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Canadian astronaut Chris Hadfield says students in
this country need to be more aware of the
opportunities available to them.

The only Canadian ever to walk in space, Hadfield
says growing up in southwestern Ontario, he had no
idea what his future could hold.

"It's incredible what Canadians are up to," he said.
"It's just not all that easy to find out sometimes."

Hadfield was in Toronto yesterday to speak at a
conference at York University put on by two national
mathematics organizations.

He said he took the opportunity to highlight for the
students what's being done by Canadians in his field.

"Canadians are involved right across the board" in
space exploration, he said. "I really think it's
important for Canadian university students to see the
things that they might do with the education that
they're getting."

Hadfield's lecture focused on the application of
mathematics in space travel from an astronaut's point
of view.

He said that while he always enjoyed math, it wasn't
until the end of high school that he realized that it
wasn't some "weird dogma" but instead a way to
solve a problem.

"That's all math is," he said. "There's nothing magic
about it."

Arvind Gupta, the scientific director of MITACS, one
of the organizations running the conference, said
having someone like Hadfield discuss the importance
of mathematics in his career heightens the awareness
of how math is a necessity in everyday lives.

"Mathematics is essentially the underlying
technology behind just about every human activity,"
he said.

Gupta said holding conferences with speakers like
Hadfield also shows mathematicians and math
students that what they do is appreciated.

"When you can get people proud of what they do, and
they feel they're contributing to society, they
themselves will be better ambassadors to sell their
discipline," he said.

Hadfield said it is impossible to be an explorer today
without math.

As an astronaut, "there are lots of times where you
have to be very aware of the fundamental math that
leads to the orbital mechanics," he said.

Hadfield said when a spaceship is docking with a
space station, it's done orbiting Earth at about eight
kilometres per second, and none of the controls are
automatic.

"It's all crew interpretation of the various cues that
we have given to us," he said. "So we use that math
constantly."

A "de facto" spokesman for the Canadian Space
agency, Hadfield says it's extremely important that
people be aware - and proud - of what Canadians are
doing on the international stage.

"Canada Day is probably one of the few moments
when we really stand up and yell that we're
Canadian," he said.

"There are things going on in human history right
now that are revolutionary ... and Canada's right in
the thick of (it) by choice and by aptitude and by
education."

NASA will be hiring more Canadian astronauts in the
near future, said Hadfield, and three of the five
currently active are scheduled for launches in the
coming years.

With two shuttle missions and a spacewalk under his
belt, Hadfield said he's eager for the opportunity to
go into orbit again.
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