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Enhancing the level of “adult scientific literacy” in citizens is a major goal for science educators from primary through post-secondary systems. Miller (2008) reports that the strongest predictor of adult scientific literacy is the number of college science courses taken. In the United States, college students are required to take one full year of science courses, but in Canada, students usually do not even have that requirement. Furthermore, von Bergmann (2009) finds that in both Canada and the United States, future primary school teachers fulfill only their minimum science course requirements (and some teacher preparation programs do not even have any requirements). For the sake of both the enhancement of adult scientific literacy and the quality of primary science education, we studied a selection of college science courses in order to devise a protocol to further conduct a large-scale study of all college science courses to measure their impact on scientific literacy. Our objectives are to disclose (i) the instructional goals of these courses, (ii) the instructional activities of these courses, (iii) the students’ perceptions of the content foci of the courses, and (iv) the students’ perceptions of these courses after completion. More than seventy classroom observations were conducted in seven scientific literacy courses at the University of Calgary. Students in six of the courses completed a survey with an average response rate of 56%. Preliminary data analysis shows that the majority of these courses did focus on scientific concepts, scientific process and socio-scientific issues, however the pervasiveness of the foci is still under examination. Among all observed classes, lecturing is the main instructional activity regardless of what instructional focus was. Implications for further research, design of college science courses, and primary teacher preparation will be presented.
