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Significant changes are steadily working their way through university chemistry education in North America and 
elsewhere, as a result of convincing evidence of how students best learn, and how they best learn chemistry. Yet 
we often experience high activation barriers when we design and implement changes to curriculum and pedagogy 
that will enable us to better meet the needs of learners. Drawing on examples from the crucial gateway 
introductory chemistry course, this talk will reflect on strategies to overcome the activation barriers that keep us 
from more learner-favored approaches as we  

 Identify the learners in our courses, and understand their preconceptions and misconceptions of chemistry; 

 Emphasize the human dimensions to both carrying out and benefitting from chemistry; 

 Articulate appropriate learning objectives, resonant with building an authentic understanding of chemistry;  

 Design strategies based on motivating contexts that help students understand how to “think like a chemist;” and 

 Implement pedagogies of engagement in both large and small classrooms and laboratories. 
 

   Peter Mahaffy is internationally recognized for his deep commitment to helping students, 
scientists and the general public see the intricate webs that connect chemistry to so many other 
aspects of life. He is Professor of Chemistry at the King’s University College in Edmonton, and co-
Director of the King’s Centre for Visualization in Science, which provides digital learning resources 
accessed last year by a quarter million users from over 100 countries. He carries out research in 
the areas of chemistry education, visualization in science, and organic chemistry, and is co-author 
of a new first-year university textbook: Chemistry: Human Activity, Chemical Reactivity.  
   Mahaffy has just completed six years of service as chair of IUPAC’s Committee on Chemistry 
Education (CCE) and membership on IUPAC’s Bureau. In that capacity, he helped to facilitate the 
process to obtain UN designation of 2011 as an International Year of Chemistry and served on the 
IYC-2011 Management Committee. He also serves on the American Chemical Society presidential 
working group on Climate Science. Recent awards for contributions to chemistry and chemistry 
education include the CIC National Award for Chemistry Education, the 3M National Teaching 
Fellowship, the 2011 ACS James Flack Norris Award for Outstanding Achievement in the Teaching 

of Chemistry, the 2012 ACS-CEI Award for Incorporating Sustainability into Chemistry Education, the 2012 IUPAC CCE 
Award for Distinguished Contributions to Chemistry Education, and the 2012 DOW WESTEC Award for Technical 
Excellence.  
 

Please join us for refreshments in the Charter Street Atrium 
 after the discussion  


