Summary of Learner’s Programme held at the SAIP conference

Venue: Lecture hall Gamma and electronics laboratory in Physics building at the University of Stellenbosch (SUN)

Date:
26 July 2003

Background:

· The Idea
To include in the Annual SAIP Conference a mini-programme or side event specifically for learners.

· The Implementation
Since the Annual SAIP conference moves around the country from year to year, it would be useful to implement a programme for learners in the local areas. In this way learners have the opportunity to meet scientists from around the country and also see what interesting science is taking place in the world. By inviting learners from the local areas, transport costs are minimal and over a period of time, learners from various parts of the country will have the opportunity to attend. Depending on the response, sponsorships from various industries could be obtained to support learners attendance and information dissemination.

· The Resources
Together with the current infrastructure of SAIP conferences and the various members of society concerned with learner development there exists sufficient resources in place to implement such a programme. Financial resources could also be obtained from Industry due to their interest in bursaries and the desire to eventually employ these young learners.
Summary:

Sponsors:
Funds were acquired from two scientific industries: NECSA and PARC Scientific. Their monetary contributions covered various costs including refreshments, printing and transport of equipment. IThemba Labs provided invaluable assistance in terms of inviting and transporting learners to the conference venue and also providing staff to support the programme. NECSA’s contributions also showed itself in the form of manpower and organisational efforts. The MTN Sciencentre also contributed to the effort by lending various demonstrations to the exploratorium free of charge. There were also various other parties who contributed in other ways viz. TRAC SA, iThemba Labs and the Laser Research Institute contributed to the exploratorium; SAASTA donated back-copies of the science magazine Archimedes as well as posters; Popular Mechanics also donated issues of their magazine; CSIR, NECSA, iThemba and NLC provided information brochures and pamphlets; SALT provided a motorised model of the telescope; and, of course, the various speakers contributed to the programme in the form of their time and expertise.

Venue:
The organisers of the SAIP conference arranged a lecture theatre and two laboratories for the learners programme. These were on the first floor of the Physics building, which was about 100m away from the main conference venue.

Invitations:

Invitations were sent to a selection of schools in the area weeks before the conference.  This selection was made from a list of schools that were already involved in other SET projects at SUN as well as underprivileged schools that iThemba Labs were involved with. Ginny Stone and the team at iThemba Labs ensured that we had our full quota of learners.

Attendees:
The group consisted of around 80 people, made up of a few learners and a teacher from the various local schools as well as a group of 8 teachers from the Sutherland region. 

Booklet:

Preparation began weeks before with the development of an information booklet that would be given to high school learners attending the programme. This booklet contained information that was gathered from various scientific institutions around the country as well as brainteasers, jokes and optical illusions. It was intended that this booklet be taken back to schools and shared with other learners. It was designed to be informative and fun and definitely seemed to achieve these goals.

Programme:

The programme was implemented relatively smoothly although some last minute changes had to be made with regard to the speakers due to clashes with the main conference. The learners seemed to thoroughly enjoy the talks, demonstrations and the exploratorium. This is also evident from the feedback forms that were filled in. The programme was designed to be informative, educational and entertaining and this was easily achieved with the assistance of very motivational and experienced speakers.

Workshop:
As part of the programme, the iThemba team gave the learners a hands-on workshop where they were asked to build a Leyden Jar and charge it up on the two Van der Graaff domes that were there. Everyone seemed to enjoy this exercise and prizes were given to the best learners.

The Lecturette Competition:
After lunch, the group proceeded to the main conference venue where they joined the rest of the SAIP attendees in the main plenary hall to see the Lecturette Competition. The learners were very well behaved and thoroughly enjoyed seeing the short demonstrations by the participants. After this competition they were free to depart.

Conclusions:
The programme cannot be viewed as anything but a success. The learners were kept stimulated and entertained the entire day. The major contributing factor seemed to be that it was part of the SAIP conference, which gave the programme great status. Allowing the learners to mingle among South Africa’s best physicists definitely got them really excited about science. Feedback thus far has been very positive and a more detailed report will soon be available on www.saip.org.za.

