Rice Science Tournament 2005
Definition:

 

The Rice Science Tournament 2005 was an educational event targeting 10th grade students (first year secondary cycle), in a selection of schools in Lebanon.

In addition to motivating students to better respond to science teaching and show more interest in scientific knowledge, the RST was fun, with end-of-line great certificates and prizes distributed on behalf of Rice University (through the Envision Grant from Leadership Rice), the Embassy of the United States of America in Beirut, NASA and Lockheed Martin Solar and Astrophysics Lab.

 

This was a first trial for a future nationwide science tournament for the first grade in the secondary section of the Lebanese scholar system. In 2005, it was tested on 3 high schools (nearly 400 students). These schools have different social and religious colors which helped give the project an extra dimension of social tolerance, peace and constructive cooperation, important values everyone must try to help grow and maintain in the country.

 

The Rice Science Tournament 2005 main objective was to motivate students to better respond to science teaching and show more interest in scientific knowledge, thus ameliorating the scientific level in the country.

 

The active branch in this project was directly working to study and implement RST for fall 2005 through dynamic and highly competent science graduates and teachers. This team interacted directly with the nearly 400 competing students through their school directions. Each school team consisted of a main science teacher involved in coordinating the effective work and some graders.

 

Other SciLeb members involved in the project were multimedia and networking graduates, volunteering to make sure the event gets a good focused media attention and coverage, especially in its final phases. A graphic designer offered volunteer help in designing the certificates for the finalists.

 

An extra hidden gain from this project was to train those team members and young teachers/social workers to improve their teaching and communication skills, as well as to help nourish their leadership capacities through working with multiple academic institutions on different levels for the good of society.

 

 

Effective Steps:

 

The participating institutions, Amjad High School in Shoueyfat, Antonine Fathers College in Baabda, and Sagesse High School in Ain Saadeh, represented the cultural, social and religious diversity in the country in an isotropic manner.

SciLeb members held multiple meetings and consultations with the 3 school principals and directions throughout 2005, in order to tie a friendship with those academic institutions and explain the tournament objectives. Following this, a SciLeb representative was assigned to every school. 

 

Active teams for every school consisted of the SciLeb representatives in those institutions (mentioned above), as well as teachers from those schools and other SciLeb members.

 

In addition to the directly coordinating board, other SciLeb/SocioLeb members were assigned to help in grading, logistics and paperwork, as well as coordinating meetings, the prize distribution ceremony and the press releases.

 

The manpower invested by SciLeb in this project totaled to 18 persons:

 

10 science researchers and teachers

2 medical doctors
1 psychology student

2 translators

1 business manager

2 engineers and multimedia experts

 

As a preliminary step in implementing the event, SciLeb members, with the help of school directors and teachers, introduced the Rice Science Tournament 2005 to the participating students. Those students were informed that SciLeb team will, in the final evaluation of winners, be considering the school scientific results in the fall semester.

 

The first phase of the tournament consisted of a scientific knowledge multiple choice quiz; comprising 50 questions of physics, chemistry, biology, geology and general logic. The content conformed to the official academic scientific required level for the 10th grade.

The first 20 positions in every school qualified to the second round of the tournament which involved essay writing. The essay subjects covered topics from general scientific knowledge, to opinions on some scientific issues, to the relationship between scientific and social, or even religious concepts. The students’ opinions were priceless to keep, in order to understand how the newly emerging generations in Lebanon see and understand the world and how they face the different considered hot topics.

 

The first 5 positions in every school qualified for the last phase of the tournament: the interviews. A committee of 3 SciLeb members studied the interviewees’ files: quiz results, essays, as well as school results in the fall semester. They visited every school for half a day. Every finalist student was asked about major preferences in future university studies, as well as the favorite classes and some details about his/her needs as a student in this school in particular and in Lebanon in general. Then, a discussion of the opinions or information included in the written essay was made. Following this, the student was asked about his opinion on some current hot socio-scientific topics such as relation between sciences and religion, new discoveries, cloning… The students did well, and their opinions were anonymously recorded for future reference.

 

The deliberating team consisted of all SciLeb members directly involved in the tournament coordination. The taped interviews were rerun, and the profiles were carefully studied to decide upon the final rankings.

 

Following this, school visits were made to decide on the date and general preparations for the prize distribution ceremony.

 

The Prize Distribution Ceremony:

 

The Rice Science Tournament 2005 prize distribution ceremony was held on Friday, January 13, 2006. The Antonine Fathers College cordially offered to host the event in the Chidiac Auditorium in the beautiful Antonine hill in Baabda.

 

The 3 participating schools were present: administration, teaching body and students. In addition to schools, the United States Embassy Public Affairs Officers, Ms Juliet Wurr, Ms Edith Bitar and Mr Ryan Gliha attended the ceremony. Several political, social, and media representatives also attended the ceremony, covering the full spectrum of Lebanese socio-religious classes.

Furthermore, SciLeb invited the directors of the schools to be involved in near future activities, totaling 10 academic institutions, of which we cite: Antonine Fathers College – St Maron, Antonine International School – Ajaltoun, Antonine Fathers University – Baabda, Lycee Moderne School – Fanar, Makassed Philanthropic Islamic Association School – Hamra, Notre Dame School – Louaizeh, Notre Dame University – Louaizeh, Nouvelle Ecole des Freres – Mreijeh, Our Lady of Grace School – Kfarshima, and Our Lady of Grace School – Damour. In total, more than 700 persons attended the ceremony.

 

The event started with both the Lebanese and American National Anthems, followed by a welcoming statement by Mr Charles Kanaan, Secretary General and Co-director of the Antonine Fathers College. Mr Kanaan thanked Antoun Daou and the rest of SciLeb team for the hard work and social service made for the profit of educating the new generations. He also thanked the Embassy of the United States of America for co-sponsoring the event, and reminded the attending guests of the crucial role the United States is playing in improving the Lebanese social life and motivating the Lebanese people to go for positive changes on all levels, with emphasis on the educational part. He also expressed his gratitude for Rice University, NASA and LMSAL for co-sponsoring the event.

 

Following Mr Kanaan’s statement, the following SciLeb address was delivered by Mr Jack Tawil, LNN-SciLeb associate coordinator:

 

“

…

Only the educated are free. Education helps the human being to be more conscious and wise and this is the only way to true freedom, that is, freedom from ignorance, fear; freedom from evil; freedom from mistakes.

… 

In particular dimensions of education, sciences play a major role, these days, in the development of social perception, conceptual thinking and common sense. A minutely articulated scientific spirit is becoming a must in a correct integration of our youth in today’s internationally projected technological development; a thing not only related to high-tech jobs, but also affecting all the practical sides of our daily life. 

The idea of putting up a competent and dynamic team whose main objective is to improve scientific and teaching application in Lebanon, started with a small committee chaired by Mr. Antoun Daou who noticed a big need in improving and updating the educational system in Lebanon, in particular in projected scientific dimensions. The awaited official birth of the Lebanese National Network (LNN) bares with it a subcategory linked to sciences of education called SciLeb.

…

The respond of students to the tournament was great. It was mostly taken seriously. We had great essays and a fair scientific knowledge average result in the first two phases of the event. As for the last phase, the main purpose of the interview was to understand how our students see scientific knowledge with respect to religion or even social concepts and later on deliberate over it. For example, students expressed their opinion on current hot issues such as cloning as well as the relationship between modern scientific concepts and religions. We definitely need to know how the new Lebanese generations perceive and react to these issues. The students’ answers were impressive, spanning the whole spectrum from strict religious obedience to total liberal thinking, which gave us a good impression and a lot to analyze in our future work.

…

Finally I would to end my address by remembering that the power of a correct education is far greater than violence, terrorism or even war. Indeed, Francis Bacon was wise to say that: “knowledge is the ultimate power”.

 With a promise to come back with more academic projects in the very near future, I congratulate our RST finalists and all participants for a very good work,

Good luck in upgrading your skills, and God bless

         

”

 

Following LNN remarks, Mr Antoun Daou, LNN founder and coordinator delivered a personal speech in arabic in which he confirmed the right of the Lebanese youth for a correct education, and their right to live in a decent country, with all their human rights respected.

He incited them to persevere in their school work and promised them that he and all his team will be working for their own good and for their sacred right to dream, and follow their dreams, to live and live in peace, and above all to ask for knowledge and education and get the full package.

He shared with them the memory of the different obstacles he survived in his school years, and how he grew in the same place they were celebrating this event in, under atrocious and dangerous wartime conditions. He showed them how eventually, through perseverance and courage, good did prevail, as he is there, with a number of persons, many of whom contributed to his own education, to win a battle over social injustice and evil with such constructive events, with the help of main positive contributors to the national reforms, such as the United States diplomatic and social missions, which he thanked.

He also thanked Rice University for the priceless help and support he received for this project (mainly through the Envision grant), and other outreach efforts in Lebanon. (Mr Daou had previously given multiple talks about Rice University in academic institutions in Lebanon including the hosting school).

He reminded the students that the only way they will be able to have a better country is above all, through their national unity, one people under one flag, and all under a fair and modern set of laws.

He also shared with them that he sees in every Lebanese a member of his family, whatever their social and religious background was: they are his parents, his brothers and sisters, and he asked the students to see their future Lebanon in the same way. He then congratulated the participants as well as finalists, before reading to the guests an address written by Dr David Alexander (Rice University) which went:

 

“

First, I would like to thank you for the opportunity to make this brief address.  I am thrilled to play a small role in what I believe is an exciting and worthy enterprise.

 

Principally, I want to commend each and every one of you for participating in this program. Knowledge of science, mathematics, engineering and technology is becoming increasingly more critical for living and working in the modern world.  Our future progress in these areas is dependent on our ability to educate and train succeeding generations in the necessary skills to take us forward.  

 

Solutions to the many problems facing society; global warming, global health, global hunger, to name a few, require advances in science, mathematics, and engineering made by talented and dedicated people.  Expanding human knowledge by exploring the world around us, from biological microcosms to the vast expanses of space, enables us to understand and appreciate our unique place in the Universe.

 

The “passing of the baton” to future scientists and engineers cannot be accomplished without the active involvement, interest, and enthusiasm of young people like you, and relatively small efforts like SciLeb can have lasting impacts because of your participation.

 

As you move ahead in your education, remember to look forward with optimism, don’t be afraid to ask questions or shy away from finding the answers, and choose a path that you are happy to walk.

 

I’d like to finish with two quotes.  The first is from Scotland’s National Poet, Robert Burns (1790):

 

Ye sprightly youths, quite flush with hope and spirit

Who think to storm the world by dint of merit

…

That whether doing, suffering, or forebearing

You may do miracles by persevering.

 

The second is from the Lebanese poet and philosopher, Ameen Rihani (1911):

 

Those brave Phoenicians, ah, how bravely they thought and fought! What daring deeds they accomplished! What mysteries of art and science they unveiled!

 

In other words, you have a lot to offer and contribute to the world and I wish you every success in this tournament and, more importantl, in your future endeavours.  

 

Sincerely yours,

 

Dr. David Alexander

Andrew Hays Associate Professor of Astrophysics

Rice University. 

 

”

 

Following this, remarks from the Public Affairs Section of the Embassy of the United States of America were read by Ms Juliet Wurr:

 

“

I am very happy to be here with you today to celebrate science and learning, and to honor a group of students who have distinguished themselves with their scientific knowledge. The U.S. Embassy is proud to partner with the Lebanese National Network SciLeb team to encourage the study and appreciation of science. I am proud, also, that the U.S. National Aeronautic and Space Administration (NASA), Lockheed Martin Solar and Astrophysics Laboratory and Rice University, Texas are able to support this series of activities.

I think if I hold up this $100 bill, most of you will recognize it, and I hope you will also recognize the face on the bill as that of Benjamin Franklin. But what you may not know is that January 17, a few days from now, will be the 300th anniversary of Benjamin Franklin’s birth. Those of you who are students of American history, may well know the vital role that Benjamin Franklin played in the birth of the United States of America. He was present for the signing of the Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1776; the 1778 signing of the Treaty of Alliance with France; the 1783 Treaty of Paris that ended hostilities with Britain, and the U.S. Constitution, ratified in 1789.

But, what you may not know is that Benjamin Franklin was also a great scientist. He is most famous for his work about electricity, arguably the most important scientific breakthrough of the 18th century. Some of you may associate him with the popular image of a man flying a kite that was struck by lighting. In this 1752 experiment, documented in his book, Experiments and Observations on Electricity, he confirmed that lighting is an electrical phenomenon. In doing so, he opened to the scientific world the idea that electricity might be a valuable field of study, leading ultimately to many of the everyday applications of electricity used by people all over the world today.

Benjamin Franklin had an amazing mind. He is credited with promoting the idea of America’s first public lending library, America’s first nonreligious college and our first national newspaper. He invented everything from musical instruments to bifocals to the Franklin stove and documented the Gulf Stream. He invented the catheter and formulated theories about the circulation of blood in humans.

The United States of America was not yet born, but already Benjamin Franklin embodied what would become a hallmark of America--a spirit of experimentation, inquiry, discovery, and learning. And, “old Europe” honored him for his achievements, electing him as a fellow of both the British and French academies of science.

Benjamin Franklin has been called the “model of a civic scientist” and he used his understanding of science both to influence policy and practices and to help the public understand how science played a role in their lives.
I hope that among the audience (and I mean the girls, too) today are some Lebanese Benjamin Franklins—inquiring minds interested in seeking to better understand the world, and its natural phenomena. Benjamin Franklin’s work, two centuries ago, helped Americans live more comfortably, in better health and with a better understanding of the world around them. I hope some of you here today will build on his scientific studies, and do the same to contribute to Lebanon and the world of science.

But in addition to being a great scientist, Benjamin Franklin was also a great patriot who did much to help the American colonies achieve their independence from Great Britain. He argued vociferously against British interference in the political life of the American colonists. He published essays decrying the injustice of British troops being quartered in American homes and of the right of American colonists to protest British actions they believed unjust. And his efforts contributed to the realization of this vision of a democratic and sovereign United States of America during his life time.
Benjamin Franklin can inspire as all with his zeal for learning and discovery and his commitment to achieving his vision for an independent, democratic and sovereign America. I challenge you all here to be inspired by Benjamin Franklin and apply your energies, education and talents to learn and explore more, and to work to achieve the independent, democratic and sovereign Lebanon that you desire and deserve.

Today, let me congratulate all of you for your participation in the 2005 Rice Science Tournament. Although not all of you will receive a prize today, you should feel pride in your participation and satisfaction that you learned something new. I hope this experience will benefit not only you and your school, but that these knowledge and skills you be applied to help build a strong, sovereign and united Lebanon, with prospects for peace and prosperity. Congratulations.

”

         Then, Ms Wurr, Mr Kanaan, and Mr Daou distributed the prizes to students. The Rice Science Tournament 2005 winners were:

 

 

Amjad High School:

 

Denise Khazem

Rami Al Ali

Mouhammad Hamdan

Mouhammad Ismail

Hassan Al Hajj

 

 

Antonine Fathers College:

 

Sarah Abboud

Ibrahim Al Khalil

Sabine Bou Jaoude

Fatima Zein

Jihane Abi Khalil

 

 

Sagesse High School:

 

Habib Rizkallah

Nabil Al Khoury

Farrah Shweihat

Martin Mroue

Jean Nassar

 

Each finalist received a certificate from Rice University, NASA, Lockheed Martin Solar and Astrophysics Lab as well at the Embassy of the United States in Beirut and SciLeb team; together with scientific material offered by NASA and LMSAL and scientific books offered by the United States Embassy in Beirut.

 

The three inter-scholar finalists received scholarships paid directly to the schools, to cover part of their tuition expenses for the academic year 2005/2006:

                 

Habib Rizkallah – Inter-scholar top finalist, received 1 million LBP (~670 US$)

Sarah Abboud – Inter-scholar second place, received 500,000 LBP (~340 US$)

Denise Khazem – Inter-scholar third place, received 300,000 LBP (~200 US$)

 

Finally, Mr Daou introduced two more upcoming tournaments: the Rvd Keserouani musical tournament, and the Gebran Tueni Lebanese Culture and Language tournament. He also informed the finalists that they will also be monitored and tutored by SciLeb members throughout their high school cycle, and they will profit from all privileges and help offered to SciLeb junior members. The guests were then invited to the Antonine convent for a small reception honoring the finalists.

