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Roundup

Monday 23 June 2003 – 11:30 – 01:30-- The Sixth Plenary Session, which was also the closing session, dealt with the  “Discussion About the Possibility of Establishing a Regional Capacity Building Program on Science and Mathematics Education”. The session was chaired by Dr. Ismail Serageldin, Director of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina and Co-Chaired by Dr. Mohamed El-Faham, Dean of Graduate Studies at the Arab Academy for Science and Technology and Maritime Transport (AAST).  

The first part of the session was a brief presentation by Dr. Salah Soliman, Professor of Chemistry, on the Environmental Project which is conducted and sponsored by the AAST, mentioning the efforts that Dr. El-Faham and Dr. Magdy Hefny of the AAST have put in to advance this promising enterprise. This was followed by a stage performance by two young school girls, Handra Nagy and Nada Ashraf of the Egyptian school El-Nasr Girls College (EGC) and, directed by their colleague Ahmed Gouda. The performance was about the threats to the Ozone layer due to the excessive use of CFCs and other dangerous chemicals which eventually resulted in reducing the Ozone layer over the Antarctic by 70%. The audience, the speakers and the Conference Chair applauded this stage performance, illustrating their approval of this method of scientific instruction.

In his presentation, Dr. Serageldin commented on the title of the session and said that the conference participants and speaker should make it a point to agree on actually “establishing” a program for science and mathematics education rather than just negotiating the "possibility" of doing that. He urged everyone to “move on” and take positive action.

Dr. Serageldin then enumerated the five focal points of the Conference:

1- Science and society

2- Human resources

3- Institutions/ Centers of Excellence that attract scientists. Here, Dr. Serageldin referred to the Virtual Center that will be established at the Bibliotheca Alexandrina under the chairmanship of Dr. El-Faham. This center will have science as one of its main fields. 

4-   The public/private sector's balanced participation in science and mathematics education

5- The financing mechanism.

He also commended the idea of holding "subject" Olympiads to give gifted people a chance and help their talents "blossom". He then confirmed that the essence is to "think" of how this can be done.

Dr. Serageldin then invited the audience to comment on the conference and give suggestions. In reference to the Bibliotheca's Center of Excellence, Dr. Varadachari Krishnan welcomed the idea of privatizing education but warned that a lot of care should be given to legislation. Dr. John Webb of the UNESCO underlined the importance of generating new initiatives to support science and mathematics education. He referred to the city of Trieste in Italy as a pioneer city in establishing centers for learning such as Science, Mathematics and Third World Studies Institutes. He promised to “report enthusiastically to UNESCO” on the “ambitious” project of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina to establish a Virtual Center.     

Dr. Shamsher Ali noted that communities and societies should be prepared to give more importance and encouragement to the younger generations and “make use of their talents”. He added that the talents of the world are to be found in the poor people who reside in small villages and unnoticed districts and that it is, indeed, these people that merit our attention. He also insisted on the importance of encouraging the people in less developed countries to develop technologies on their own rather than depend on the industrialized countries. One way of achieving that, Dr. Ali argued, would be providing all schools with experiment facilities.

Ms. Farida Al-Alagy, Consultant at the Arab Gulf Fund of Prince Talal Bin Abd El-Aziz in Saudi Arabia, spoke about the lack of institutions that serve the poor and mentioned the difficulties they faced 18 years ago when the Fund was just a dream. She talked about the experiences of the Fund and how they managed to succeed, adding that institutions should bridge the gap between governments, the media, financiers, NGOs and all other parties who are involved in the educational process. In conclusion, Ms. Al-Alagy underscored the importance of building bridges with citizens, implementing ideas, involving the youth in all stages and of “injecting life in the dead bodies”.

Dr. Serageldin spoke briefly about the experience of the Bibliotheca in recruiting young managers and about the importance of having centers in poorer areas. Dr. Animalu commented on the recommendations and declarations that were made at other conferences such as the declaration of Durban in South Africa and the Declaration of New Delhi in India and recommended that this conference should issue a Declaration of Alexandria to support the need to establish a program for science and mathematics education. Egyptian students and teachers from various universities and specializations also expressed their opinion about the Conference. Some were skeptical while others were enthusiastic, but they all seemed to agree that it is time to develop real new curricula for teaching science and mathematics. Dr. Serageldin commented that “it is time to take initiatives” and that less developed countries should benefit from the experiences of other countries, citing the Korean experience as an example. 

Mr. Otto Hammes alluded to the Indonesian experience when the government spent over 280 million US$ on text books and then the project failed. He blamed this on the lack of the “know-how” and confirmed that this is what is missing in the less developed countries. Therefore, he said, these countries have to focus on effective management for the implementation of educational reform programs. Dr. Jayshree Mehta agreed with both Dr. Serageldin and Mr. Hammes that the less developed countries should benefit from the experiences of other nations. She also commended the Bibliotheca's Virtual Center project. Dr. Byong-Sun Kwak commented on the importance of equal partnership between educators and scientists. Motivated by the positive spirit of international cooperation, which manifested itself during this conference, Ms. Sally Shuler offered the expertise of (NSRC) to establish a strategic planning institute. Encouraging the same spirit, Dr. Salah Khalil stressed the importance of forming a national active committee to monitor science and mathematics education and recommended cooperation among scientists from different countries. 

Before delivering the final speech of the closing session, Dr. Serageldin thanked the sponsors and co-sponsors of the conference, the speakers, the library staff, the organizers and the Alexandria YES team of volunteers. He then went on to explain the importance of “nurturing” the talents of our youth who have a real “thirst” for knowledge and learning, confirming that societies, parents, schools, teachers should not “kill” the talents of children. He confirmed that young people need space to “breathe” and that, despite the difficulties, it is everyone’s task to ensure that the future generations are given the proper opportunities, especially that now the world is at a stage where there is a “marvelous” chance to benefit from technology, shared knowledge and human values. 

Dr. Serageldin rejected the reductionists' views and praised the holistic vision, confirming that just as there is a domain of science and another of philosophy and religion, there is also a third domain; that of beauty. He then quoted the famous philosopher, Adler, who  said: “ Fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” and explained that this is indeed very true as long as one can understand what one should or should not do. Dr. Serageldin then ended this closing session by saying: “if you do not lift up your eyes to the sky, you will never know how far you can go” and confirmed that he is “confident” that “we” will be able to build a better future.     
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