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Problem One: There must be a way of applying the
academic  principles I teach to real-world

applications. ..

I count my time as a chemistry and physics teacher in
decades, not years, but through it all I never covered a
great deal of content dealing with the minerals
industry to my students. Of course I followed the
svllabus and made fleeting reference to the brightly
coloured photos in the lower secondary texts. As for
my TEE students, texts made them settle for a few
black and white photos (circa 1970) to pique a young
mind’s interest in Western Australia’s 20-plus-billion-
dollar-per-year industry. It was not because I didn’t
want to explore these topics. Rather, my failure to
appreciate the practicalities of the minerals industry
(or many other industries, for that matter) is
attributable to the fact that I have spent a lifetime as a
teacher. The reality of being an educator is that days
are filled with programs and yard duty and school
assemblies and camps. Like it or not, most teacher
never have the chance to gain industrial experiences,
though most would jump at the chance to see the
science they teach “in action.”

No doubt this is the same quandary that the
overwhelming majority of school teachers face.

Because of time and budget constraints most of the
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professional development offerings available to

science teachers generally fall under the “process”
category. Certainly in our Western Australian
experience, the past several years have been filled with
a profusion of PDs delving into the Curriculum
Framework and outcomes-based education. Mix in an
assortment of bullying, behaviour management and
drug awareness workshops and there hardly seems
time to include any content-rich, “cool-science-type”
experiences. I use the mineral processing example
because I am currently employed within that industry,
but one could make the same argument using a range
of occupations from airline pilot to zoologist. But even
then, many of us teachers (and our students) may
have had experiences with air travel and surely all of us
have been to a zoo.

If only someone could provide the resources to allow
science teachers to have some “fun days” exploring
that which they like — science!

Problem Two: Australia’s largest income-producing

industry is having difficulty replacing an

increasingly aging workforce. ..

Many observers have highlighted the developing
problem of a shortage of young people choosing to
begin a career in the mining, minerals and resource
processing industry. Bartier, Tuckwell and Way (2003)
make a strong case for this decline in The AusIMM
Bulletin, presenting data supporting the claim that
fewer and fewer tertiary students elect to study
mining, earth sciences or extractive metallurgy. Ritchie
(2002) suggests that the entire field of extractive
metallurgy has become an endangered science and
that it is becoming precariously close to extinction.
Nicol and Woffenden (2002) paint the same sombre
picture and go on to offer evidence that the problem
goes beyond Australian shores and that it is, in fact, a
worldwide dilemma. There seems to be widespread
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