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Paying Tribute to the Pillars of Education

Urgent action in the matter of education, practically relegated to a low priority in the United States in recent years, is likely to move to the center of national attention and concern in the immediate future. In the very first issue of 2009 of “Science,” the prestigious journal of the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS), its editor-in-chief, Dr. Bruce Alberts, in an article titled “Making a Science of Education” advocates more or less a national mobilization for the renewal of the American system of education. Dr. Alberts, past President of the National Academy of Sciences (1993-2005) and current Co-chair of the InterAcademy - an advisory institution governed by the presidents of fifteen national academies from around the world - is well recognized internationally for his scientific accomplishments. Awarded an American Cancer Society Lifetime Research Professorship at the U. of California, San Francisco in 1980 (Chair of the Department of Biochemistry and Biophysics, since 1985), he is noted particularly for his extensive studies of the protein complexes which enable chromosome replication in dividing cells. He is the author of The Molecular Biology of the Cell, now in its fifth edition, used as the standard text by many American and foreign universities, having been translated  in several languages. From his prominent positions, Dr. Alberts has maintained a steady proactive commitment to science education and he is widely regarded as the foremost reformer of science education in the American school system. In the article of Science mentioned above, he is now extending his concern for education renewal to the entire field of education. Toward this end, he challenges the reader with a mighty argument:

 “A nation, for success in an increasingly complex, crowded, and dangerous world must strive to be a meritocracy: its education and social systems should be structured to select those with the most talent, energy, wisdom, and character as the next generation of leaders for each segment of society.” This is not only a matter of social justice, he adds, but in the present global climate it is a must for national survival.

These are profound views addressed primarily to the citizens of the United States and to its leaders, who are responsible for educational planning and policies. But they are equally applicable to their counterparts around the world. Hellenism and its leaders, confronted as they are at this time with the dire need of a principled and contemporary education, should seriously heed Dr. Albert’s admonition: 

“Any country that fails to encourage and develop the talent in each individual through its public school system will suffer greatly, because the quality of a nation depends on the collective wisdom of both its leaders and its citizens.” This is so, he reasons, because “an outstanding education system imparts values that support good citizenship, while encouraging adults to be life-long learners and problem solvers, who can make wise decisions for their families, for their communities, for their workplaces. Such an education system must continually evolve to remain relevant to the interests and needs of each new generation To achieve these ambitious goals, we will need much more emphasis on both science education and the ‘science of education.’”

In spite of the disappointment that we, the present day Hellenes, may feel for unquestionable failures of contemporary education, we should not forget that we are well prepared culturally to follow an effectual remedial course to a sound education and to achieving its socially redeeming value prescribed above. Historically, we, Hellenes, have been cautioned time and again to pay attention to both “science of education” and “science education.” Only a few days ago, Hellenism celebrated the traditionally annual Feast of the three Hierarchs in relation to their intellectual impact on Greek Letters and the proper type of education young Greeks should receive. It is of no passing interest to refer to the written legacy that one of the three Hierarchs, St. Basil the Great, left for us. Teaching the Ecoumene over fifteen centuries ago, St. Basil laid the foundations and set the bounds of a correct and productive education, founded on the Christian Faith and circumscribed in profound scientific knowledge. Here are some relevant excerpts from St. Basil’s writings*, in translation into English:

A. For the existing necessity to base Paideia on Faith:

“1632. Because, therefore, due to the study of these matters, many [experts] neglected the knowledge of God, since they reached an old age researching futile subjects, it is necessary to acquire an in depth knowledge of true paideia, in order to select the beneficial (conforming to the knowledge of God), and to avoid the paideia of nonsense and harm.”

Experience in educational practices, spanning fifteen centuries, has taught the Greek nation the veracity of St. Basil’s admonition. Paideia founded outside the premise of Faith leads to confusion, disappointment and harm; it fails to build stable societies, since instead of edifying personalities of citizens positively contributing to thriving communities, it generates conflicts and disorders in personalities and entire countries. St. Basil, on the other hand, recognized the high intellectual capacity of the Hellenic Culture to be of service to Christianity and saw to it that the Greek Letters and teachings survived and continued to play a decisive role in Byzantine education.  Since the time of St. Basil, the Greek Nation prospered many a time under the tuition of great teachers, who practiced the highest form of humanistic education that he prescribed. We do have such teachers here in America, too. Their names come to the lips of Greek people with admiration and a prayer

that God may bless their  community and nation with more of them.

 So, Faith is the premise, but to have successful Paideia, “science of education” is also a prerogative. On this subject, too, St. Basil designated pertinent guidelines, centered on: 

 B. The pedagogical prerequisites of Education, especially the type of personality, methodology and scientific preparation of a teacher: 

“1633. The knowledge of such pedagogy (according to God) is not in the competence of just anybody’s intellect, as many(“educators”) relenting before difficulties due to ignorance, do not have the patience for a favorable outcome, but, in front of the difficulties of a painful learning, they insist in continuing  sick teachings, entailed by their ignorance.

                                                          Moreover,

1629. for the proper teaching of children, let is assigned the more senior in age and the more experienced (teacher), who is known for his forbearance, so that he can correct the errors of the young with compassion and scientific methodology, and provide for each deficiency the proper remedy.”

The use of “scientific” as a term and a concept by St. Basil is absolutely astounding for the historic era in which it was expressed.  Skeptics may find the referred reliance on “science” by St. Basil (for us, an unmistakable proof of his superior intellect steeped in notions of the highest Ancient Greek Culture) rather obsolete for today’s education.  Yet, for the benefit not only of the unbelieving skeptics, but primarily aiming at the proper education of our children and grandchildren, let us return and consider the stance of authoritative representatives of our contemporary scientific knowledge.

Dr. Alberts, writing in the same article cited above, observes “the computer and communication technologies that have profoundly altered many other aspects of our lives seem to hold great promise for improving education as well. But technology is only a tool. To fulfill its promise for education will require a great deal of high quality research, focused on its utilization and effects in school and non-school settings….The same type of scientific research is also needed to explore, analyze, and improve each of the many other components of educational systems. For example, the most important element of any education system is a highly skilled teacher. Teacher recruitment, preparation, retention, and professional development all need to be informed by scientific research in education….” 
For the preparation of teachers, Dr. Alberts cites Alfred North Whitehead: “The art of education is never easy. To surmount its difficulties, especially those of elementary education, is a task worthy of the highest genius” [But] “when one considers…the importance of this question of the education of a nation’ young, the broken lives, the defeated hopes, the national failures, which result from the frivolous inertia with which it is treated, it is difficult to restrain within oneself a savage rage. In the conditions of modern life the rule is absolute, [a country] that does not value trained intelligence is doomed.”

How close the well respected findings and scientific conclusions of contemporary scientific research and philosophical thought come to agree with the imperatives of our cultural heritage! The only omission we find in the otherwise brilliant analysis of the sage scientist

is the non-explicit inclusion of the “Humanities” as the basis of preparation for all teachers, no matter what discipline/specialty orientation a teacher’s study may concern.   

Being conscious of the traditions and time-tested values of our own precious Hellenic Heritage and also being open to strong, knowledgeable and articulated messages on education, set forth by present day sages; let us divert our own “ savage rage” to reaching constructive ideas and beneficial outcomes for the sake of Hellenism’s interests:

This preferred proactive option would be the most appropriate tribute we can pay to the holy pioneers of the exegesis of our Faith and of the foundation of our humanistic education – the three Holy Fathers, Great Hierarchs and Ecumenical Teachers, Basil the Great, Gregory the Theologian, and John the Chrysostom- as well as to those great teachers who, in spite of changing times and circumstances, have insisted in maintaining the same eternal standards of Hellenic Education. It would be also a most effective and direct contribution for the fulfillment of a proper upbringing of the youngest among us, who are our hope for the future.

* From St. Basil’s Pedagogic Anthropology. By Basil Haronis. Vol. 3. Texts are in original Greek, with rendition in Modern Greek by the Author; excerpts, translated into English by the Editor of the Bulletin). Excerpts Nos. 1632, 1633: pp 102-103; No. 1629: p. 100). Publisher “To Byzantion,” Athens 2004

                                                                                                                C.J.E.
Progress in Hellenic Education Sought by Actions of the Advisory Council 
Slowly but systematically, without fanfare and self-serving advertisement, away from lime lights, the Advisory Council of the Hellenic Link  deliberates new approaches to progress for Hellenic Studies in America.

We feel obliged to report to our membership- to whom we owe the mandate of the Hellenic Education initiative and are accountable for it- developments, such as innovative actions of the Council prompted by the HL “Plan for Hellenic Education in America.” In this Bulletin, we wish to refer to projects, introduced by the Council and currently being at various stages of growth. Thus, we are being informed that the Council has welcomed in its membership three new members: Dr. George Bozonis, Professor Emeritus of Greek Philosophy and President of the Association of Professors Emeriti at the National and Capodistrian University of Athens, who was named Corresponding Member of the Council, as was Dr. Ioanna Anastasopoulou, Professor of Radiation Chemistry and Biospectroscopy at the Department of Chemical Engineering of the National Technical University of Athens (Ethnikon Metsovion Polytechneion); we understand that Drs. Bozonis and Anastasopoulou are already engaged in the development of a Distance Teaching/Learning Program for courses in Greek Language and Civilization. This is a collaborative program being developed for implementation by the Richard Stockton College of New Jersey in cooperation with Hellenic academic faculty, who from the Polytechneion in Athens would be teaching students in New Jersey interactively via video teleconferencing. In order to expedite and effectively materialize the program, the two Professors and their teaching associates will have to address jointly with their American colleagues issues of telecommunication, as well as matters of a curricular nature.

The Hellenic Link, having conceived this project, is presently assisting the facilitation of its methodic design and structured application, in close cooperation with the academic parties involved.  It is hoped that this visionary experiment in international education, utilizing state- of the- art technology, proves advantageous, so that it can be advisedly adopted on a larger scale.

Dr Vasiliki Tsigas-Fotinis, Adjunct Professor of Education, Caldwell College NJ, Author, and Educational Consultant, was also elected to the Council adding to it a key cultural expertise, while Dr. Efstratios Demertzis, Professor of History and Education at Hofstra University of NY, having a remarkable record of accomplishments and vast service to the academic, church, and Hellenic communities, kindly accepted an invitation to participate in Special Projects of the Council. 

For the advancement of other aspects of Hellenic Studies in North America, The Council referred to the Board of Directors of the HL the set of proposals made by one of its members, Dr. Nikos Metallinos, Professor of Communication Studies and Director of the Hellenic Studies Unit, at Concordia University, Montreal, Canada. The Council requested further instructions on how to proceed with the management of the recommended actions and/or projects, which are as follows: 

   1. At the beginning of the academic year provide a tentative program of the activities of the H.L.

2. We must make an effort to connect and communicate with the rest of North America academic and other learning   communities about the objectives and the concerns of the Hellenic Link.

3. Publish, officially, and promote the works and the activities of the various Hellenic Studies Programs in North America.

4. Create a Forum, a Public Lectures Series, on the issues concerning the Development of Hellenic Studies Programs in N.A. Universities.

The first proposal concerns an internal streamlining of programs and activities of the Hellenic Link, while the other three are aimed at developing an infrastructure, conducive to a better coordination of and cooperation between programs of Hellenic Studies, which are offered at institutions of higher learning in North America, as well as to a more effective projection to interested communities, for mutual benefit. 

The BOD agreed on the existing need for a timely and careful consideration of the submitted recommendations and decided to place them under active advisement.

For this purpose, it was decided to activate the Advisory Committee, mandated by Article 4.17 of the Bylaws. One basic function of this Committee, which justifies its activation in this case, is:
 “To receive, assess and process requests or proposals by the H-L regional organizations and individual H-L members for adoption of new ideas, programs, activities and administrative practices as well as for improvement of existing ones. The Committee on the basis of its own collective evaluation and judgment will in each case recommend to the Board appropriate action.” 

In addition to ex officio members, who comprise the officers of the Board, the following

academic scholars, representing a range of geographic distribution of institutions and of academic backgrounds, were invited to serve in this Committee for the stated purpose:

Professors: John Anton (U. of South Florida), Gregory Botsaris (Tufts U.),  Rev. Demetrios Constantelos (The Richard Stockton College of New Jersey), Efstratios Demertzis(Hofstra U. of New York , Chris Ioannidis (Queens College of CUNY, Center for Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies), Pandelis Halamandaris (Brandon U.; Center for Hellenic Civilization, U.of Manitoba), Dean Lomis (U. of Delaware), Nikos Metallinos (Concordia U. Hellenic Studies Unit) , Dimitrios Oreopoulos (U. of Toronto), Michael Soupios(Long Island U.), Theophilos Theophanides (National Technical U. of Athens).

Inquiry into the feasibility of the envisioned goals, application of objective professional criteria of evaluation, an accurate assessment of the anticipated results of each recommended action and the formation of  a solid judgment by consensus of the distinguished membership of the Advisory Committee will materially assist the Board to address the issues with appropriate and effective actions.

Forthcoming Event: “ D. Flessas MD Annual Memorial Lecture”
We bring to the attention of our readers that the outreach Lecture presented every year by the Hellenic Link jointly with the Hellenic Medical Society of New York as tribute to our late colleague Demetrios Flessas, M.D., will be offered this year on Thursday April 2, 2009 at 7 p.m. The Lecture will cover basic medical research and clinical-educational aspects of Alzheimer’s Disease. Details will be included in the March issue of the Bulletin. Please mark your calendar and plan to attend the most interesting and informative event.  

Professionals and students in every discipline or field of endeavor, whether of Greek Descent or Philhellenes, are cordially invited to join the Hellenic Link, Inc. as members. It is quite easy and useful! Just contact us at any of the following addresses.

                                                THE HELLENIC LINK, Inc.                  

                     A NON PROFIT CULTURAL AND SCIENTIFIC ASSOCIATION 

                                        OF HELLENES AND PHILHELLENES
                                            INCORPORATED IN DELAWARE

                         Suite No. 278, 38-11 Ditmars Blvd, Astoria, New York 11105  

               Web Site: http://www.helleniclink.org             Email: info@helleniclink.org 
                                              Contact Telephone : (718) 217- 4285     
                  ANNOUNCEMENT-INVITATION

The Members and Friends of the Hellenic Link, Inc. are cordially invited to attend the following academic event of great interest and significance for the nurture of the Greek language in North America, presented by the Hellenic Studies Unit, Faculty of Arts and Science, Concordia University, Montreal, Canada:

        2009 hellenic Studies Lecture series

           At:    Concordia University, Hall Building, Room 767

                  1455 de Maisonneuve Blbd. West, Montréal, QC
             When:      Friday, March 6, 2009 at 7:00 P.M.

                                    GUEST SPEAKER*

                           dr. Shirley Steinberg

           Of the School of Education, McGill University

                      LECTURE SERIES THEME 

     ”Academic Preparation of Instructors of the Greek

                           Language and Culture”

                               LECTURE TOPIC

   “Academic Preparation of Future Ethnic-Community

                                    Teachers”

*   Shirley Steinberg is Director of the Paulo and Freire International Project for Critical Pedagogy, and Associate Professor at the McGill University Department of Integrated Studies in Education. Holder of the Doctoral Degree in Cultural Studies from Pennsylvania State University, she is the author of many books in cultural studies, including Media Literacy: A Reader (2007), Teen Life in Europe (2005), Contemporary Youth Culture: An International Encyclopedia (2005), Kinderculture: The Corporate Construction of Childhood (2004), The Miseducation of the West: How Schools and the Media Distort Our Understanding of the Islamic World (2004), and Adolescent Culture, Knowledge, and Gender in Contemporary Film and Music (2004).                   
     Contact Telephone for information: (514) 848-2424 Ext.2536
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