Rector’s Speech
Opening of Academic Year 2016-2017

Theme: “Reading for your degree; reading for life’

Onorevoli Ministru, Kollegi u Studenti, sgj@alment ilfreshers tal-2016,

Merhba lilkom hekk kif illum nécelebraw formalment il-ft tas-sena akkademikathda.
Ghalkemm ili ndadem ma’ studentitgal dawn |-&har 45 sena, li tletin minnhom qattajthom
fTal-Qroqq u I-dira fil-Junior College, din Gpening Day ghalija tinhass hal ma nishajjel
li tinhass @alikom il-freshers ghaliex hi I-ewwel wada li ged natymel khala r-Rettur u
mhux il-Pro-Rettur, jew id-Dekan tal-Fakulta’ taxexza jew il-kap tad-dipartiment tal-
Kimika, jew lekcerer. M'chandniex xi ngidu, il-karigi li servejt fihom f'din I-Universita’
kienu kollha importanti, imma haeb li |-iktar w&da li ssodisfatni kienet dik meta kont
nghallem khala lekcererfull time minghajr inkwiet amministrattiv tialiex hemmhekk I-
attenzjoni tiegi kienet kollha ffokata fuq il-kuntatt u s-servidrrett lill-istudent. Tant hu
hekk, li m’'iniex fi hsiebni nieqaf nallem, xi ftit, anke issa, kif jafu l-istudenti t8l.Sc. fil-
kimika li gqed isegwu Istudy units CHE 3470 u CHE 2070!

Naturalment bala Rettur giebled hawn issa biex inservi b’mod differenti lillistenti kollha
ta’ din I-Universita u dantelija huwa privilggg u unur. Irrid nara kif se jkompli fejmalla r-
Rettur ta’ qabli, I-Professur Juanito Camillerigdinn hawn nixtieq insellimlu u
nirringrazzjah tal-kontribut tremend lhgmel lil din I-istituzzjoni li hu mexxaigl dhaxar
snin $ah. Konvint li x-xoghol li sar diga u li se nkomplu ndgnlu jservi sabiex din I-
esperjenza li intom ifreshers se tibdew hawnhekk illum maga sejra tibdlilkonhajjitkom

b’'mod irriversibbli u gall-ahjar.

Nixtieg mill-ewwel nippreentalkom itteam tal-pro-Retturi lihtart sabiex jginuni jmmexxu
[-Universita: Prof. Joseph Cacciottolo (Academidaitf); Dr Carmen Sammut (Student and
Staff Affairs and Outreach); Prof. Saviour Zamniteearch and Knowledge Transfer); Prof.
Tanya Sammut Bonnici (Strategy and Enterprise)Rnadl Godfrey Baldacchino
(International Development). Flimkien mad-Dekaripliet ta’ istituti ucentri, lel¢cerers u
diretturi u staff amministrattiv (fosthom ir-Regiat u l-istaff fl-ufficju tachha, Library
Services, IT Services, Communications, Internati@ffice u darajn inkluz il-faculty

officers fl-uffi¢ji tal-fakultajiet) li jzommu xshow ghaddej fil-bnazzi u fil-maltemp, sejrin

nipprovaw inkunu akkoljenti kemm nigtg biex nagmlulkom hajjitkom pjacevoli u bla



xkiel zejjedhalli din il-pawsa ta’ ftit snin taigkom f'dan il-katidral ta’ gierf (u chaqgal) tkun
produttiva kemm tista’ biex tibdilkom f'§iel u nisa maturi u mdaija b'gherf, hiliet u

kompetenzi lestilapll-isfidi tad-dinja t'chada.

Se nkompli bil-lingwa I-tira tagina.

Dear international students, welcome to the UM aasrgnd may your stay with us in
this centuries-old University, located on an isléimak sits at the cross-roads of great

civilizations past and present, inspire you to heiadl intellectual heights.

Life at university is supposed to be reasonablggadat and fulfilling but it will also
have its difficult and stressful moments: do notle&erred by these. If the effort
you’re making to learn is great, and therefore teard stressful, then when
understanding eventually triumphs, the gain is ewere meaningful and durable.

Otherwise, as they say “Easy in, easy out”!

The important thing is for you to engage deephhvaarning and not treat
superficially and perfunctorily the processes ahgdo class or to the lab or the
library. The periods spent in these learning spadgttscolleagues (or even alone)
should be quality time which serve to build youslpwly but steadily so that, at the
end of each day, you may possibly feel slightlyadied but hopefully gratified

because you've grown in size, even if by justtéelias a scholar and a fuller person.

A University education is not successful if it tkes one several complicated and
sophisticated skills but fails to instill in him ber the capacity of communicating
effectively to others what one knows. | think effee communication is key to being

‘academically educated’.

Clearly, one way of communicating our thoughts mle@s is by speaking to reveal
what’s on our minds: the talent of proper speaksgrecious and needs to be
developed as best as possible especially via stterawith fellow students on
campus and inside seminar rooms and in similar. filne campus should be a place,
among other places, where intelligent and inciasiteeulation can be practised until it

becomes habitual and part of the norm for the usityeeducated. | am not of course



suggesting that students should never relax, langhbe laughed at, say inanities and
tell jokes and indulge in prattle especially whengossip mode’: but, during serious
dialogue, mastering the art of speaking fluentblitply, not loudly, and correctly,

both in our beloved Maltese and in English, oucqmas second language, will really
set you apart and cause people to listen. Toward®nd, | shall try to promote, on
campus, a culture of formal and proper debate &oath many of you as possible
would have the opportunity to learn and to indutgthis practice which skill will
undoubtedly serve you well in your future careet daring your present and lifelong

social interaction.

Good verbal or written communication requires, agiother things, a reasonably-
sized vocabulary. Words matter and one cannotdmueht unless armed with a
sizeable register of words and phrases in the Eggof interest and this brings me to

my main message for this year: the need for reading

Reflect for a moment on what we do when we reagldibtionary says that “reading
is the ability to look at and comprehend the meguaihwritten or printed (or
screened) matter by interpreting the characterssgmibols of which it is composed”.
The act is far from simplistic and is actually guihechanistically profound: research
reveals that the more we read, the more neuroplastibrains become thus
promoting increased cognitive processes. And hare hot referring just to that
reading which is assigned by lecturers in ordexxtiend and deepen the learning of

an academic subject but any reading, includingpirgtipally that done for pleasure.

In a recent paper iAcademe (Sullivan, P., vol. 102(3), May/June 2016), thehaut
writes about the importance of reading as a nepgsasévity to turn secondary and
post-secondary students into “college ready” leanéle claims that intelligence and
IQ can be strengthened through effort and actiumgluding through reading that is
time-demanding and analytical. He cites neurosisieMaryanne Wolf as stating that
reading has had a profound effect on shaping hunisory and the development of
the human brain. Wolf reasonably asserts thathiigyato record history derives

from our capacity to read. Reading is possible dose of the human brain’s
extraordinary ability to make new connections amiisgxisting structures, a process

made possible by the brain’s ability to be shapedxperience. This plasticity at the



heart of the brain’s design forms the basis for Imofcwho we are, and who we might
become.” There is research evidence to suggestimanore one reads about
anything, the better one becomes, even in a sullfeanathematics because, besides
being an instrument of communication, reading $® @ neurological exercise that

trains the brain to decode and manipulate complgicél and aesthetic structures.

Unfortunately, | have to agree with Sullivan thag tgachers may have helped kill the
love of reading in students by delivering educaasra means of passing tests and
exams rather than an enriching and fulfilling unidking intended to build a person
up into an informed and empowered individual, armwéti skills and competences to
serve one throughout one’s career. No doubt, subeessful, such an undertaking
relies heavily on the learner becoming an engagader, indeed a lifelong reader, not

just out of necessity but also because readingrisgb the pursuit of pleasure.

So let me repeat the main message from me thisingprior you to function
effectively at university while you read for youegtee, make sure that you read

extensively.

Also, be mindful of the need to adjust your readimgde to the demands of the
situation in hand as defined by the purpose ofé¢lad and its context. Understanding
a complex text about some complicated matter woeddire slow, careful and
deliberate reading, possibly requiring going ovantgfor a second or a third time,
until one is satisfied that the communication with writer of the piece has finally
clicked into place: that will be a moment of sattdfon and joy that makes the effort
so worthwhile. Reading for pleasure is a totalffedent matter, requiring going over
the words quickly and once only and concentratisgeiad on the pleasure and
enjoyment of the message. Learning how to read ismportant skill in the toolkit of
the university student and indeed we academicsorely to function properly and

effectively.

Another skill needed for a complete and successfiversity education entails the
ability to write well. Reading is conducive to gowdting but we may need to help

students become proficient in the universal languagscholarship, namely English.



This we shall do by providing expert additionalisissice to those undergraduates

who need it.

In this regard, | have announced at Senate a sciiemeled to identify and assist
those students who may need to hone their skilgritten English: this will not only
help them become better communicators using ttadyxeniversal language of
scholarship, business and commerce but it will Bidp these students to improve
their performance in the special subjects theyeaming. We owe it to students to
acquire a complete and proper academic educatide athTal-Qrogq and indeed, to
leave this institution with the skills demandedibgustry and the work environment.
In a report titled “National Employee Skills Surigyst published by the National
Commission for Further and Higher Education, reigealed that about 56% of
employers in Malta said that the main reason whyjcancies were hard to fill was
the ‘low number of applicants with the requiredliskiAnd the most often cited skill
found lacking by employers in employees interegtatiose hard-to-fill vacancies
was ‘written communication skills’ (33%). The otrekill gap, hamely, proper use of
the English language was not far behind (27%),qued only by insufficient

technical, problem-solving and team working skills.

Incidentally, ‘oral communication’ skills were alsommonly found lacking (25%)
which shows the necessity for the acquisition efdhility to master clear and
eloquent speech. And this is why | would like tomote proper oral communication
among and between students on campus includingghrthe use of such means as a
debating society. | realize that we have triedtéotsa debating society a few years
ago but without much success, but we should trynagarder this time, because | am
convinced that the benefit to students who actipalgticipate in such an activity is
great. The experience should help to promote agseess and a sure-footed if soft
approach to person-to-person interactions. We ghalllearn how to communicate
softly and gently but effectively, no need to shioubrder to convince, the polite way

is the proper way.

Incidentally, while on the subject of polite, saftd gentle behaviour, let me tell you
what I've been told privately by one employer, mabe she said your students are

often extremely intelligent and apparently capatfldoing complicated math or



convoluted philosophical argumentation or rolling eentences in perfect Italian or
French etc but they can't sit properly on a chad tace an interviewing board
appropriately. Or even wear the right outfit foe thccasion: where do they learn their
etiquette?

Acting politely and properly is not a sign of weaks but a considerable and
increasingly rare strength and it can make theifice between being selected for a
post you applied for or being passed over becaog&eydeemed to be a “rough
diamond” in need of lots of polish before you caefully be taken on board. We are
introducing a class on the rules of etiquette witiie Degree Plus programme for
those who want to improve their communication sk polishing the non-verbals:
this can make a significant difference to how peaj#al with you which can be as

important as that provided by the other communicesikills.

No more sermonizing for this morning. May you aWk a fruitful year with us and
may your education help you realize your life’siesons. So, welcome on board

and thank you!



