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Adopting a science capital approach in practice
There is no single ‘science capital approach’, however,  
the following are some core principles that characterise 
what we would consider to be a useful and authentic 
science capital approach that could be enacted in  
policy and practice.

•  Fundamentally concerned with social justice 
– a science capital approach is about trying to 
understand, identify, monitor and challenge 
inequalities. It means recognising the impor-
tance of power and how inequalities are 
perpetuated in society. A science capital 
approach is primarily concerned with helping 
to achieve improved life chances and outcomes 
for diverse individuals and communities.

•  Focused on trying to improve the wider 
system – because the value of science capital 
is determined by the context, a science capital 
approach means paying meaningful attention 
to the institutions, systems and social relations 
within which people are located. It is  
about making sure that science contexts  
are supportive and offer value for everyone  
– not just the few. For instance, schools  
or museums could find ways to recognise,  
value and promote the varied interests, skills 
and experiences that diverse individuals, 
families and communities bring with them. 

•  Collaborative and realistic – building  
science capital is a challenging and complex 
endeavour. It means recognising that 
improving science participation entails 
changes and challenges for the whole  
STEM ecosystem and that there is no  
silver bullet (that is, a single approach or 
stakeholder is unlikely to be able to change 
the world alone). It is best attempted in 
partnership and with a long-term mind set!

Key principles for adopting a science  
capital approach

�š�� ���H�[�Ô�[�Y�j�_�l�[��– a science capital approach is 
about a change in mind-set and pedagogy.  
It is not reducible to resources or activities.

•  Comprehensive – a science capital approach 
means recognising and addressing as far as 
possible all the key dimensions of science 
capital (e.g. not simply focusing on, say, 
science literacy). 

•  Holistic and structural – a science capital 
approach requires recognising that efforts 
need to be targeted as much at systems, 
institutions, local areas and families as at  
the young people themselves. 

•  Nuanced – a science capital approach entails 
an understanding of the complexity of the 
concept and the issues involved. It seeks 
understanding of the issues, and does not  
just focus on quantitative ‘measurement’.

•  Commensurate with the dimensions  
of science capital – a science capital 
approach means ensuring that initiatives  
do not work against the key dimensions of 
science capital. For instance, only promoting 
the value of science as leading to careers in 
science would negate efforts to explain the 
transferability of science qualifications for  
all sorts of jobs and careers.  
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Enterprising Science is a five-year partnership between 
King’s College London and the Science Museum, funded by 
BP (2013-17). This research and development project uses 
the concept of science capital to understand how young 
people from all backgrounds engage with science and how 
their engagement might be supported.

Enterprising Science research
Science capital in schools

In 2015/16, the Enterprising Science project  
has piloted a science capital pedagogical 
approach with 10 teachers in 6 secondary 
schools across London. In 2016/17 the pilot  
is being extended to schools in Manchester, 
Bradford and York. 

The science capital pedagogical approach aims  
to support teachers in delivering their usual 
curriculum content and complement existing 
practice. It includes:

•  Addressing the eight dimensions of science 
capital across existing schemes of work. 

•  Eliciting, valuing and linking students’ prior 
knowledge and experiences from home, family 
and social contexts to school science.

•  Highlighting the relevance and transferability 
of science for students’ daily and future lives. 

•  Building young people’s sense that ‘science  
can be for me’. 

Emerging feedback from teachers shows  
that they believe the approach can enhance 
student engagement in lessons, and reduce 
behavioural problems. 

Science capital in the informal science  
learning sector

Over the course of the project, we have been 
exploring ways of developing a science capital 
approach for the informal science learning sector. 
The main tenets of this work include:

•    Using the eight key science capital dimensions 
as a reflective tool to inform the design of 
programmes and exhibitions. 

•     Finding ways to elicit, value, reflect and  
link the varying experiences and knowledge  
of diverse audiences with programmes/
exhibitions to create a more inclusive space  
for more visitors. 

•    Working in collaboration with schools to  
make better, more effective and inclusive  
use of museum visits and resources, which 
centre on eliciting and valuing the cultural 
knowledges and interests of diverse students 
and linking these with science.

•    Conceiving a science capital approach in the 
ISL sector as complementary but integral to 
the wider science engagement ecosystem 
(which includes formal education, careers 
guidance, industry outreach etc.).

“The science capital  
principles give you a way  

to understand visitors and  
potential visitors, how they  
engage with science, what  
they bring to the table and  
what they want from you”

Senior audience researcher,  
Science Museum

“When I’ve used a  
science capital approach  
with my class they don’t 

misbehave, they’re  
all very engaged and  
enjoy the discussion.” 

Year 10 Science Teacher

“When one student  
starts, they all want  
to talk. They can lead  

the discussion” 
Year 9 Science Teacher


