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Distinguished Guests, 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

My Dear Students

It gives me great pleasure to be here in your midst today on the occasion of the movement of the “Caravane de la Science “to this school. You will all, I am certain, appreciate the fact that this initiative has as fundamental goal to not only popularize science but also debunk some of the myths that have been traditionally associated with it.

Need I really elaborate on such myths that have to be challenged?

“Science is a sacred grove reserved for male students, with girl students finding science far to dry and dreary for their tastes”.

Is this really true, though?

As Minister of Education and HR, I am seeing to it that there is no gender disparity in our provision of science learning opportunities for all. Indeed, equal provision has been made for the education of boys as well as girls whether in terms of science labs or equipment or again the supply of trained teachers. Students are offered the same curriculum and subject options. It is pertinent to remain alert on this issue of equity and to ensure that equal opportunities are given to both sexes to achieve gender equality in learning achievement.

Science has been traditionally perceived as far too difficult as compared to studies in Humanities and Commercial subjects. So much so that it has been observed that the number of students opting for science subjects at the end of Form III is on the decline. Less than 30% students opt for Science subjects at O level and for HSC it is only some 28%. 

I can understand that the student choice of subjects is guided by several factors. The ability of the individual, liking of the subject, perception of difficulty in the subject, influence of educators and peers, job prospects—these are just a few.
But you will all agree with me that, to live in a technological world like ours, we all need a minimum knowledge of  science subjects. In fact, we need to remember that rapid changes in science and technology, and the introduction of new technology in particular, have changed the development prospects of many nations - and Mauritius can ill afford to lag behind.

One of the main objectives of my Ministry, therefore, is to stimulate young people’s interest in studying science and mathematics at secondary school level and to encourage young people to consider furthering their studies in sciences and engineering at higher level. More students have to be encouraged to study science and technology for greater productivity and socio-economic development –otherwise there is always a risk of our youth becoming functionally illiterate in one way or another if they  cannot keep pace with modern science and new technology.
Popularization of Science and Technology, ladies and gentlemen, hence forms part of the government vision and strategy to contribute towards the emergence of a new Mauritius with a diversified, sustainable, knowledge –based economy propped up by a highly trained and adaptive workforce.

Major curricular reforms have accordingly been undertaken in the last five years and for the first time National Curriculum Frameworks have been produced for the Pre primary, Primary and Secondary sectors. These lay much stress on science & technology education right from the pre primary level. 

The new curriculum also puts heavy emphasis on the need to reconcile the science taught in the classroom with the Science students experience in their environment so as to make learning more meaningful.  A contextualization of programme content and an Inquiry Based Science Education has been advocated.
It goes without saying, as you all know, that an inquiry based science education is of crucial importance for the acquisition of essential scientific skills.
It is in line with this, also, that, my Ministry is currently piloting the 21st century Science at Form 4 and 5 levels in a few schools before it is rolled out to all secondary schools.  Let me state at the very outset that the results for the first batch of learners who sat for the SC in 2010 are quite satisfactory. We have a pass percentage of some 82 per cent and we are talking here of students who are getting a basic grounding in the field of General Science.
Ladies and gentlemen,

I need, at this juncture, to eliminate yet another myth. 
The provision of science learning opportunities does not mean that we have to load the curriculum with “la chose scientifique.” We cannot be under the illusion that our school curriculum can keep up with the very latest technological advances even though it is reviewed regularly.

Indeed, for a long time now, our national education policy has rested on two hidden assumptions:
first, that formal schools are the best and perhaps the only place to learn anything really important, and 

second, that formal schooling can provide children and youth with all the education they will need for the rest of their life. 
A serious consequence of these obviously fallacious assumptions has been to produce a mass of citizens who switch off from their learning mode once they are securely employed.

The basic issue facing us at present, is how to harmonize the efforts of all stakeholders for a "national lifelong science and technology learning network" whose over-riding purpose would be to respond effectively to the constantly evolving learning needs of all members of the population - of all ages and from all walks of life.

Let us face it: formal education, even at its best, is not in a position to develop an outreach for the popularization of science to people of all ages.

So, what can be done?

I suppose that what can be done is to supplement what we call the traditional forms of literacy promoted through the study of languages and mathematics with the new "basic" of technological and scientific literacy. That will serve them well especially when they enter the world of future higher level education or again the world of work that will help complement their learning as they go about meeting the modern technological needs of their careers.

And non-formal initiatives taken by the Rajiv Gandhi Science Centre should come in strongly to add to the experience. In fact, the outreach popularization programme “Caravane de la Science” was premised specifically as a complement to formal education to help students and all individuals in general achieve a level of scientific and technological literacy which will allow them to function effectively. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I need to say one word for the teachers of science.

I have always insisted on the transformation of learning into an enriching experience for the learner. There is hence one thing all of you who are in the domain of transmitting scientific knowledge have to keep in view. Science teaching can only become drab and dreary if traditional approaches are resorted to. We cannot expect our classroom transactions to be uni-directional. We can’t just explain something in science, expecting  our students  to be passive on-lookers imbibing everything we say. 

On the contrary, teachers need to encourage them to engage them in meaningful discussions.
Teachers need to encourage them to defend their arguments. 
In short, all teachers must resort to modern pedagogical techniques such as interactive lectures, the use of personal response systems and group problem solving to arouse a deep interest in students.

Finally, we all have to inculcate in them the means to master the methods for facing and solving new problems.
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The “Caravane de la Science” has, since its launch last year, been to different locations in Mauritius and  Rodrigues and has met with a resounding success.  For the first time the Caravane de la Science is now coming  to our schools.  This year, ten schools from all the four zones have been identified to host the Caravane de la Science. 
Sharma Jugdambi State Secondary School has the privilege of being the first one to do so.
During these two days, pupils from neighbouring primary and secondary schools will also have the opportunity to benefit from the wide range of activities, namely planetarium shows, film shows, science talks, interactive exhibits and the various exhibitions.
The “Caravane de la Science” thus becomes part of a series of actions already taken by this government, such as the creation of a National Science Portal and the annual National Science, Engineering  and Technology (SET) Week in order to sensitize students and the population at large on Science, Engineering  and Technology.  

Before I end, I would like to make an urgent appeal to schools to assist in this vast campaign for the popularization of science and technology by setting up and sustaining Science and Technology Clubs. Such clubs will ensure a constant exchange of scientific information among their members which may then through the pupils reach their homes and help to improve the quality of life of the whole community.
I would love to see the day when schools network among themselves to mount their own programs for the popularization of Science and Technology within and beyond their schools.  
Heads of schools, teachers, parents and pupils- you who have always been  my most trusted partners for the cause of education- let us not wait any longer – let us start today! Let us turn each school into a beehive of science activities.
Equally, the mass media are widely accepted as effective means for disseminating science & technology. I make a sincere appeal to the mass media to share the responsibility for the popularization of Science among people of all ages and from all walks of life by allocating a certain proportion of the prominent air-time/section of the media to the promotion of Science and Technology. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I would like to thank my colleague Dr. Honourable  Rajeshwar Jeetah for having given this unique opportunity to students  of Sharma Jugdambi SSS and of neighboring schools to participate in the ‘Caravane de la Science’. 

I seize this occasion to reiterate my Ministry’s continued support in all endeavours which enhance the quality of Science & Technology learning among the students and improve scientific literacy among our population in general.

As for you, my dear students, these two days will allow you all to get out of the conventional curriculum and the traditional classroom to discover the tiny wonders of the scientific world that help unravel the great mysteries of life and nature.
I wish you all a most enriching experience and hope that it will ignite in you the spark of interest in science for life. 

Thank you for your attention.
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