Opening of Mae Jemison US Science Reading Room
Address by Professor Calie Pistorius

Vice-Chancellor and Principal 

University of Pretoria

21 November 2008

The Mae Jemison Reading Room is a joint project between the University of Pretoria and the Embassy of the United States of America. The opening of the Reading Room not only confirms the highly appreciated relationship the University has with the US and its Embassy, but demonstrates in a very real and practical manner what great benefits can arise from a commitment to community when we join hands,
The University of Pretoria incorporated the Mamelodi Campus of was formerly Vista University, in January 2004 as part of the restructuring of the higher education landscape that was initiated in 2001 by the former Minister of Education, Professor Asmal. The campus and its people, staff and students, immediately became part of the University of Pretoria family, and one of our six academic campuses. 

The University of Pretoria is a South African university where all South Africans are welcome. It is the University of Pretoria’s vision to be the intellectual home for the rich diversity of South African academic talent. Our Mamelodi campus is certainly very much part of that vision and brings us unique opportunities to develop the vision,
The University of Pretoria has, during the last number of years, emphasized its focus on community engagement significantly. It has always had extensive community engagement projects, but we have recently given a lot more prominence to these activities as part of the University’s mission. The University’s management structure was changed last year, with one vice-principal, Professor Ramaranka Mogotlane, charged with overseeing and coordination the University’s community engagement activities. A Department for Community Engagement was established and Professor Denver Hendricks was appointed as the Director.

Community engagement spans a very spectrum of activities. As a university, it is important for us to emphasize the integration of our community engagement activities with our academic endeavours in this regard. We are increasingly introducing the notion of academic service learning in our degree programmes. Academic service learning enables students to enroll for credit bearing modules in their degree programmes where, under the guidance of their professors, they engage the community in their areas of study. Not only does this provide the students with very useful experience and knowledge of real world challenges, but it is also of tremendous benefit to society. The Mamelodi campus of the University is ideally located to be a hub of the University’s community engagement activities.
We are very happy to have opened a number of facilities on this campus to support this vision. These include an AIDS centre, a Legal clinic and a psychology clinic. Very soon we shall also add to these an Entrepreneurship Clinic and a Clinic of Veterinary Science as well as a Science Centre. We have very good experience with our Science Centre on the main campus, Scienza, where thousands of schoolchildren, their teachers and parents, have already discovered the wonders of science. Their experiences create great excitement and enthusiasm for science, and leads many budding new scientists and engineers to consider careers in these areas for the first time. We are planning to build a similar facility here.

In addition, the University also runs comprehensive after school programmes on the Mamelodi campus where school learners are engaged with programmes in science and accounting. The Mamelodi campus is also a base for our extended Bachelor of Science programme. This programme was recently in the news when the generous sponsorship of ABSA bank for the programme, particularly for bursaries for students on the programme as well as the science centre and the after school programmes was announced.

We are therefore delighted to welcome the US Embassy as our partner for the Mae Jemison Reading Room here on our campus. The Reading Room and its facilities will be available not only to the University of Pretoria’s students on the Mamelodi campus, but to the entire community of Mamelodi. As such, its gives a special manifestation to our greater vision of community engagement, and supports our endeavours to also use the campus for the benefit of the Mamelodi community.
In conclusion, I would also like to thank a number of people from my side.
Mr Ambassador, we are grateful for your support and enthusiasm. 

Ms Mary Deane Connors, the Minister Counsellor at the Embassy. This idea of this project came from Ms Connors, and followed a discussion we had about the possibilities of greater community engagement, and the joint projects we could explore. She has really been the driver of the project and deserves great credit.

Other staff of the Embassy that have contributed.

The role-players in the University of Pretoria

Professor Ramaranka Mogotlane, our Vice-principal for Community Engagement

Professor Denver Hendricks, Director of Community Engagement

A special word of thanks to our very energetic Director of the Mamelodi campus, Mr Edwin Smith. Edwin has not only been instrumental in helping to establish the spirit and facility of the Mae Jemison Reading Room, has really done a tremendous job all round here on the Mamelodi campus

Professor Chris de Beer, Vice-Principal, has taken the lead in the incorporation of the Mamelodi campus, and has been the architect of many of the great things that are unfolding on the campus now
Professor Antonie de Klerk, Mr Phillip Nel and all their colleagues in the Department of Facilities Management

To all the people who have contributed to the establishment of the Mae Jemison Reading Room.

Thank you very much. Your efforts have really contribution towards creating something good and great, of which we shall certainly reap enormous gains for a very long time to come.

Ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much for joining us today.
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