there for us and I know the bad guys don’t get to go on the lorry. With the primary schools I’ve been doing forces, using balloon rockets and the cartoon characters Marvin and Milo at physics.org. You make a game of it, which goes down really well with the young ones. I remember one pupil being so proud that she was the first girl on the Moon.”

Bjoern’s initial impetus to become a science ambassador was concern about science literacy, he says. “There is a lack of understanding among the public of how science works. It’s so important for people to be able to make up their own minds about issues like climate change and nuclear energy – and to understand why science is more than just a belief.

“I do feel we’re making a difference. If you talk to them in the right way – treat them a bit more grown-up than they actually are – you can even catch the interest of the older children, who at first seem too cool to be bothered. 

“Being a science ambassador is a lot of fun. Sometimes schoolchildren are more enthusiastic about science than our students!” 
