Abu Dhabi crown prince holds talks
with Moroccan PM
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RIYADH: Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed held talks with
Moroccan Prime Minister Aziz Akhannouch, who is currently on a working visit
to the UAE, state news agency WAM reported on Saturday.

During the meeting, they discussed the now-running Expo 2020 Dubai and the
importance of the participation of Arab countries in sharing the latest
sustainability innovations and solutions with various participating
countries.

The two sides discussed opportunities of further strengthening bilateral
relations and the various aspects of cooperation, especially in areas of
investment and economy, to spur the development drive in both countries.
“They also reviewed the latest developments in the Arab region and exchanged
views over a number of regional and international issues of common interest,”
WAM said.

Sheikh Mohammed also congratulated Akhannouch on his appointment as prime
minister and the trust given to him by the king of Morocco to head the
government, “wishing him success in his duties to serve his country and
achieve the aspirations of his people for development and prosperity.”
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Why a hybrid of online and classroom
learning may be GCC schools’ way
forward

Sat, 2021-12-25 22:57

DUBAI: Remote learning, where the student and the teacher are not physically
present in a traditional classroom environment, has become the norm in most
parts of the world that have been in the grip of the COVID-19 pandemic since
2020.
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Information is relayed through discussion boards, video conferencing and
online assessments. Educational activities have assumed a variety of formats
and methods, most of which use computer technology over the Internet.

Now, with new variants of concern emerging such as the omicron strain, and
infections again on the rise in many parts of the world, it increasingly
looks as if remote learning, instead of being a stopgap, is here to stay.
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Disrupting the school year for more than 1.7 billion students across the
world, the pandemic has accelerated an existing trend toward digitalization,
changing the way in which people study, work and interact.

What began as a temporary solution to allow schools and universities to
complete the academic year while conforming to stringent social-distancing
regulations has become a fixture of the education system.

Online education is now tightly woven into models of schooling, overturning
the past reliance on traditional classroom teaching. As a result, a new
hybrid model of education that combines both online and in-person teaching
has emerged.

Many educators in the Gulf Cooperation Council countries say that the
combination is a more “practical” and “economical” approach to learning in
the 21st century. Jeffrey Smith, director of school partnerships at iCademy
Middle East, believes blended learning, or hybrid learning, is the way
forward.



“Today'’s students and families are demanding more flexibility than a
traditional education model can support,” Smith told Arab News, highlighting
the evolving demands of the modern workplace as one of the main factors
driving this change.

“They need quick and affordable access to information and classes to acquire
skills.”

Developments in the education technology sector, known as EdTech, also
reflect the new trend. Demand for online learning solutions has skyrocketed
during the pandemic. The EdTech sector, which was valued at $227 billion in
2020, is forecast to grow to $404 billion by 2025.

Demand for online and hybrid courses at GCC universities had already been
growing well before the pandemic. “Online learning produces better retention
rates, which means higher graduation rates and more revenue for the
universities,” Smith said
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Teachers and lecturers have also had to adapt to the realities of the
COVID-19 pandemic. (AFP)

In Saudi Arabia, the GCC's biggest education market, some 77 percent of
teaching was conducted remotely over the course of the pandemic, according to
a study by cloud computing company Citrix Systems published in June.

The study, which surveyed a sample of C-level executives, IT managers,
teachers and administrators at Saudi universities, showed that a majority (81
percent) believe the hybrid learning model will improve the learning
experience over the next academic year, with half agreeing the new method
will significantly improve learning.

Leading academic institutions in the UAE, Qatar, Oman, Bahrain and Kuwait



have also committed to digitalizing their education sectors.

Unsurprisingly, the Middle East and Africa’s EdTech and smart-classroom
market is projected to soar to $7.1 billion by 2027, according to a study by
The Insight Partners.

Europe currently has the largest EdTech community, with more than half of the
continent’s top 20 EdTech companies based in the UK — one of the largest
suppliers of smart-education solutions to the Gulf region.

One example is Firefly, a portal used by more than a million students,
teachers and parents, available in more than 600 schools in the UAE, Qatar,
Oman and Saudi Arabia.

N wona san PEE W usee

OVID-19 Dashboard by the Center for Syste

[

h_.‘ MANAZERL N
Iy

LGN,
Vb pandd

\

The Middle East and Africa’s EdTech and smart-classroom market is projected
to soar to $7.1 billion by 2027. (AFP file photo)

The growing popularity of online learning is evident at the Applied Science
University in Bahrain, where students were given the choice to either return
to campus after the lifting of COVID-19 restrictions or to continue their
studies remotely for the 2021 academic year.

“We had 25 percent of our students who decided to study on campus and 75
percent who decided to study from home,” Ghassan Aouad, ASU president, told
Arab News.

While negative “psychological” impact of the pandemic on students is a major
concern, Aouad says, online learning has major advantages.

“We have delivered the learning outcomes to our students in the highest
quality and, in fact, it may have been advantageous by having all the
lectures recorded for them,” he said.



The shift online has also enhanced IT skills, improved time management and
increased independent learning among students, he said.

INNUMBERS

1.7 billion — Students who had their education disrupted by the COVID-19
pandemic.

460 million — Young people worldwide who cannot access remote-learning
programs.

$404 billion — Global value of the EdTech sector by 2025, up from $227
billion in 2020.

To be certain, the hybrid model is not without its drawbacks, considering
that nearly half the world’s population does not have ready access to the
Internet. For institutions lacking the right online infrastructure, problems
with technology, accessibility and communication between teachers, students
and parents are fairly common.

A high number of schools and universities were not prepared for the
transition when the pandemic struck, but were forced to adopt the distance
learning model as a way to stay afloat.

In fact, according to a recent UNICEF report, at least 460 million students
worldwide cannot access remote learning programs because they lack the
necessary devices or infrastructure.

In the interests of inclusivity, schools and universities are working hard to
return students to classroom learning. In the UAE, recently announced safety

protocols have been designed to facilitate a return to 100 percent in-person

learning from Jan. 2022.

Similarly, the Saudi government has spent more than SR1 billion on upgrading
facilities in accordance with safety protocols to ensure the smooth return of
students and staff to schools and universities.

The Saudi Food and Drug Authority has also approved the Pfizer vaccine for
children aged 5-11, which will allow pupils in that age group to return to
the classroom.

Although online models of learning have provided a practical solution to meet
the needs of the pandemic, few believe traditional classroom learning has had
its day.



Almost half of the world’s population has no internet access. (AFP)

“I can’t imagine the hybrid model being 50-50,” Aouad said. “On-campus,
traditional learning will be dominant with an element of online learning.
This will become the norm, especially for general studies types of courses.
For practical courses, however, students will have to be on campus.”

Furthermore, according to him, the interpersonal, analytical, and critical-
thinking skills that students need to succeed in many professions cannot be
taught over a webcam.

Parents naturally are divided over the benefits of in-person and remote
learning. A recent UAE government poll involving 28,171 participants found
that 59 percent of parents would rather their children learn remotely, versus
41 percent who were in favor of in-person classes.

George Tharakan, whose 10-year-old child attends the Apple International
Community School in Dubai, believes learning from home has improved family
interaction, eliminated school bullying and allowed parents to help with
assignments and activities.
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On the other hand, he admits that his child may be missing out on formative
interactions with other students, neglecting their writing skills in favor of
typing and verbal communication, and suffering disruptions caused by
technical issues.

Aaliyah Khan, a mother of two, was impressed by the rapid and smooth
transition to online learning during the pandemic, but remains a supporter of
traditional classroom learning.

“Online learning should only be out of necessity, not out of choice. I am not
a big fan of a hybrid model either, as it includes exposure to screen time,
which I do not support,” Khan told Arab News.

“With face-to-face learning, students socialize and build healthy
connections. That is why we humans are called social animals. Apart from
social skills, the children can concentrate better and participate more
actively in classroom learning.”
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Egypt, Russia to intensify joint
efforts to settle Libya crisis

Sat, 2021-12-25 22:11

LONDON: Egyptian President Abdel Fattah El-Sisi made a phone call on Saturday
to his Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin to discuss the current situation in
Libya.

The two sides agreed to intensify joint efforts and coordination to settle
the crisis in Libya, achieve the desired aspirations of the Libyan people,
combat armed militias and terrorist organizations, and end illegal foreign
interference in Libya's affairs, the Egyptian presidency said in a statement.
E1-Sisi told Putin that Egypt is continuing its efforts to facilitate “the
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current transitional phase and activate the free will of the Libyan people in
choosing their leaders and representatives,” presidency spokesman Bassam Radi
said.

On Egyptian-Russian relations, Radi said El-Sisi affirmed Cairo’s desire to
deepen ties with Moscow at all levels, to build on the current projects that
they cooperate in implementing in Egypt, foremost of which are the El Dabaa
Nuclear Power Plant and the Russian industrial zone in the Suez Canal Axis.
“Putin stressed the importance his country attaches to developing bilateral
relations with Egypt in the coming period, within the framework of the
partnership and strategic cooperation agreement between the two countries,”
Radi added.
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Morocco to restore diplomatic ties
with Germany

Sat, 2021-12-25 23:13

RABAT: Morocco says it is ready to restore diplomatic cooperation with
Germany, apparently thanks to a perceived shift in position toward the
disputed Western Sahara.

The announcement came as Morocco celebrates the anniversary of a landmark US
move to recognize Moroccan sovereignty over the territory, in exchange for
Morocco establishing formal relations with Israel.

Morocco annexed Western Sahara from Spain in 1975 and the Polisario Front
independence movement fought Morocco for years before a 1991 UN-brokered
ceasefire.

Morocco halted diplomatic cooperation with Germany earlier this year and
recalled its ambassador over Germany’'s stance on the Sahara question, notably
in the aftermath of the US decision.

Morocco’s Foreign Ministry said in a statement Wednesday that it was ready to
revive the fractured ties.

The kingdom “appreciates the positive announcements and constructive
positions recently made by the new federal government of Germany,” the
ministry said.

“These announcements make it possible to envisage a revival of bilateral
cooperation and a return to normalcy of the diplomatic representations of the
two countries.”

The statement appeared to be referring to language posted on the German
Foreign Ministry website last week, five days after the new German government
took office.

The language on the German website calls Morocco “a central partner of the EU
and Germany in North Africa” and states that the German position on Western
Sahara has been unchanged for decades — Germany supports UN efforts to bring
about “a fair, durable political solution that is acceptable for all sides.”
It adds that Morocco made an “important contribution for such an agreement
with an autonomy plan” in 2007.
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Few pilgrims to bring cheer to
Bethlehem as tourism takes a hit

Sat, 2021-12-25 23:07

BETHLEHEM: The bells of Bethlehem rang out under grey skies on Christmas
morning across streets whose closed pastel or green shutters were like an
Advent calendar that nobody had turned up to open.

Shopkeepers and hotel owners in the Palestinian city reported far lower
business than the years before coronavirus closures halted the arrival of
wealthy foreign tourists, devastating the economy of the traditional
birthplace of Jesus.

In Manger Square, hundreds of Christians — mostly those who live, work or
study in Israel and the occupied West Bank — gathered near the tree and crib
to sing carols and bring some cheer to the scene outside the Church of the
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Nativity.

But Joseph Giacaman, whose family has sold souvenirs around the square for a
century, said business was around 2 percent of pre-pandemic years. “We were
closed until three weeks ago. I have sold maybe two or three olive wood
cribs. In normal years, we’'d sell three or four each day throughout the
year,” he said.

The back streets were virtually empty. Star Street had been renovated in
recent years in the aim of drawing crowds, but here as elsewhere the omicron
variant dashed those hopes in November when Israel began closing its borders.
Earlier in December, Bethlehem mayor Anton Salman had sought to bolster
morale by walking along the cobbled street at night, shaking hands of those
selling mulled wine and olive wood carvings. But the market’s opening could
not continue its momentum with no foreign coach parties to sell to.

Across town, Bethlehem’s grandest hotel, the Jacir Palace, lay closed and
padlocked.

And in the nearby Nativity Hotel, receptionist Victor Zeidan said he was
doing a 12-hour shift at lower pay to get a rare day’s work checking in
Palestinian Christian and Filipino care workers who briefly boosted
occupancy. “I haven’t even celebrated this year, I didn’t get much work
before so now I am taking the chance,” he said.

Jerise Qumsieh, of the Palestinian Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, told
Reuters that this year was better than last because there were at least some
domestic visitors compared with the tighter restrictions of 2020, but that
foreign tourism was “zero.”

Nevertheless, in the early hours of Saturday the Latin Patriarch of
Jerusalem, Pierbattista Pizzaballa, urged a reduced midnight mass
congregation to search for hope.

“In this time of health emergency and prolonged political emergency, many
different voices are heard in families; Some undermine confidence, take away
hope, extinguish love. Others, however, are more encouraging,” he said. “We
need to seek and find the voice that leads us to Jesus and to salvation, that
opens hearts to hope.”
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