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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 
In recent years there has been a growing concern that the goal of “science education for all” is not 
being met. Increasingly, education systems are failing to attract students to science, to the extent that 
schools are often blamed for deterring students from pursuing secondary and tertiary science 
education (EU, 2004, 2007; OECD, 2006; Osborne & Dillon, 2008; Royal Society, 2010; DEST, 2003; 
Tytler, 2007).  
 
While students seem disinterested in school science education, a developing avenue of research 
directs attention to the role of informal science education in particular to the untapped potential of 
university outreach programs in filling the gap (Eastwell & Renie, 2002; EU, 2005a, b; 2010). To date, 
most research regarding university outreach programs has been limited to investigating specific 
programs.  
 
There is a critical lack of data regarding the scope, goals, forms of management, modes of 
administering and, impacts of university Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) 
outreach programs. The present research aims to develop a data-base of university STEM outreach 
programs, which can then be used to characterize the programs, evaluate impacts and establish best 
practices.  
 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
This study addresses the following two issues, namely, determining the characteristics of STEM 
outreach programs administered by the nine universities in the state of Victoria, Australia, and how 
the outreach programs are positioned within the universities’ businesses in regard to policies and 
management practices.  
 
METHODS  
Data were collected from scientists and program coordinators in the nine universities in the State of 
Victoria. A total of 3688 online questionnaires were distributed.  The data included 190 questionnaire 
respondents and 17 interviewees. The data were analysed qualitatively and quantitatively.  
 
FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The nine Victorian universities apply predominantly an intra-curriculum model, designed to support 
the school curriculum. The majority of the programs are one-off exposures, developed for preparing 
students in years 11-12 for the Victorian Certificate of Education [VCE].   
 
Most of the universities do not have a policy that specifically directs the implementation of science 
education outreach programs. The programs are conceptualized by university management as a 
marketing enterprise with an aim of increasing student recruitment.  Typically, there is no central 
organization or coordination, resulting in sporadic programs, over reliant on ‘soft’ money, with frequent 
changes in the management schemes. The majority of the programs are initiated by motivated staff, 
based on their areas of interest, so the programs typically cease when the initiator leaves the 
university. The study’s recommendations include moving beyond the existing model of intra-curricular 
support; integrating outreach STEM programs into the universities’ core businesses; and, abandoning 
the marketing approach in favour of ethical and community service approaches aimed at enhancing 
citizens’ scientific literacy. 
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