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IfM researchers hope to drum up interest in engineering
13th May 2010

For immediate release 

Mention steel drums and you might think of the Notting Hill Carnival or the Caribbean – rather than a powerful new way of getting youngsters interested in engineering.

However, two researchers from the University of Cambridge’s Institute for Manufacturing (IfM) reckon the popular musical instrument could be just the way to get children from ethnic minorities interested in science and technology.

Attempts to encourage minority students into studying engineering have met with varying degrees of success and Afro-Caribbean males in particular have underachieved in science and mathematics in UK secondary schools.

Now Soren Maloney and Nigel Williams of the IfM, part of the Department of Engineering, are working with schools in London to launch a unique pilot project which they hope will help address the problem.

Soren explained: “My PhD research looked at the materials and manufacturing of Caribbean steelpan drums.

“We realised that the way people go about making these drums teaches some basic elements of engineering and science, acoustics, materials and manufacturing which could be a culturally relevant way of encouraging these kids into engineering.” 

Soren joined forces with fellow researcher Nigel Williams to think of how they could present the research as a project which would appeal to youngsters.

Nigel said: “There are lots of summer programmes designed for underprivileged kids. They give them a taste of what engineering is all about,

“But for some students you need something grounded in their own experience, something that is culturally relevant.

“These kids grew up with the steel drum. In fact London had a school steel drum orchestra before Trinidad in the Caribbean.

“What the programme will do is show them how this familiar instrument breaks down into different areas of technological and scientific knowledge. It’s about learning by doing.”

The pair have just had a paper published in the London Journal of Tourism, Sport and the Creative Industries outlining the opportunities provided by the scheme.

Aimed at youngsters aged between 15-18, it will involve the children using different materials and processes to make the instruments and seeing the impact on the end result.  

The students plan to produce a workbook, video and teaching pack and run a month-long project with children to test its viability,

Soren said; “We think the project makes engineering relevant to these children in a way that other programmes don’t.“

“It’s all very well showing them formulas and textbooks. They want to know what engineering can do for them and this project does just that,” added Nigel.

Nigel and Soren are currently applying for grant funding from the Higher Education Academy to develop their curriculum and launch the pilot project.

Soren said: “The project focuses on the music, and is able to demonstrate the impact different scientific and manufacturing processes have on the sound.”

The duo are initially targeting schools in London, but if successful have ambitious plans for the scheme, as Nigel outlined:

“We want to pilot it in London and show how powerful relevance can be in attracting youngsters to science. 

“Then we would eventually hope to role it out to places like Birmingham, Luton and Manchester, we could even take it back to Trinidad.

· Nigel and Soren’s paper – the Pedagogy of the Pan – can be downloaded from http://www.emklondon.com/downloads/Fourth_edition_April_2010.pdf. 
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About the Institute for Manufacturing

The University of Cambridge’s Institute for Manufacturing (IfM), is a division of the Department of Engineering. The IfM brings together expertise in management, economics and technology to address the full spectrum of industrial issues. Its activities integrate research and education with practical application in companies, providing a unique environment for the creation of new ideas and approaches to modern industrial practice. The IfM works closely with industry, at a regional, national and international level, providing strategic, technical and operational expertise to help companies to grow and to become more competitive.

About the London Journal of Tourism Sport and Creative Industries

The London Journal of Tourism, Sport and Creative Industries (LJTSCI) seeks to publish articles on a variety of related topics which encapsulates the diverse nature of London’s local-global intersections.  The journal aims to be a meeting place for research and discussion on a wealth of topics that should appeal to scholars, practitioners, policy makers and general readers.  These articles can include research, works-in progress, case studies, developments in theory, book reviews and general reviews that contributes to the development of the subject field. It is published by the London Metropolitan Business School biannually, in spring (April/May) and autumn (October/November). ISSN Number: 1755-1897:

Contact Nicole Ferdinand, Journal Editor at n.ferdinand@londonmet.ac.uk 

Nigel L. Williams
 
Nigel has recently completed his PhD at the University of Cambridge in which he examined the development of manufacturing exports from small developing countries. He is the Managing Director of Green PB, a Cambridge University startup created to commercialize a low carbon battery recycling technology.  His research interests include International Business, Engineering Management and Project Management. Previously, Nigel worked as a Project Manager for public and private clients in the Caribbean Region
Soren E. Maloney

Soren is a CPGS student from Trinidad and Tobago and he holds a BSc degree in Mechanical Engineering from the University of the West Indies. He worked as an Engineer in Training at the Metal Industries Company Limited before joining the IfM in April 2006. Soren is conducting his research under the direction and guidance of Dr Claire Barlow into materials and manufacturing of the Caribbean Steelpan.
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