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he German writer and Nobel Prize winner, Thomas Mann, 
 e peatedl y expr essed the view that the gift of admiration is 
ndispensa b le for cr eati vity. I believ e that this is not onl y the case
n the arts, but also the case in science. Fundamentally, this is 
he reason for the almost universal system of prizes and other 
 ew ards, which is an important element in what we may call the 
cientific world. By recognizing and signposting great achieve- 
ents, we provide examples worthy of emulation. It does not 
atter whether the object of admiration appreciates the recog- 

ition. An Australian literary critic wrote about the Australian 

riter and Nobel Prize winner, Patric k White , that we (Aus- 
ralians) put him on a pedestal, and he complained about the 
iew, but who else did we have? The fact that the F renc h writer
nd philosopher Jean-Paul Satre declined the Nobel Prize for lit- 
rature made no difference to the signposting of his excellence; 
f anything, it pr oba b l y enhanced his r e putation. 

Gi v en that the worlds of the arts and the sciences are enor- 
ous and that it is ther efor e impossib le for anyone to know 

v er ything that has been created, we need some system for 
electing the most v alua b le elements. Curr entl y, in the sciences, 
his often seems to be done by citation analysis. We count the 
umber of citations to papers in a journal in relation to the num- 
er of papers published (Impact Factor), thereby thinking that we 
an determine the quality of the journal. We count citations to 
ndividual papers or assess individual lifetime achievements by 
alculating the h-index. Clearly, none of these metrics measure 
uality, but just interest in the work published, and if one were 
o look at this from the perspective of the arts, one might be very 
urprised. Do w e , for example , judge the quality of a film on the
asis of the number of re vie ws it has r ecei v ed? Or do we judge
he quality of a book by counting the number of copies sold? 

The classical, and still continuing, system of recognizing 
xcellence in the sciences is by the award of prizes, most 
amously the Nobel Prizes, and by competitive elections to sci- 
nce academies, for example, the Royal Society, the National 
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cademy of Sciences, and the German National Academy of 
ciences Leopoldina, to name just a few of the most well- 
sta b lished and visible academies. Like all human endeav- 
rs, the judgements made are not always right. Mostly, those 
elected deserve their awards, but there is always the problem 

f the borderline cases. 
For the professionals in the various br anc hes of the sciences, 

he r ew ar d system is clear, and it is not difficult to kno w who has
 ecei v ed r ecognition. Howev er, those who might w ant to pur-
ue a scientific career may not have easy access to this informa- 
ion. Many school leavers know very little about those working in 

he sciences and ther efor e fail to be inspired to join this impor-
ant br anc h of human cr eati v e acti vity. In m y experience , most
chool leavers with an interest in biological sciences want to 
tudy medicine, but do not seriously consider a scientific career 
nless they fail to get into medical school. This is, obviously, not 
 happy situation for the sciences. 

Hungary seems to have found a partial solution to this 
r ob lem by the creation of the National Academy of Scien- 
ist Education ( https://www.edu- sci.org/szeged- scientists- 
cademy/mission/?lang=en ). It is the br ainc hild of Peter Hegyi, 
r ofessor of Gastr oenter ology at Semmel weis Uni v ersity in
udapest, Member of Academia Europea, and member of 
UNCTION ’s editorial board. Peter is the Programme Director 
nd he managed to persuade the Nobel Laureate Bert Sakmann 

o accept the position as Director General of Education. The 
eneral objecti v e of the program is to retain the most talented
tudents of the country in Hungary, and to esta b lish a center
hat would moti v ate talented for eign young people to settle 
own in Hungary. The academy aims to guide talented students 
hr ough the ste ps of becoming scientists from their secondary 
c hool y ears. Ther e ar e 7 education centers distributed acr oss
ungary and these centers are led by scientists who are known 

s Szent-Gy ̈orgyi (named after the Hungarian Nobel Laure- 
te, Albert Szent-Gy ̈orgy) Senior Teachers. It is their job to 
an Physiological Society. This is an Open Access article distributed under 
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Figure 1. Picture of the medal commemorating the 21st Meeting of Nobel Laureates and Talented Students at the University of Szeged, Hungary, December 2023. 
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nd and mentor the pupils within their region who are partic-
larl y inter ested in natur al sciences. When the sc hool leavers
nter uni v ersity, they r ecei v e further r esear c h tr aining in 1 of 4
ities (Budapest, Debrecen, Pecs, or Szeged) at the best equipped
aboratories in the country under guidance of Szent-Gy ̈orgy

entors. The students will thus start resear c h w ork along
ith their uni v ersity studies. In Szeged, wher e the pr ogram

tarted, the students ma y sta y at the Bert Sakmann Dormi-
ory, which was opened in the spring of 2022. Bert Sakmann
onated the original duplicate of his Nobel Prize Medal and
iploma to the Academy and it is on display in the foyer of the
olle ge . 

The highlights of the Academy’s program are the 2 annual
atherings in Szeged of what is known as the meetings of
obel Laureates and Talented Students. In December 2023,
 w as pri vileged to be 1 of the 4 principal guest speakers
 Figure 1 ) in the 21st Meeting of this kind ( https://www.edu-sci.
rg/konferencia202312/index eng.html ). On this occasion, more
han 500 pupils from secondary schools as well as Uni v er-
ity students from all over Hungary came to the conference
nd participated in a v aried pr ogram of presentations by stu-
ents and mentors as well as r oundta b le discussions with the
 Guest Lecturers, culminating in an afternoon of Plenary Lec-
ures by the Nobel Laureates Randy Schekmann (UC Berkeley)
nd Tom S üdhof (Stanford Uni v ersity) as well as Miklos Sahin-
oth (UCLA), and myself (Cardiff Uni v ersity). Billed as a “Cele-
r ation of Excellence ,” it commemor ated the 10th Anni v ersar y
f the Nobel Prize Awards to Schekmann and S üdhof, as well
s the 60th and 80th birthdays, r especti v el y, of Sahin-Toth and
yself. 
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S

©

A

The interactions with the school leavers and uni v ersity stu- 
ents were very valuable, and at the final press conference, held 

t Szeged’s Town Hall, all 4 of us commented v er y positi v el y
n the extr emel y high quality of the school pupils and Uni v er-
ity students. The pr olonged r oundta b le discussions had str ay ed 

nto many differ ent ar eas, partl y scientific and partl y mor e gen-
ral, both philosophical and political. What was impressive was 
he seriousness of the students and their willingness, and abil- 
ty, to engage in debates. In the interactions with me, they were 
articularly keen to learn about the key decisions I had made 

n my career concerning resear c h themes and places of work. 
nother important theme was the state of Hungary, and the 
tudents were keen to know my opinion. As far as I can see, 
ungary has a good school and university education system, 
etter than many other European countries. Hungarian scien- 
ists have also made enormous contributions to our scientific 
nowledge, although many have done so working outside the 
ountry. On the other hand, Hungarian politics have been con- 
istently bad, and this clever country has repeatedly found itself 
n the wrong side of history . Sadly , the bad political choices do 
ot seem to have come to an end. Nevertheless, I left Hungary 
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opeful, mainly because of the v er y positi v e attitudes of the
chool leavers and university students. They will be the thought 
eaders of the future and will hopefully have been inspired by 
he encounter with top scientists early in their li v es. It would
eem a good idea for many other countries to create schemes 
long the lines of those esta b lished by the Hungarian National 
cademy of Scientist Education. 
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