
Teaching Teachers about  
Biotechnology in Argentina
Summary: In 2003-04, when the Ministry of Education in Argentina instituted a requirement that 
biotechnology be taught in schools, most teachers had not been trained in this new area of science  
and had few resources for planning lessons. A panel of experts came together to design a training 
course and educational materials, which is offered free-of-charge around the country through the  
Por Qué Biotecnología (Why Biotechnology) programme. Today more than 10,000 school teachers  
have been trained.

Biotechnolog y crops have been g row n in A rgentina 

since 1996 , and the cou ntry w as the w orld ’s second 

largest producer of biotech crops for m ore than 10 

years. A n im portant factor in public  education and 

aw areness-bu ild ing is the nationa l m andate to teach 

biotech to schoolch ild ren . T he Por Q ué Biotecnolog ía 

(W hy Biotechnolog y) prog ram m e 

supports teachers by prov id ing 

resou rces, strateg ies and educationa l 

tools on a ll aspects of biotechnolog y.

colleag ues, fam ilies , 

friend s and other 

contacts . A rgenBio 

saw  teachers as 

important partners 

for sharing in for- 

m ation about 

biotechnolog y to 

d ifferent aud iences.

A rgenBio’s w ork 

w ith teachers qu ick ly 

becam e form alised as  

the Por Q ué Biotecnolog ía 

prog ram m e, ded icated to prov id ing resou rces, strateg ies 

and educationa l tools on a ll aspects of biotechnolog y  

to schools , m u seu m s and other educationa l institutions.  

A  panel of four experts in biolog y and biotechnolog y from  

prestig iou s public  research institutions, plu s one h igh ly- 

ex perienced secondary school teacher w ith a deg ree in 

biotechnolog y w as com m issioned to develop a tra in ing 

cou rse for teachers and the in itia l content for sc ience-

based education m ateria ls that cou ld be adopted and 

u sed in any school, w ork ing c losely  w ith A rgenBio . 

T he prog ram m e w as offered to the education authorities 

and those in charge of training teachers, first in the capita l 

c ity of Buenos A ires. W ord qu ick ly spread , and there w as 

a g reat response from  teachers arou nd the cou ntry. Prior 

to the offering of th is program m e, the internet and m ed ia 

reports w ere the on ly other resou rces m ost educators 

had to prepare their lessons. 

Engaging the Public in Biotechnology: 
Case Studies from the Global Industry Coalition

Why teachers
A s in m any other cou ntries , teachers are held  in specia l 

regard in A rgentina . E ducation is very im portant and 

teachers are w ell respected for their role in educating 

children. T hanks to the national public education system , 

the literacy rate is 97 percent , and m any public  school 

teachers in A rgentina teach at m ore than one school in 

order to reach ch ild ren in the 23 prov inces of the second- 

largest cou ntry in South A m erica . H ow ever, educationa l 

resou rces can be scarce , especia lly  on em erg ing topics 

such as biotechnolog y w h ich have on ly recently  been 

added to the cu rricu lu m  in teachers’ colleges.

Years before a nationa l m andate to teach biotechnolog y 

cam e into effect , A rgenBio , the nationa l non-profit 

biotechnolog y association , w as w ork ing to develop 

educational m ateria ls for teachers. Teachers are educated 

people w ho are a lso citizens, parents and consum ers, and 

they are excellent replicators of in form ation , spread ing 

their k now ledge not on ly to their students but a lso to 
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How to teach biotechnology
A  five-person ex pert panel still oversees the W hy 

Biotechnolog y prog ram m e today, delivering tra in ing 

prog ram m es on-site at schools that request it , and 

reg u larly  updating resou rce m ateria l. 

T he teachers’ tra in ing cou rse lasts about fou r hou rs and 

is m ost often attended by genera l sc ience and biolog y 

teachers – a lthough cu riou s env ironm enta l sc ience , 

chem istry, physics and geog raphy teachers have been 

k now n to join as w ell. T he cou rse is a lso ta ilored 

accord ing to the location and resou rces of the school. 

For exam ple , in the ru ra l areas, teachers m ay a lready 

k now  m ore about ag ricu ltu re than they do in u rban 

areas, but they m ay have few er resou rces to do certa in 

activ ities or ex perim ents.

T he f irst part of the teachers’ cou rse is a standard 

sem inar on biotechnolog y, inc lud ing trad itiona l tools , 

genetic eng ineering , and applications in industry, hea lth , 

ag ricu ltu re and an im als. N ex t there is an in-depth 

section on ag ricu ltu ra l biotechnolog y, the m ain focu s of 

A rgenBio’s w ork , becau se it is an im portant , h igh-profile  

topic in A rgentina , and conf lic ting , non-sc ience-based , 

and often inaccu rate in form ation about ag ricu ltu ra l 

biotechnolog y has been w idely spread am ong the genera l 

public . T he cou rse concludes w ith an introduction to 

the teach ing m ateria ls that are ava ilable and the W hy 

Biotechnolog y website w w w.porquebiotecnolog ia .com .ar, 

w h ich conta ins even m ore in form ation . 

T he teaching m ateria ls cover a ll aspects of biotechnolog y, 

inc lud ing m ed ica l, pharm aceutica l and indu stria l 

applications, as w ell as ag ricu ltu ra l biotechnolog y. T he 

m ateria ls are specia lly  desig ned for students in their 

f ina l years of prim ary school (10 -12 years old) and those 

in secondary school (ages 13-18) . 

T here are d ifferent m ateria ls for d ifferent levels of 

students but every th ing is desig ned to be as f lex ible as 

possible to m eet teachers’ specif ic  need s and ava ilable 

resou rces. For exam ple , som e sc ience ex perim ents in 

the prog ram m e are very sim ple and can be com pleted in 

one two-hou r lesson , w hile other, m ore elaborate projects 

are desig ned to ru n over the cou rse of a fou r-m onth 

sem ester and requ ire m ore equ ipm ent . T he m ateria ls 

are offered in both print and electron ic form ats to f it  

a variety of teach ing sty les . 

Accessing an on-line teacher’s aide
A ll of the W hy Biotechnolog y resou rces are ava ilable 

on-line for dow n load and printing . M ost of the teachers 

w ho have taken the W hy Biotechnolog y cou rse – and 

m any w ho haven’t – access fu rther in form ation on the 

internet and subscribe to reg u lar em ail updates on new ly 

ava ilable m ateria ls . 

T he W hy Biotechnolog y 

w ebsite for teachers is open  

to a ll and conta ins lesson 

plans, ex perim ent desig ns and 

deta iled back g rou nd m ateria l 

on m ore than 100 d ifferent 

topics. T he on-line “C uadernos,” 

or notebook s, cover topics  

in ag ricu ltu ra l biotechnolog y 

(such as biotech crops, plant 

breed ing , biod iversity  and 

farm ing practices) , as w ell as non-ag ricu ltu re subjects 

(including recom binant pharm aceuticals and applications 

of biotechnolog y in the food , tex tile , detergent and other 

indu stries) . T he C uadernos a lso cover genera l sc ience 

topics such as m olecu lar and cell biolog y.

Each C uaderno prov ides inform ation on the theory behind 

the topic , recom m ended teach ing m ethod s, ac tiv ities , 

reference m ateria ls and lin k s to other re lated topics.  

For exam ple , C uaderno N o. 6 add resses ag ricu ltu ra l 

biotechnolog y broad ly, and suggests how  teachers can 

describe biotechnolog y as com plem entary to other form s 

of ag ricu ltu re , not a replacem ent . It recom m end s an 

activ ity  for students to research the biotech crops 

approved in A rgentina , perhaps w ork ing w ith a socia l 

sc iences teacher. T h is C uaderno a lso references a dozen 

or m ore other C uadernos, m ak ing connections betw een 

the broad topic and particu lar crops applications or issues 

such as ex ports , biofuels and food traceability. 

A lasting resource
Today, a lm ost 15 years a fter ag ricu ltu ra l biotechnolog y 

w as introduced in A rgentina , som e tex tbook s now  

inc lude in form ation on biotechnolog y ; other cou rses on 

biotechnolog y are offered period ically. H owever, A rgenBio 

has been the f irst institution that offered cou rses in 

biotechnolog y and w as a pioneer in developing m ateria l 

on the subject in A rgentina. A rgenBio’s W hy Biotechnology 

prog ram m e has now  reached m ore than 10 ,000 teachers 

w ith practica l, sc ience-based m ateria l and continues  

to  m ake an im portant contribution to biotechnolog y 

education and aw areness-bu ild ing in A rgentina .


