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Abstract 

The research outlined in this thesis involved reflecting on my teaching practice 

in a self-study to investigate whether changes could be made to the way I 

teach ethical decision-making on socioscientific issues. I wanted to improve the 

students’ ability to justify ethical decisions they made as part of an 

assessment.  

 

During 2011 I actively gathered data for a self-study in science education, 

investigating my teaching of ethical decision-making to my Year 13 Biology 

students. I was aware that students were not justifying the ethical decisions 

they made as part of an assessment done in the course, and wanted to 

develop their ability to do this. The theoretical framework of this research was 

constructivism. In the case of this self-study, I considered myself to be the 

learner, making sense out of what I found. The self-study was conducted in a 

New Zealand secondary school Biology classroom. 

 

The tool used for enabling the students to improve their ethical decision-

making is located on the Biotechnology Learning Hub. The Ethics Thinking Tool 

was developed for use within science classrooms, and provides a selection of 

ethical perspectives for students to explore.  

 

Data were gathered from a range of sources, in particular my professional 

journal and interviews with a group of students in my Year 13 Biology class. 

The interviews, held at the conclusion of the course to minimise ethical 

concerns, focussed on the teaching that had occurred in a unit on 

socioscientific issues. These interviews, when analysed alongside my 

professional journal and critical conversations with a mentor, provided a rich 

source of data. 

 

Ten critical incidents occurring within the teaching of this unit were identified 

as being significant events in terms of either the teaching process or the 
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research process. These were reflected upon and whilst each of these critical 

incidents revealed insight into my practice, four of them seemed to offer real 

impetus for change in teaching practice. These four critical incidents were 

unpacked for further, more in depth, analysis.  

 

Four main ideas emerged from the data, one from each of the critical incidents 

analysed in depth. I now recognise the significant value of being critically 

reflective on my teaching, particularly when using new teaching tools or 

resources. The second insight is that I found that my intended outcomes as a 

teacher did not always match what the students thought the intended 

outcomes were. Whilst this dissonance did not necessarily impact on the 

experience for the students, as a teacher it is important to reflect on differing 

perceptions within the same teaching and learning environment. It also 

highlights the tension in secondary education between preparation for 

university versus preparation for citizenship. The third insight is that it is also 

essential to teach general research skills as well as subject-specific research 

skills. My fourth insight is that there is significant value in talking to students 

about more than the content. Further, conversations with a pedagogical focus 

can be beneficial for both the teacher and the learner. The result of all of 

these insights has been a shift in how I conduct conversations with students. 

Only by changing the focus have I been able to make changes that I hope 

ensure students develop competencies they can use in future contexts.  

 

As a consequence of this study I intend to take the notion of self-study back to 

my school to enable other teachers to use the framework developed as part of 

this research to explore their practice. This type of innovative inquiry within 

the secondary setting has the potential to lead to real change in the way 

teachers reflect on their own practice, allowing them to make informed change 

that will make a difference for both the teacher and the learners, in a 

collaborative and supportive environment.  
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