SUZY URBANIAK
PRIME MINISTER’S PRIZE FOR EXCELLENCE IN SCIENCE TEACHING IN
SECONDARY SCHOOLS

Turning students
into scientists
Geoscientist Suzy Urbaniak
combined her two loves—
science and education—by
becoming a science teacher
30 years after finishing high
school. But she couldn’t believe it when she saw how little
the teaching styles had changed over the years.
“I decided then that I wanted to make a difference. I wanted
to turn the classroom into a room full of young scientists,
rather than students learning from textbooks,” Suzy says.
Starting out as a geoscientist, Suzy found that while she
knew all the theory from school and university, she didn’t
have any hands-on experience and didn’t feel as though she
knew what she was doing.
She realised there needed to be a stronger connection
between the classroom and what was happening in the real
world, out in the field, and took this philosophy into her
teaching career at Kent Street Senior High School.
“The science in my classroom is all about inquiry and
investigation, giving the students the freedom to develop
their own investigations and find their own solutions. I don’t
believe you can really teach science from worksheets and text
books.”
For her contributions to science teaching, and inspiring
our next generation of scientists, Suzy Urbaniak has been
awarded the 2016 Prime Minister’s Prize for Excellence in
Science Teaching in Secondary Schools.
Through the teaching program she developed known as
Centre of Resources Excellence (CoRE), Suzy makes sure her
students are equipped with the right skills and knowledge to
take on a variety of career pathways in science and engineering.
She treats the classroom as a workplace, and the students as
young scientists.
“It makes my day when my students walk into my classroom
and tell me it doesn’t feel like they’re in school—it feels like
they’re coming to work.”

Suzy’s students come to class and work collaboratively in
groups, solving problems together that have a real-world
context, such as geohazards, dryland salinity, or feral animals
in the environment. They then head out on field trips to better
understand how what they’ve learned applies to the real world.
She calls this learning in #therealclassroom.
Wherever possible, she works her passion for geoscience into
her classes. She’s always had a love for rocks and volcanoes,
ever since she was a kid growing up in Melbourne, exploring
the western volcanic plains of Victoria.
Over the past 10 years, Suzy has run 45 field trips throughout
Australia and internationally. She’s taken her students to World
Heritage sites including Shark Bay to study the stromatolites,
and biodiversity hotspots such as the Fitzgerald River
National Park.
“Most importantly, we go to working mine sites where the
students interact with people who work at the coalface, which
demonstrates the career paths that science and engineering can
take them on and provides quality networking opportunities.”
“Our students are great learners; we just need to provide them
with the best style of learning. My most disengaged students
have become engaged when they are doing hands-on work,
when their learning is being facilitated, rather than being taught
out of textbooks. You can almost see the lightbulb switch on
when they’re doing these investigations in my classes.
“I’m hoping that by engaging my students within the scientific
field, we’re going to have a great workforce beyond 2025.”
And she’s already seeing great results, with every single
one her of students in 2015 finding a job at the end of their
tertiary studies.
Suzy wants to take her CoRE program out to the regions,
developing sister schools in the Pilbara, the Goldfields, as well
as metropolitan schools. She aims to ensure the students are
aware of the scientific and technological engineering jobs that
are available in Western Australia to support the resources and
environmental sustainability industries of the future.
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2015
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