Engineering Professors’ Council

Notes from the meeting with Jacqui Smith, Minister for Schools

22nd March 2006

EPC was represented by Professors Unsworth, Allen and Maillardet and Mrs Martland

TU started by giving a brief summary of who EPC were and what they tried to do, he emphasised the work on output standards and benchmarking and the work done on International links.

JS opened by telling us about the budget statement earlier that day and all the extra money that was going into science and the recruitment of additional science teachers particularly in mathematics and physics.  It was intended to make schools more accountable for science and progress in science would be more closely measured.

EPC stressed that one of the problems facing all engineering departments was mathematics fluency of their new students, nearly all departments now offered some form of remedial mathematics during the first year.  There was also a problem because of the downturn in the numbers taking mechanics.  

In reply the minister mentioned that there would soon be optional harder questions in the A level examinations and that a distance learning network was being set up to encourage the study of further mathematics.

EPC stressed the value of functional mathematics for those intending to be pure mathematicians as it gave real examples.

EPC raised the possibility mentioned by Phil Willis of altering the UCAS tariff points so that harder subjects such as mathematics and physics would gain additional credit.  The idea that the same principle could apply to GCSE was raised so that schools would be less inclined to steer pupils away from these subjects because of issues with league tables.

JS responded by saying that the standard measure of 5 GCSEs would now have to include passes in English and Mathematics.

She also spoke about the new GCSE in Mathematics, which would offer a second GCSE for those wishing to take more mathematics.  It was not clear if this would become a necessary precursor to A level, nor was it clear if doing two Maths GCSEs would be the norm for the majority of pupils. If this were not the case school children would actually be deciding at age 14 if they wanted to continue with mathematics after GCSE

EPC also stressed the issues with the supply and training of teachers particularly in mathematics but also in physics.  JS assured us that there were now extra teachers coming into the profession in these subjects, although there was still an issue with the numbers of those teaching these subjects without an appropriate qualification.  It was hoped that the new science learning centres would enable teachers to acquire qualifications to enable them to teach subjects in which they did not have a qualification with more confidence.

We mentioned the possibility of using retired engineers and/or academics to teach in schools and suggested that there should be fewer barriers to gaining QTS.  JS welcomed this and thought it could help as one of their surveys had suggested that subject leaders in these subjects in schools were frequently young and inexperienced.

EPC assured the minister that we were involved on the HE advisory panel for the new Engineering Diploma.  We shared the concerns we had about the mathematics and physics content and also the speed with which the new qualification was to be introduced.

We stressed the importance of good careers advice in schools.   EPC also shared concerns about the level of knowledge of engineering as a profession within schools.  We talked about TESS and our hope that it would lead to some coherence in the provision of engineering activities aimed at schools.

