12.5 Gender and Physics – Girls in the Physics Classroom
Physics is too wonderful an area of study to be left just to boys, yet girls are often very much under-represented in the leaving cert physics classroom.
On average girls would represent about one quarter of the total cohort.

Much study has been carried out in this area (particularly by the Institute of Physics in recent years) and we have tried to incorporate many of their recommendations into our lesson plans.

We are fortunate in that one of the senior physics teachers is female and that also one of our trainee teachers (is a physics specialist) is also female and teaches modern physics to a transition year class.

Resources: Videos from teachers.tv

http://www.teachers.tv/videos/hot-research-why-do-not-girls-do-physics
http://www.teachers.tv/videos/ks3-ks4-science-physics-girls-speak-out
http://www.teachers.tv/videos/ks3-ks4-science-girls-in-physics
Recommendations adapted from a recent IOP report entitled Girls in the Physics Classroom; a guide to action
http://www.iop.org/education/teacher/support/girls_physics/action/file_41603.pdf
· Accentuate the positive wherever possible and avoid portraying physics as an essentially hard subject. Girls in a mixed school are more likely to be deterred than boys.
· Take positive steps to reduce the impact of stereotyping. All staff, not just physics teachers, need to be well informed about the issues. In particular, teachers must avoid reinforcing stereotypes, endeavouring not to use mostly male examples when talking about occupations or interests.
· Make sure that physics is viewed as a valuable subject in its own right, not just regarded as a qualification for careers in science and engineering.
· Encourage collaborative approaches to the teaching and learning of physics and avoid domination by individuals.
· Invite staff to be proactive in discussing study options. They should not just give information; they should give an insight into what studying physics will be like. 
· Involve current leaving cert students and encourage them to give an honest appraisal of their experience.

A common complaint in Physics is that “I can understand the individual bits but I don’t see how they fit together so don’t really understand why we are studying it or what use it is to me.”

● Try to give pupils a glimpse of the “big picture” by reinforcing links between topics, key ideas and applications wherever possible.
● Try tackling first applications and then principles so that the rationale for studying a topic is clear throughout.
● Supplement standard texts with other reading material, such as articles or newspaper cuttings, to introduce the social relevance of physics.
● Use the Internet to introduce contemporary applications of physics.
● limiting hands-up questioning sessions and selecting students yourself, paying attention to ask both boys and girls, and different boys and girls, across a topic.
● introducing “wait time” (i.e. a set time for students to reflect on the question so that they know that they are not under pressure to know the right answer).
● giving challenges to to take their thinking further.
● involving students in generating “good” questions for a specific topic.
●Make it relevant – how to ensure that students see the point of physics in general and the topic to be learned in particular; we see how appropriate language can help and premature use of formulae can be a barrier.
● Crowd buster – how to organise group work in the classroom, for discussion activities as well as for practical work;
● Ideas are king and queen – how to ensure that students’ ideas are taken seriously by the teacher, to provide motivation and engagement;
● Know the students – how to assess their interests and confidence, their abilities and their motivation to study physics (or lack of it); all students need to feel that their teacher understands them in relation to their physics learning;
● Passionate physics – how can we expect students to care about the subject if the teachers don’t appear to?
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