The theme for this issue arose through
expression of concerns about physics in schools.

When | was at a boys’ grammar school many
years ago, physics and chemistry were the most
popular subjects. Science was perceived to be
the route to an exciting and prosperous future as
the country recovered from war, and about half
the sixth form was taking physics, chemistry
and maths. It was not so different when | started
teaching, but since then there has been a steady
decline in the proportion of students in the
sciences, particularly physics.

There are many explanations for this. I could
write at length with anecdotal evidence. We
might also ask, ‘Why does it matter?” Often
the answers given are about the economy,
the decline of manufacturing industry, or the
perceived needs of the country in the future.

However we also have to consider that a prime
purpose of education is to suit the needs of the
individual. Every teacher knows that students
rarely recognise or appreciate those needs at
the time. So we resort to feeding (maybe force
feeding) them our diet.

Another factor is that the products of successful
physics have become so remote from us. In my
youth I could take apart most household gadgets
and effect a simple repair. These days, such
items are often so complex that the layman has
no chance. Safety concerns have played their
part. When a lightbulb failed in a microwave
oven, | prepared to replace it, but a warning
notice on the back read ‘No user-serviceable
parts. Do not open’. The replacement of

small hardware shops (ironmongers) by DIY
superstores suggests that there is a market for
their goods, with many people wanting to try
jobs for themselves. Yet we are so often told we
are too incompetent to risk simple tasks such as
changing a lightbulb.

One of the more impressive models | made
was to demonstrate interference with light of
different colours. Each student had to look

at it in turn (poor group teaching perhaps). |
still recall that one girl looked, then turned
away without a flicker of emotion. ‘Aren’t
you impressed by that?’ | asked. ‘You said the
coloured bands would change width, and they
did’, was the casual reply. This taught me, as
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on other occasions, that not everybody has the
same level of excitement from effects produced
by physics. | wonder how she would have
reacted if | had given her the opportunity to find
this for herself without any prior explanation.

I welcome Daniel Sandford Smith from the
Institute of Physics as guest editor. He has
enlisted the writers for this theme and provides
his own introduction on page 41.

We have a number of substantial articles in
hand which have not found space in this edition.
They will come through in June and September.
We have devoted the remaining space to
Science Notes, the shorter articles which are
often practical and usually fun.

We start with Yeung Chung Lee showing

the heart and blood circulation system using
models. No shortage of DIY skills there! Peter
Freeland shows how the modern electronic
meter for testing blood pressure is accessible
to all, and can be used by students in a number
of possible projects contributing to health
education. In the same subject area, Ingo Eilks
and Halldis Alxneit offer a chemical modelling
technique to illustrate medical screening such as
the search for allergies.

Three heavily theoretical articles come next.
Christopher Talbot invites us to study the
complexity of chemical bonds in relatively
simple molecules. Tim Watson asks us to
think deeply about just what happens during
the propulsion of a rowing boat, proving that
things are not as obvious as they seem. Stuart
Leadstone shows that some misunderstandings
about physics are passed on as facts, to become
perceived as legendary truth. He cites four
different examples — | know he could have
presented others.

In a couple of entertaining items, Stephen
Rowcliffe explains how he coped with a
student who found curved rays of light, whilst
Sue Howarth and Alan Woollhead show how
popular sweets can be used to provide analogies
that are useful in teaching earth science.

So despite the bias towards physics, there is
something for everybody to taste.

Geoff Auty
SSR Editor
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