Lund, 2006-12-21

PARSEL – Intentions of Learning Lund, at Lund University

The PARSEL project in Lund is represented by Piotr Szybek, associate professor at the Department of Education, Lund University. Szybek is on a leave of absence from his Department and employed by Learning Lund to work on the PARSEL project.

Learning Lund is an organization founded to promote research on learning in the various contexts of higher education. These are  

1. teaching at the university, 

2. research at the university, 

3. contact with activities (business, working life, community life) outside universities (“outreach”).  

Point three is in a way tying together teaching and research, providing a relation between the knowledge production within the university and its practical rationale. 

This means that we are deliberately countering efforts to confine the University’s knowledge production to its organizational  setting. Rather, we are aware (and try to make others aware), that it is in a interaction with the “outside world” that the conditions of the University’s work can be negotiated.

So, we discern two aspects of the University’s mission: 

· to provide the society with educated people (educated in Dewey’s sense, as distinct from “trained” or “skilled”) capable to contribute in a relevant way to society’s needs and 

· to anchor the agenda of research in the needs of society.

When applied to science, engineering and medicine both these aspects are connected with some understanding of the concept of “scientific literacy”. There is an internal agenda of the sciences, which is necessary for promoting the growth of knowledge within them. There is also an external agenda of the society which is connected to the needs of individuals and the society. The viability of the internal agenda depends on the public acceptance: people must believe that science will deliver results which contribute to a better life. At the same time this “better life” cannot be made to happen without the public understanding those results at least to a certain degree. Here we arrive to the problem of empowerment of the public (which I just want to signal, not to develop). 

The acceptance of the science agenda as relevant is thus necessary for the public awareness that science matters. This is not least embodied in the recruitment. The first aspect of the University’s mission means that the University must work to ensure recruitment, i.e. convince young people that there is something relevant to do in science, technology and medicine. This means creating certain expectations – which must be met. Finally, the alumni must have accrued capabilities relevant to the propagation of science’s internal agenda and confronting the society’s agenda.

This means:

A. development of teaching in the University (the “scholarship of teaching and learning”, cf. Carolin Kreber, e.g. Reflection on teaching and the scholarship of teaching: Focus on science instructors Higher Education (2005) 50: 323–359).

B. development of teaching in secondary education, to promote recruitment.

We are thus looking for materials with a potential to direct student learning in science and technology towards a capability to handle the connection of the agendas of science and society. These materials can concern teaching and learning in science and technology at the secondary and tertiary level. 

We can here draw on the networks already existing at Lund University. This is the SoTLLU network (Scholarship of Teaching and Learning at Lund University) and the PoNT network (Pedagogik och Naturvetenskap-Teknik). We intend to work via those networks together with science and technology teachers at the secondary level, through direct contacts as well as contacts with their organizations. 

Currently work is in progress at the Faculty of Technology (which I was referring to in Lisbon) aiming at the education of engineering students for their role as constructors of society. Curricula are to be capability-driven (cf. John Bowden in Baillie and Moore (Eds.) Effective learning and teaching in engineering New York: Routledge Falmer, 2004) and the capabilities must point to a future professional competence as well as a competence to function as responsible citizen. An example was given in my Lisbon presentation. Similar work is also in progress at the Institute of Medical Physics at the Faculty of Medicine.
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