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Abstract: (250 words)
The purpose of this study is to investigate the STS (Science, Technology and Society) content of the new Leaving certificate Chemistry syllabus (introduced in 2000 and first examined in 2002). The guidelines accompanying the syllabus, and all other Irish science syllabi, stipulate that STS (referred to as Social and Applied Aspects) must have 30% weighting in the content and teaching time. The Leaving certificate chemistry examination comes after two years of study, usually from ages 16 to 17, and is offered at two levels- Higher and Ordinary, with an 80:20 ratio in favour of the higher paper. The numbers taking Leaving certificate chemistry have dropped since the mid 1980’s from a high of 20% of the student cohort to around 125 in 2003. This declining popularity of chemistry, common to many countries, is occurring at a time when the chemical industry in Ireland is booming and there is a skills shortage. This investigation reports the first part of the study, which involves examining the old chemistry syllabus (1983-2001) and the new syllabus, along with a critique of the first 3 sets of examination papers for the new syllabus and the last three of the old syllabus. As a result of this analysis it will be possible to identify whether the 30% STS prescription is met in the syllabus and at the examination, at each of the levels, and whether this has changed or not from the old to the new syllabus. This will tell us whether the aims and objectives of the chemistry syllabus are met both on paper and in practice. On a wider scale, the overall project aims to extend this analysis to look at the way the STS material specified in the syllabus is covered in the Irish chemistry textbooks used by teachers and students, and to examine how teachers actually teach this STS component, or not. We hope to make recommendations and devise teaching strategies, which will improve teaching of the STS component. We believe that emphasising and using the STS material to interest students is a way to motivate and attract more students into chemistry.
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