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Abstract
Understanding photosynthesis is essential to understanding energy and material flow through the
environment and especially through living organisms. This is rarely addressed either in textbooks or in
classroom discussions. In fact, most classroom practices do not even acknowledge students' spontaneous
ideas, and hence students retain their ideas as disjunctive from the ideas they learn in the classroom.
Photosynthesis and its role in energy flow through living organisms was hence an important area of study in
an 8day course on Energy and Environment that was conducted for students of Class 8, who volunteered
from three similar English medium schools in the vicinity of our Centre.
The course designed explored students' spontaneous ideas about photosynthesis and related concepts,
including possible alternative conceptions, using multiple probes. Students' ideas were first probed through
a questionnaire. Students' responses were studied by the researchers and this was followed by a classroom
discussion on photosynthesis. Students in groups carried out a few activities and observations on
photosynthesis through a set of three simple experiments designed for the purpose. The results of the
experiments, some of which failed, were discussed in the class.
Students' responses to the work sheet as well as during discussions reflected their misconceptions about
photosynthesis and energy flow. The discussions gave an opportunity to address students' ideas and clarify
them. Students were unable to make the link between photosynthesis and the flow of energy through living
organisms. The paper will discuss students' ideas on photosynthesis, the importance of our sequence of
classroom interactions, and implications of the findings for classroom settings. The paper will also discuss
the limitations of the course sequence and possibilities for further improvement.
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