
Edinburgh Science Learning  
Goes Digital

A case study of the adaptations made to 
Edinburgh Science’s primary schools touring 
programme, Generation Science and our 
immersive careers education event, Careers 
Hive as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Introduction
In March 2020 the announcement was made in the UK that the country was going into 
lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The consequence of this was the cancelation 
of the Edinburgh Science Festival 2020 and of the Generation Science primary schools 
tour which was mid-tour at that point. 

Like a lot of the rest of the country - and world - we kept our fingers crossed that we 
would be back in the office after 6 weeks but fast-forward several months and we were 
still facing lockdowns, restrictions and many cancelled events and were acutely aware 
that we needed to think differently about our projects for 2021. The result? Two brand 
new learning programmes which saw us embrace the digital world and learn the new 
skills necessary to offer alternatives to our usual live delivery in and to schools.

This case study aims to take you through the processes we adopted to create these 
new learning products, what we learnt from it and what we hope to take on board for 
future years. 



Pre-Covid structure and model
• Fun, engaging, workshops and shows delivered in-person by 

two professional science communicators.
• Each team is trained in-house to deliver one workshop or 

show.
• Staff complete training on sci comm skills and Generation 

Science style and ethos.
• Each team receive event specific training with a dedicated 

director before going out on tour on their own. 

2019 TOUR



Details
Each workshop kit box contained:

• Password access to a series of pre-recorded workshop vid-
eos to be played in the classroom.

• Kit and consumables (enough for a class of 33 pupils).
• Full lesson plan, follow up activities and ideas.
• Access to a pre-recorded Q&A (with option to submit ques-

tions in advance). 
• Access to a CLPL (career long professional learning) work-

shop, which teachers can complete in their own time, on 
creating and delivering engaging STEM activities. 

The Challenge
To deliver a Generation Science experience in the classroom for 
primary school pupils when restrictions mean we can’t physically 
enter the school.

Post-Covid structure and model
• Fun, engaging, pre-recorded workshop kit boxes. 
• The presenters in the videos guide the class through the 

workshop step by step while the teacher in the class facili-
tates. 

• The majority of the workshop kit boxes were designed for 
the school to keep.

• There was one loan box which the schools had to return after 
a fixed amount of time.

• Schools can access the pre-recorded videos for a fixed 
amount of time (until the end of the summer term) but within 
this choose when and how they run the workshops.

We pride ourselves with making sure that any product which 
forms part of the Generation Science programme adheres to 
the style and ethos of Edinburgh science – novel, immersive, 
theatrical and absolutely relies on the skill of the staff in bringing 
the event to life. Engagement and inspiration are what we strive 
to achieve with pupils; engaging them in the activity and content 
and showing them how much fun science can be. We use the 
presentation style, the storyline of the event and often a novel 
experience to hook the audience in and keep them hooked for 
the duration of the event. We rely on interaction with the audi-
ence to achieve our engagement. 

So the specific problem for 2021 was: how can we ensure the 
audience are hooked by the presenters when they can’t be in the 
same room as the children?

We knew from testing that if left alone, it was easy for teachers 
to revert activities back into a lesson. Although lessons are not 
negative, this is not what we aim to deliver. We aim to deliver 
something different from a school lesson and the challenge had 
now become how could we ensure that a Generation Science 
experience was delivered in the classroom by the teacher?



Lessons
• Keep videos short and sharp: The amount of time you can 

hold someone’s attention for on screen is far less than in 
person. This seems like an obvious point but it was one of the 
first lessons we had to learn, and fast! What we thought was 
a short 3-4mins of video turned out, in some instances where 
there was little variation on screen, to be far too long - even 
though it was a story. 

• Flexibility has been important for teachers: Knowing how 
well the rollout is working has been hard to monitor. Unlike 
when we are there in person, it has proven hard to know 
when schools are using the workshops, particularly as schools 
are so busy. Originally due to be limited to use in the summer 
term, we have since chosen to extend the time that teachers 
are able to access the workshop videos to beyond the sum-
mer to increase flexibility for teachers. 

• Know where you can shine: With in-person delivery we 
are almost completely in control of the workshop but in this 
digital format less so. We can’t control how the teacher will 
ultimately deliver the workshop – with in-person delivery we 
can ensure that we deliver something a bit different to a stan-
dard school lesson – but we can try to ensure that the activity, 
videos, the method of investigation, the box kit etc. provide 
this point of difference.

• Keep the tech simple: Many teachers have very limited 
access to digital technology and often what they can and 
cannot do with his technology is out of their hands. Originally 
the plan was to live stream to students in the classrooms from 
a studio in our unused office space - interacting in real-time 
with an audience. Sadly, further Covid restrictions prevented 
this but even before then finding a platform all schools could 
use and access, with good enough internet access was very 
tricky.  

Outcome
We are still in the process of gathering feedback from teachers 
however, the initial responses look very positive, with teachers 
and pupils being pleased with this alternative approach as a sub-
stitute for the in-person approach. It supplies a good experience 
but a very different one from the in-person experience. 

It has shown us what can be achieved with video and digital 
content. It has given us skills and experience in-house that we 
wouldn’t have gained had we not been forced to do this expe-
rience. It has shown us that there is a market and a place for this 
type of engagement but that it provides different outcomes and 
a different product than our original format.



The Challenge
The objective was to create an online event which simulated the 
in-person experience as much as possible. 

The biggest hurdle was to come up with a solution as to how 
we could facilitate the valuable conversations between volun-
teers and student as we know this is one of the most beneficial 
elements of Careers Hive to both students and teachers.

 Pre-Covid structure and model
• A mixture of fun, engaging, workshop, activities, exhibition 

and discussions experienced in the museum in the centre of 
Edinburgh.

• Students visit;
• An exhibition 
• A workshop 
• An early-careers talk programme
• Schools are allocated timeslots to visit each of these ele-

ments.
• Volunteers and staff are trained in-house on specific commu-

nication skills and event specific knowledge. 

Careers Hive 2020



Post-Covid structure and model
• The same basic structure of the pre-covid model but all ele-

ments were taken online.
• Schools were allocated timeslots to visit each of these ele-

ments.
• Saturday was run as an open day but had to be pre-booked.
• A digital CLPL workshop was created to support teachers in 

the delivery and facilitation of students throughout each of 
these elements. 

• Volunteers and staff were trained in-house on specific com-
munication skills and event specific knowledge. 

CAREERS HIVE 2021



Details
The aim of all Careers Hive activities 

To support students and teachers in widening their understand-
ing of the breadth of STEM careers as well as the variety of 
people that work in these roles.

Prior to Covid students visited:

• An exhibition with hands-on activities, manned by volunteer 
STEM professionals

• A workshop exploring their own skills and strengths
• An early careers talk programme to listen to early career STEM 

professionals talk about their own personal career journey

The Saturday was run as an open day for the public to visit and 
the Friday afternoon was run as a teacher specific visit time as a 
career-long professional learning (CLPL) opportunity.

To take the elements online the format was adjusted so that:

• The interactive exhibition was hosted on a platform called 
Gather.Town to create a virtual version of our usual interac-
tive exhibition including info panels, volunteers, activities and 
games for the students and teachers to explore. The platform 
is a video-calling space that lets multiple people hold sepa-
rate conversations in parallel. It combines video-calling with a 
2D map to allow you to walk round (as an avatar) and interact 
with other people that you come into close contact with. 

• The students watched and took part in a pre-recorded skills 
and strengths workshop with videos and printed resources to 
allow teachers to deliver and facilitate this workshop in their 
own environments.

• The students watched and participated in an early-careers talk 
programme via Teams to live stream discussions to students. 
Students were given the opportunity to also ask questions 
and get involved and vote using Mentimeter.

Lessons
• Keep the technology simple. The Gather.Town platform was 

a fantastic opportunity and resource to allow us to re-create 
our interactive exhibition and facilitate conversations with 
STEM professionals and students digitally. However, a minority 
of schools found accessing and using the new technology 
and platform tricky. We found that many of the teachers 
would have benefitted from a live briefing and practice of the 
platform in advance.

• The key is the conversations. Without doubt, the part that the 
students and teachers find most beneficial is the facilitated 
conversations with the STEM professionals. Being able to ask 
people who are really in these jobs what it is really like. 

• Keep the videos and discussions short. As part of our follow 
up resources we put the videos of the early career discus-
sions online. Although some older students have enjoyed and 
got a lot out of these, initial feedback has shown us that for 
younger students these films would benefit with some editing 
and shortening for more accessibility as a resource online. 
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