
NSTF-South32 Awards  
 

NSTF Share ŉ Dare outreach programme 
Activities during November 2016 

 
 

Career talk by Prof. Bhekisipho Twala: When Politics and Science 
Collide: 27 October 2016, Sci-Bono Discovery Centre, 
Johannesburg  
 
Prof Twala is the Director of the Institute for Intelligent Systems and Professor of Artificial 
Intelligence and Statistical Sciences at the University of Johannesburg. He won the 
2015/2016 TW Kambule-NSTF Award for research and its outputs over a period of up to 15 
years after award of a PhD or equivalent by an individual.  
 
 

Prof Twala started his talk by pointing 
out that, while science may be vital, 
people with scientific knowledge seem 
less connected than ever to people with 
power. “Scientists and politicians need 
to work together. Combating epidemics, 
developing environmentally friendly 
fuels or working out the rules on time 
limits for abortions all require the latest 
scientific and technical information,” he 
explained.  
  
He pointed out that politicians, Ministers 
in particular, must decide on many 
aspects of our lives governed by 
science, from climate change to 
medicine to the food we eat. “If bird flu 
ever begins to spread between people 
we wouldn't expect the government to 
ask the guy down the bar for advice on 
how to handle the crisis. We'd expect 

Ministers to consult a crack team of virologists.” 
  
He explained that, while most of us might have an opinion on solving the drought crisis or 
the housing shortage, when it comes to the details of cutting-edge science we need people 
who have demonstrated a sound grasp of the field in question.  
 
According to Prof Twala, science policy draws on input from many sources, ranging from 
science societies and academies to companies and pressure groups. “It is your job as a 
scientist to take responsibility for public engagement; part of that is to ensure that your local 
MP understands your research, and its relevance and potential public benefits.”   
 
He pointed out that the public tends to hold scientists in high regard. “ I have found no 
shortage of people keen to talk about science and politics; MPs engaged me in phone calls 
and email conversations, civil servants sought me out on social media, and the general 
public (including students) have commented on my articles.”  
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“Motivated by my own experience of the civil service tendency to hold things close to the 
chest, one of the first things I would do as a scientific adviser would be to set out formal 
guidelines for handling science advice in policy making.   
- In any scientific issue, seek advice widely, deliberately including dissenting views;  
- Do it all openly;  
- Frankly acknowledge uncertainty; and  
- Try to manage potential risks in a proportionate manner, offering choice whenever 

possible.”  
 

 
 
He concluded by saying that, as science continues to advance, offering more and more 
possibilities, scientists must learn to do a better job of asking which doors to open and which 
to leave closed. As Barack Obama said when he took office in 2008, “Today, more than ever 
before, science holds the key to our survival as a planet and our security and prosperity as a 
nation.”  
 

 
Getting to grips with science centres, with Prof Jan Smit: Annual 
SAASTEC Conference, UNIZULU Science Centre, Richards Bay: 7-
10 Nov. 
  
Prof Jan Smit, manager of the Science Centre at Potchefstroom Campus, North West 
University (NWU), has been involved in academic education for more than 53 years. He has 
played a role in formulating national and provincial policies, and has worked extensively in 
science centres.  His SAASTEC conference talk, entitled “Exciting things to do in a science 
centre”, was attended by approximately 200 people. 
 
“The first seven years of my career were as a science and mathematics educator where I 
learned to teach to create understanding,” he explained. “The next 20 years were as a 
researcher in nuclear physics and as a physics lecturer, where I taught across all university 
levels. Since 1990 I have been working in science, mathematics and technology education.” 
 
Prof Smit explained the POE method, which is well-known in the science centre community, 
as follows:  
  
P = predict 
O = observe 
E =explain 



The POE method encourages the science centre visitor to predict the outcome of an exhibit, 
observe how it works, and then receive an explanation from the science centre staff. Prof 
Smit shared photos of how the method can be employed in a science centre, in the form of 
exhibits. 
 
The interactive exhibitions devised by Professor Smit for the NWU Science Centre are a 
huge draw-card. A recent exhibition challenged visitors to identify spices based on the way 
they smell and complete a simple questionnaire. The research has been used to establish 
the roles of age, gender and smoking on the olfactory organs. It has had more than 1 700 
responses so far and the impressive results have sparked an ongoing research project.  
 

 
Prof Smit explained that, 
based on his experience, 
kids visiting the science 
centre will try to solve or 
predict the exhibit before 
it can be explained to 
them, but adults want an 
explanation before they 
try.  
 
In conclusion, Prof Smit 
emphasised that science 
centre staff must have a 
broad knowledge of 
science, including its 
history and philosophy. 
 


