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1a: 
How do scientists make sense


of the world?



Lesson 1: Teacher Resource Sheet 1


What are scientists like?

Scientists are professional people who earn their living by observing and investigating the world we live in, and/or finding new ways of using its resources, sometimes for the benefit of human society, sometimes for profit (their own and others), sometimes for the protection of the state and for war (around 30% of the world’s scientists are involved in work related to the military).

Scientists do not deal with facts in isolation; they work within a system of thought or a world view and interpret phenomena accordingly. Generally, they are not keen on challenges to their world view – it makes them very uncomfortable.

Scientists usually work in teams.
They have to tell ethics committees what they plan to do, and get permission to go ahead. Their work may be controversial and make the news – as in stem cell research and cloning – but much work is repetitive and unexciting.

The results of scientists’ work is published in scientific journals and read by other scientists. They will pounce on anyone doing ‘bad science’ and the work will go no further. (Publication does not however apply to science pursued in many military or commercial laboratories.)



Scientists have to find ways of getting money to fund their work. They may apply to a university for a research grant. Many of them work for big business corporations, like Glaxo or Wellcome, which create medicinal drugs.

Scientists are found in all walks of life, doing all sorts of jobs. So, contrary to what the media would have us believe, we can’t say what they are likely to look like or wear, or what their social life may be! 

Apart from ‘academic’ scientists, and those doing ground-breaking research, there   

are scientists working in Local Government labs, scientists working for sweets and confectionery companies, scientists working to produce new types of cosmetics (often using animals, which is controversial but at present is not banned by ethics committees)….to name but a few.

According to the historian of science Ivan Tolstoy, scientists must learn to think like poets. They need to look more closely at the meanings of words in science, and understand that when they talk of curved space, an exploding universe and black holes, for instance, they are talking the language of poets – not literal descriptions.

Many scientists are female (although the proportion of women depends on the field and this figure tails off in the higher echelons of science).

Discussion Questions

· Do you think the way we view scientists is affected a lot by what we see on television and in film?

· Do you think the media is confused about how modern science works and why it is done? (Is the message that science is harmful or anti-social?)

· Are media (newspaper and film) views of scientists way behind the times? (Before the 1870’s scientists really did work in solitude, in their own rooms. They were often wealthy and paid for things out of their own pocket.)
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