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My Colleague Dr Maulloo, Director Rajiv Gandhi Science Centre
Ladies and gentlemen,
It is indeed a matter of major satisfaction that we should gather here today for the launching of the YOUNG SCIENTISTS IN ACTION contest.  Congratulations to the RGSC for constantly endeavouring to fulfil its mandate to popularise science among the population, including at grass root level among the young children attending primary schools.

It is universally acknowledged that science is of tremendous importance for the development of every country in the world. Time and again, we hear of the concept familiarly known as the STI – Science, Technology and Innovation—as a major driver of change and transformation in society.

But of equal importance is the intrinsicvalue of science for the Citizen.

In the first place, we cannot, for example, envisage a healthy lifestyle without having a basic understanding of Science.  What we eat, the air we breathe, the physical movements that we indulge in—all these ordinary features of our lives have scientific notions at the root. Understanding these, helps in the fulfilment of our personal lives.  

Equally, science,helps a person to be in a better position to understand and adapt to the changes in the world of work—many of these being science and technology-driven. 
Ladies and Gentlemen, dear Educators
I believe we are all aware of how useful science is to the student community as a whole. If we want our children to develop the kind of scientific literacy I have just been talking about, we need to prepare them by providing a solid science education background in schools.

We have to arouse and develop the innate curiosity of our children about the natural world around them. In short, schools have to inculcatewhat is known as the ‘scientific temper’ in them.

However, despite therecognitionof the importance of science, we note that there is a marked disinclination to study science in the upper classes. 
MES statistics reveal that, out of a total 16,885 candidates who were examined at SC in 2012, an average of only 27.5 % opted for the science subjects – Chemistry, Physics and Biology, and this is a downward trend as against the average of 28.2 for 2008
Yet there is here aparadoxwe have to contend with.

Those very students who are averse to following science lessons in the classroom are the same oneswho are often enthused by ‘la chose scientifique’  outside the classroom!! They are keen to follow discussions and debates on science-related issues, especially if these are controversial in nature. They feed on several scientific programmes on TV and read the net on those scientific and technological issues that are immediately relevant to their needs. 
Of course, this paradoxical situation is quasi universal. Indeed, Mauritius is not the only country where students shy away from the scientific subjects. 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

How do we explain this attitude? Is it because,in their early years, children are not sufficiently exposed to scientific concepts?

A recent report of Offsted in the UK deplored the fact that science is not taught every day in most primary schools.
In Mauritius, as you well know, our primary school time table makes provision for only 75 minutes of exposure to science teaching as against   200-250 minutes for English and Maths. Looking at that in one way could make it appear as an important imbalance.
But then it is also a fact that, Science does exist in a transversal and cross-cutting manner in the different subjects. As an illustration, I’ll mention the casewhere In language classes, illustratively, some of the themes in comprehension passages do have a scientific bearing. The same applies for a subject like History and Geography.
And I believe that, part of the explanation for the lack of interest in science, emanates from the ‘teaching to the textbook’ that often takes place in the classroom. The resulting dullness - accompanied by a lack of practical work, of hands-on experience in the subject – is probably what puts pupils off the subject.

So, to regain pupils’ engagement in the learning process, thequality of the teaching of science and, as well as, the tools to be used,would go a long way towards providing an edge and spearhead an attraction for the subject.

Furthermore to develop an active learning approach and to develop thinking, our classrooms have to reinvent themselves. 
The Sankore tool which is already there,isvital for teachers to have full recourse to, as a normal part of their teaching. 
In fact, ICT is turning out to be the best means to construct scientific concepts both pictorially and diagrammatically. I believe teachers should systematically help students develop this acumen for technology, for greater interaction and ultimately independent learning in the classroom.
I wish here to lay stress on this year’s most innovative project to be piloted in six ZEP schoolsin partnership with African Development BankADB and the ESSA Foundation of the UK. This is going to be a major break though with a modified in class set up, children sitting around small tables in groups of STD 6. Each child with his/her own tablet and the teacher, tablet in hand, moving and circulating around and interacting with the pupils on the theme being taught...Much of the learning is going to be constructed around the use of ICT—and I am sure that scientific literacy will gain a big boost in those schools, thanks to this new method of teaching and learning and creating interest in the child.
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
My vision is to have all schools become a hub where practical lessons help provide a clear understanding and assimilation of knowledge andthe development of skills, especially the skill of scientific enquiry.
I believe this is something that is do-able. At this particular juncture, we have just some 50 Science Corners in our Primary schools. There is also a multimedia room in a majority of ourprimary schools. 
I just wonder if it is not time to make of these multimedia rooms intomultimediamultipurpose rooms where a lot of hands-on activities for science, Art ‘assemblage’ and all sorts of purposeful activities –“learning by doing”—would become an on-going feature. Lest we forget, the development of skills—cognitive, motor, etc—is also a cardinal mission of schools.
Ladies and gentlemen,
I started my speech by expressing my appreciation to the Rajiv Gandhi Science Centre for sharpening the interest of our pupilsin Science. I am also appreciative of the fact that the community at large has not been forgotten. Our previous association – the Young Scientist Workshop and the ‘Caravane de la Science’—is very likely to be strengthened with new projects, the Centre will be embarking upon, like the Junior Mobile Science for Primary school pupils, the Science Mural Contest 2014 and the Science Quest for Secondary school students. 

As for the”Young Scientists in Action” for Standard IV and V pupils, I am positive that all our Educators here present will respond positively to it and rise to the occasion so as to make the competition a highly successful one.
I would like to end here on this positive note and wish you all an enjoyable Workshop that I have the privilege of now proclaiming open.
Thank you for your attention.

