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From obstacles to 
opportunities – making the adoption 
of digital education easy
Snapplify’s Shaun Marshall urges schools to see how easy it can be to embrace digital learning

The development of digital technology has been of enormous importance to the education environment. 
It also continues to open up possibilities for teachers and students, transforming the classroom in a 
multitude of ways. And yet, despite its benefits, digital education is not always eagerly embraced by 
schools and educators. The reasons for this can present as real challenges, but I believe that they are 
not the insurmountable obstacles they are often perceived to be. Rather, these are opportunities to 
reframe the way we approach digital education.

I
n my work on Snapplify’s education team, I speak to a lot of schools who feel 

that they don’t have the infrastructure to implement e-learning. Some schools 

only have a teacher network, where internet access is limited to educators. 

Other schools have a computer lab, which gives students access to technology 

during allocated times. On the surface, these may look like barriers, but in 

reality, these schools already have the ICT basics they need to begin 

implementing e-learning; that is, a device (or devices) and access to the internet. 

For schools with limited or no internet connectivity, an offline solution that does 

not rely heavily on data and bandwidth is of paramount importance. 

At Snapplify we work hard alongside institutions and educators to create 

solutions that serve education best, regardless of infrastructural challenges. 

We’ve addressed this challenge with the Snappbox, our award-winning hardware 

distribution solution for digital educational content. The Snappbox is an effective 

way to include the core elements of e-learning in unconnected classrooms. In 

rural Cofimbama in the Eastern Cape, we used the Snappbox to preload over 

2 000 school tablets with the Snapplify ebook Reader app and over 300 ebooks 

from leading publishers. These tablets are being shared among 4 000 students 

in 11 schools. Using the Snappbox has saved institutions like this one over 

R600 000 in bandwidth costs, and approximately 4 000 hours (166 days) in 

download time – meaning more time for teaching. 

Another common challenge many schools face when 

bringing digital education into their classrooms is 

resistance or reluctance from educators. This most often 

comes from a lack of confidence. While the benefits of 

digital education are difficult to oppose, some teachers’ 

hesitation to roll out e-learning is completely 

understandable, especially if they are not up to speed on 

particular technology. In these cases, teachers sometimes 

feel intimidated – not only by the technology itself, but by 

their students, who are au fait with this technology and 

often quick to say so. In the classroom especially, the 

teacher must be viewed as the pedagogical authority. 

With this skills gap in many schools, it becomes incredibly 

important to ensure that educators have the training and 

support that they need to incorporate 

technology into their pedagogy. In fact, 

this is so integral to the success of 

digital education that we’ve incorporated 

teacher training into our initial rollout for 

schools signing up with Snapplify, with 

the option of further training during the 

year, depending on an individual school’s 

requirements. Snapplify is committed to 

supporting our schools and an essential 

part of this is supporting educators.

Ultimately, the move to embrace digital 

education is not as daunting as some 

initially believe it to be. Whatever the 

ICT setup and skills level, you can 

make digital education a reality in your 

school by choosing the correct digital 

education partner.  
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Printed textbooks better for learning than 
e-books
Today’s students see themselves as digital natives, the first 
generation to grow up surrounded by technology like smartphones, 
tablets and e-readers. According to a research article published by 
Business Insider, teachers, students, parents and policymakers 
might assume that students’ familiarity and preference for 
technology translates into better learning outcomes. But evidence 
shows otherwise.

The study focused on the differences between reading print and digital media. 
While new forms of classroom technology like digital textbooks are more 
accessible and portable, it would be wrong to assume that students will 
automatically be better served by digital reading simply because they prefer it.

Speed – at a cost
Although students said they preferred and performed better when reading on 
screens, their actual performance tended to suffer.

Ongoing research since 1992 found that students were able to better 
comprehend information in print for texts that were more than a page in length. 
This appears to be related to the disruptive effect that scrolling has on 
comprehension. 

Students first rated their medium preferences. After reading two passages, one 
online and one in print, these students then completed three tasks: Describe 
the main idea of the texts, list key points covered in the readings and provide 
any other relevant content they could recall. When they were done, they were 
asked to judge their comprehension performance.

Some key findings emerged that shed new light on the differences between 
reading printed and digital content:

Students overwhelming preferred to read digitally.•	
Reading was significantly faster online than in print.•	
Students judged their comprehension as better online than in print.•	
Paradoxically, overall comprehension was better for print versus digital •	
reading.
The medium didn’t matter for general questions (like understanding the main •	
idea of the text).
But when it came to specific questions, comprehension was significantly •	
better when participants read printed texts.

 

Placing print in perspective
From these findings, there are some lessons that can be conveyed to 
policymakers, teachers, parents and students about print’s place in an 
increasingly digital world.

When the reading assignment demands more engagement or deeper 
comprehension, students may be better off reading print. 

There was a small group of undergraduates who actually comprehended better 
when they moved from print to digital. What distinguished this atypical group 
was that they actually read slower when the text was on the computer than 
when it was in a book. In other words, they didn’t take the ease of engaging 
with the digital text for granted. Using this select group as a model, 
students could possibly be taught or directed to fight the tendency to glide 
through online texts.

There may be economic and environmental reasons to go paperless. But 
there’s clearly something important that would be lost with print’s demise. 
There should probably always be a place for print in students’ academic lives 
– no matter how technologically savvy they become.
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and preferably onsite. But it goes beyond the knowledge and skills that are 

required for digital learning. 

Second, there needs to be a deep understanding that teachers – like all people 

– are often afraid of change. But why are people afraid of change? 

Dirk explains:

“The answer to this lies in the great success we have had as a species. We have 

developed the skills to protect ourselves from danger, and this physiological 

process serves us very well to keep us safe from physical harm. Unfortunately, 

it also tries to protect us from anything that is new – just in case it is a danger. 

And something like a new method, a new device in the classroom, and new 

outcome can trigger the same defence strategy we developed to protect us from 

roaming lions, strange fruit and other bad things.” 

“The key parts of the brain for information processing are the cortex and the 

amygdala. We respond to information or a stimulus through our senses. This 

information passes from the senses to the thalamus. The thalamus is like a 

communication hub, and it sends the message to the amygdala and 

the cortex.” 

“The amygdala works very quickly, much faster than the cortex does. The 

amygdala processes the information from a negative bias. If it is something we 

have experienced before as dangerous or something we do not know (better safe 

than sorry) the amygdala starts the fight or flight process. If we can beat the 

thing – fight; if we can’t – take flight. This creates a strong emotional and 

hormonal reaction in us. The cortex takes longer to catch up and will deal with 

the stimulus in a more reasoned way,” says Dirk. 

As a result of this protective 

mechanism then, we respond to 

change – it is something new, 

something we don’t know, 

something that could be a threat 

– as a threat that needs to be 

fought, or run away from. 

Digital education requires that 

teachers do new things in new 

ways with new technologies – 

without effective intervention, 

fight or flight is inevitable. 

What sort of intervention is required? 
We need to develop in teachers the understanding of our amygdala-

related processes, and then an adapt-able mindset. An adapt-able mindset is 

one that helps the person adapt to the change situation confidently and 

effectively. The alternatives are denial of the change, or strategic compliance to 

the change. Both of these are counterproductive to both the teacher, and 

digital education. 

“A person in denial of digital education is likely not to attend training or 

meetings,” continues Dirk, “and will find fault with too many things in the 

plan such that they cannot or will not do anything and will find excuses for not 

doing things in ways that make it hard to 

fault them. An example is – the batteries 

all die too quickly so I cannot use 

tablets in class.” 

“A person in ritual compliance is likely 

to attend the meetings or training, 

but will be easily distracted – not 

enough to disrupt, but enough to miss 

out on what is being offered. They 

tend to use technology at very 

superficial levels.” 

But as Dirk explains, a person with an 

adapt-able mindset, however, will enjoy 

the challenge, participate eagerly and 

find solutions. 

“In order to make effective digital 

education implementation possible, Via 

Afrika offers a training course to schools 

that aims to make the implementation 

of digital education successful. The 

process starts with the whole staff 

working to develop an adapt-able 

mindset at a personal level. Once a 

person feels adapt-able in their 

personal life, they are more likely to 

feel more able to adapt in their 

professional lives.” 

From here a group of the teachers, 

including the School Management 

Team, embark on training to become 

change facilitators. They develop the 

skills to work with people going 

through change effectively and also 

put together an implementation plan 

for their school, including ways to 

provide the necessary skills 

assessment and training for teachers 

and learners, a communication plan for 

stakeholders, a project plan for the 

process and implementation and ways 

to sustain the change. This all takes 

place over three days of training by 

Via Afrika. 

“During the piloting phase of the course, 

we have had a great deal of positive 

feedback, and have seen some really 

incredible change in the way teachers 

approach their lives and their work,” 

concluded Dirk.  

Via Afrika assists school 
management with digital  
implementation 
As the first public school in Gauteng to go 100% digital in 2013, Sunward Park High School (SPHS) has 
been at the forefront of e-learning. Gauteng Education MEC, Mr Panyaza Lesufi has labelled the school 
his “blueprint e-learning school” and continues to implement his Paperless Project in schools across the 
province based on the SPHS model. 

T
he Gauteng Education Department (GED) requested 

that the Ekurhuleni South e-Learning Symposium & 

ICT Expo be held at SPHS on 11 and 12 October 

2017. The two-day event was attended by senior e-learning 

officials from GED including Joel Mavuso, Violet De Beer 

and Bulelwa Jokojokwana: e-Learning Directorate at the 

Gauteng Department of Education and also representing 

MEC Panyaza Lesufi.

With almost 300 principals, HOD’s and 

ICT educators present – as well as 

education suppliers and companies that 

were given the opportunity to exhibit their 

products and offerings – the event was a 

digital educational success. 

A highlight of the occasion was the 

Via Afrika presentation on Digital 

Implementation and Change Management, which saw the principals looking like 

learners in a classroom absorbing every word. 

Why do we need change 
management in schools? 
Heinrich Dirk, Professional Learning Officer at 

Via Afrika addressed this topic by pointing out 

that there is a strong move towards introducing 

digital education at schools, and for good 

reasons. These reasons include preparing 

learners to be successful in the 21st century 

with all the changes that are happening in our 

world, the benefits technology can provide in 

personalisation of learning, speed of assessment 

and improving learner engagement. 

Dirk then dropped the reality bombshell: “However, too 

often digital education implementations fail.” 

“It was Henry Ford who said that those who do not plan, 

plan to fail. Sadly, his words have not been heeded by the 

education sector,” Dirk pointed out. “Too often digital 

implementation takes place in a rush, and with a focus 

on the glamorous aspects of digital – 

the devices – and not on what needs to 

be in place for the successful roll out of 

technology in education. And this lack of 

planning runs the range from senior 

officials all the way to the teacher in 

the classroom.” 

“Often no thought is given to the financial 

aspects of device implementation such 

as insurance, electricity use, cost of 

data, maintenance and replacement; 

nor to the pedagogical aspects of 

using devices including change in 

teaching style, learner roles, curriculum 

and assessment.”

Dirk emphasised the need for there to 

be comprehensive training of both 

technology use and the pedagogy of 

digital education. This would include a 

communication campaign for the parents 

on the differences between traditional 

education and digital education.  

“Without these measures there is no 

way that digital education can succeed. 

Fail it must. And that is a great pity as 

we will be doing our children a great 

disservice.” 

According to Dirk, the second reason 

digital implementation fails, and this is 

strongly connected to the first – lack of 

planning – is the human element. First, 

there needs to be effective and useful 

training of the knowledge and skills 

required to work in a 21st century 

classroom in ways that allow technology 

to benefit deep learning. This training 

needs to be regular, meaningful, provide 

opportunities to develop skills bite-size 

t e c h n o l o g y  f e a t u r e

dig i ta l  educat ion

SPHS learners entertain  
the guests

t e c h n o l o g y  f e a t u r edig i ta l  educat ion
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The prizes for the Hackathan included 

a membership at the Tshimologong 

Precinct, mentoring from Mixed Reality 

and IoT experts and an introduction to 

the innovation and technology divisions 

at South African mining companies.

Davis Cook, CEO, RIIS, says that Mine.D 

was an outright success: “Our aim was 

to use technology to address current 

issues and this was achieved. The 

teams developed some exceptional 

work and we are very happy with 

the outcome and potential of this type 

of hackathon.”  

L
esley Williamson, CEO, Tshimologong Precinct, says that the top three 

entries were inspiring and very relevant to the health and safety of the 

mining environment: “I was impressed by the depth of knowledge and skill 

of the entrants. As we hoped, the results address very real issues and concerns 

within the mining environment and all utilise technology in innovative ways.”

While she says the judging process was not easy, the first place was awarded 

to team SystemDex (Sikhanyiso Ngetu, Mosima Matlhwana, and Menzi Mohlobo), 

which simplified big data into a mixed reality interface with an added feature of 

monitoring the health vitals of miners. By using a low-cost sensor system, they 

are able to track health and environmental management in real time.

In second place was team SixUp (Aaron Tseke, Andile Mutono, and Gift Mogeni), 

which tackled rock seismic activity with a preventative warning system. The 

system is able to warn miners of rock movements and give them immediate 

insight into the potential danger of rock fall, depending on the speed and 

distance of the seismic activity. 

The third place we awarded to team Looksee.do (Dean Hodgskiss, Dylan 

Holshausen, Chris Behrens, Shaun Lottering, and Jaco Wilters), which solved 

health and safety training challenges through an affordable mixed reality method, 

costing a fraction of a traditional system. It allows miners to be trained in a safe 

virtual environment through a gamified system with in-built health and safety 

challenges to overcome.

Highlights of the programme included, visiting a mock mine at the Wits Mining 

Institute as part of the immersive context setting. The mock mine takes the 

participants into a mock tunnel resembling those in underground mines. The 

tunnel led the participants to a 1.5 m high rock face, which shows how miners 

work underground. They got to experience the heavy equipment, narrow tunnels 

and potentially dangerous conditions miners work in. The participants also 

enjoyed being exposed to a mock control room, showing all the data that is 

collected in a mine.

Participants also found the context sessions on Augmented and Virtual Reality 

and IoT to be very helpful. These sessions gave the participants a deeper 

understanding of how they can use these emerging technologies for digital 

innovation in the mining industry. A demo showing cutting edge mixed reality 

technology helped participants to tinker and contextualise the potential of the 

technology they were applying at the hackathon.

t e c h n o l o g y  f e a t u r e

hackathon

Digitally-inspired hackathon 
at Tshimologong Precinct selects winners
The Mine.D: Zero Harm hackathon, hosted by the Tshimologong Precinct and the Research Institute for 
Innovation and Sustainability (RIIS), has announced the three overall winners of the digitally-inspired 
hackathon. Focused on Mixed Reality (MR) and Internet of Things (IoT) within the health and safety space 
of the mining sector, the teams that entered were exposed to the wonders of technology, including 
demonstrations and one-on-one coaching from industry experts.

Winning team SystemDex with the 
organisers from Tshimologong 

and RIIS

Participants visiting a mock mine at 
the Wits Mining Institute
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Education a key component  
in unlocking the Africa promise 
Despite the International Money Fund predicting sub-Saharan Africa will post a 3% GDP growth rate this 
year, down from the 5 to 7% range previously recorded, the continent still possesses attractive 
opportunities for the global market. Many multinationals and local South African businesses are planning 
for and investing in providing goods and services to the 900 million new urban dwellers expected in Africa 
over the next 35 years Africa.

H
owever, according to Leon Ayo, CEO of executive search firm Odgers 

Berndtson Sub-Saharan Africa, in order for leaders to create sustainable 

businesses and support new ventures, development of local talent and 

skills are critical. 

“Businesses, whether locally or internationally based, will not only require a high 

quality talent pool but also need to understand the investment required into 

developing this talent pool,” says Ayo. “Education plays a critical role in delivering 

on talent development which calls on institutions of higher learning and 

government to also consider this implication.”

South African education entrepreneur Fred Swaniker commented during the WEF 

Africa meeting earlier this year that Africa would need to build 135 universities 

the size of Harvard every year for 15 years to provide the level of tertiary 

education available in India. “Realistically, this is not going to happen and while 

there will always be room for bricks and mortar institutions, this cannot be the 

only solution,” says Ayo. 

MOOCs (mass open online courses) are potentially one solution. In June this 

year Wits announced that it will be offering MOOCs, short online courses,  

and ultimately entirely online degree programmes. Wits has become the  

first university in Africa to offer MOOCs on edX, an online learning platform 

established by Harvard University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

in 2012. 

“While greater access to education can provide qualifications which we expect  

to result in employment, whether this is through MOOCs, blended  

learning models or even traditional bricks and mortar universities, this is far from 

reality,” says Ayo. “There are two main issues to consider. The perception of the 

quality of the education and the expectation of what that qualification  

will deliver.”

According to Ayo, the perception around a MOOC qualification is that they may 

not be as highly valued as a tertiary qualification from a 150 year old higher 

learning institution. On the other hand, a traditional university degree or 

qualification may not also guarantee employment. Universities, business leaders 

and government need to re-assess the education archetype and determine 

whether its application is still relevant in the continuing development and growth 

of the continent overall. 

It is vital therefore that higher learning institutions produce graduates that are 

ready for the workplace, and ready to solve some of the continents (including 

social and economic) problems. Education needs to go beyond simply churning 

out qualified people. The following points 

also require decisive input:

Students learning and practicing •	
critical thinking. 

Businesses needing to be honest •	
about their needs, and they need to 

be in touch with higher learning 

institutions so that they can share 

this information.

Business and government needs to •	
have a better dialogue with 

institutions.

Interventions such as internship •	
programmes and skills courses 

must be implemented. 

Sub-Saharan Africa needs to realise •	
that we are competing on a global 

stage.

Universities and tertiary institutions •	
need to pay attention to international 

rankings so that they can become 

globally competitive.

“Africa needs to improve the quality of 

education, and the outputs. Other 

challenges such as infrastructure, a 

lack of internet that is fast and 

affordable, and energy supply issues 

can be resolved with the right 

collaborations. Africa needs an effective 

higher education system, the right talent 

and leaders with a clear vision to make 

this happen. The talent exists on the 

continent, it just needs to be educated 

and refined,” concludes Ayo.  

e d u c a t i o n  m a t t e r s

MOOCs

http://www.careerindaba.co.za
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an innovative vegetable gardening 

product, which is both water and 

space efficient.

This was not the only reason for •	
his victory. “We chose Bruce as 

this year’s winner,” says Joe 

Mahlo, GM for Sales and 

Marketing, from Engen Petroleum 

Ltd, who was one of this year’s 

judges, “because he was clear 

on the value that his product and 

business will add to his clients 

and, indeed, to the world.” This 

is yet another indispensable 

quality of the hustler. Watch this 

space. A hustler has been born!

Second place was awarded to •	
Refilwe Matsaneng, from 

Welkom, for her hair products 

business, GloLooks. 

Third place went to Renschia Manuel, from Cape Town, for her portable urban •	
veggie growing boxes, GrowBox, business.

“It’s intimidating and unnerving to ask for money,” says Grace Govender, Head 

of New Business and Support for Relationship Banking, Nedbank. “To overcome 

this, entrepreneurs must focus on being properly prepared and authentic.”

To further help the entrepreneurs, Caxton Local Media, with over 140 publications, 

whose roots, too, are deeply embedded in the country, awarded the winner with 

R20 000 in advertising. “Caxton is 

firmly established in, and supportive 

of, local communities in South Africa 

and the partnership with ENGEN 

Pitch & Polish, along with Engen, 

Nedbank and Raizcorp, is a natural 

fit. We all believe in building small 

business, from grassroots up,” 

explains Dejane Poil, Head of 

Innovation at Caxton.

About Raizcorp
Raizcorp is, according to The Economist, the only genuine incubator in Africa. However, we prefer to think of ourselves as 

a Prosperator™ rather than an incubator. We provide business support for enthusiastic, growth-hungry entrepreneurs, 

offering them a platform that fosters learning and guidance, which can be translated into practical business success.

We also offer partnership opportunities, providing invaluable business guidance and support for your business. We 

guarantee you results! And, for Corporate Sponsors, we provide you with access to quality suppliers for Enterprise and 

Supplier Development (ESD) – not only for your own enterprise development benefits, but also to grow a high-quality and 

efficient supplier chain, which will improve your business operations and increase profits.

To find out more about Raizcorp and its various offerings, go to www.raizcorp.com.

There was magic on the night as 

esteemed guests offered these three 

entrepreneurs further opportunities for 

growth and expansion.

ENGEN Pitch & Polish’s power lies in its 

ability to identify, through their pitch, the 

entrepreneurs that are number one 

hustlers. “These are the entrepreneurs 

who demonstrate the ambition to excel 

and the motivation to put in the work,” 

says Allon Raiz, the originator of the 

Pitch & Polish concept, now in its eighth 

year of identifying entrepreneurs 

who truly understand what it means to 

up the hustle.

For more information, visit 

www.pitchandpolish.com  

Become the  

number one pitch hustler
The word “hustle” comes from a Dutch word that means “to shake things up”. Traditionally, the English 
word “hustler” was used to describe a dishonest person, who would do anything to make money. Hustling 
is, however, no longer a dirty word; nowadays, a hustler is someone who makes things happen. Hustling 
is about movement, activity and shaking things up in a positive way – the very things that entrepreneurs 
need to succeed. 

S
uccessful hustlers exist everywhere, and all entrepreneurs have much to 

learn from those who have mastered the art of the hustle. Whether they 

are building a business, selling a product or offering a service, hustlers 

focus on their goal and do whatever it takes to achieve the goal. Hustlers put in 

the hours and don’t waste time doing things that don’t contribute to their 

success in some way.

Hustlers grab every opportunity to pitch their business to potential funders and 

clients. They are seasoned pitch artists, and having secured the opportunity to 

pitch, know exactly what they want to say. Hustlers present a polished pitch. For 

this reason, the ENGEN Pitch & Polish programme, hosted by Engen Petroleum 

Ltd and Nedbank, powered by Raizcorp and supported by national media partner, 

Caxton Local Media, is based on teaching entrepreneurs to present a winning 

pitch that is clear and focused. “With us you are number one”, the headline 

sponsor Engen’s slogan, could just as easily apply to the hustler’s attitude 

towards his clients and business. Hustlers put their clients first. Their elevator 

pitch is ready to go and hustlers, always thinking on their feet, can adapt their 

pitch to meet the needs of different audiences.  

Nedbank, a co-sponsor of ENGEN Pitch & Polish, encourages people to “make 

your money hustle for you”. Hustlers know how to do this. They think carefully 

about their pricing model, know how to calculate profit, and make their money 

work for them.

Hustlers do not give up when they hear 

“no”. They see rejection as an 

opportunity to be overcome, not a 

roadblock. At ENGEN Pitch & Polish, 

entrepreneurs are subjected to many 

“no’s” as they learn to perfect their 

pitches. Those who learn to use this 

feedback to their advantage – are the 

hustlers.

The pitch that was delivered from •	
the heart, with the greatest ease, 

confidence, and precision – as well 

as energy and enthusiasm – were 

the qualities that caught the eye of 

the judges, and resulted in Bruce 

Diale, from Polokwane, winning the 

2017 ENGEN Pitch and Polish 

programme, at an exclusive and 

prestigious event, held in 

Johannesburg, on 30 November. 

Bruce’s Agri-consulting business has 

developed, and patented, Gardenizly, 
(left to right) Mervyn Pillay (Nedbank), Bruce Diale (Winner), Allon Raiz 

(Raizcorp) and Joe Mahlo (Engen)

Renschia Manuel

Refilwe Matsaneng

e d u c a t i o n  m a t t e r s

awards

e d u c a t i o n  m a t t e r sawards

Bruce Diale
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Help your child play (right) to lay 
foundation for future academic excellence
Interview with Barbara Eaton, Academic Development Advisor for the Pre-Primary Schools Division 
at ADvTECH.

Giving their children a head start is something parents want to do. Unfortunately, the way this is done in 
our hyper-competitive, over structured world may in fact be working against exactly these intentions. More 
and more research is showing that the most critical activity for the development of little children’s brains 
and their social and cognitive skills, before they go to school, is good old-fashioned play. Far less is 
gained when little children have full schedules of structured activities, from basic maths classes to early 
reading, gymnastics, kiddy music and mini-soccer. 

W
hen it comes to brain development, time spent in the classroom and 

at other structured activities is less important than time on the 

playground,” says Barbara Eaton, Academic Development Advisor for 

the Pre-Primary Schools Division at ADvTECH.

She says that research by Sergio Pellis, from the University of Lethbridge in 

Canada, showed that the experience of play changed the connections of the 

neurons in the pre-frontal section of a child’s brain, and that without play 

experience, those neurons remained unchanged. 

“Pellis found that it was those changes in the prefrontal cortex during childhood 

that helped wire up the brain’s executive control centre, which has a critical role 

in regulating emotions, making plans and solving problems. In other words, play 

prepares a young brain for life, love and even schoolwork,” Eaton says.

But she warns parents whose children’s rooms look like toyshops that they 

need to get things back to basics, because the kind of play that is 

beneficial is primarily the kind of play that requires creativity, imagination and 

problem-solving.

“In the pre-school phase children need basic toys, not those with roles defined 

by the media, as the latter limits imagination and the opportunities to plan and 

create. Provide the child with a good set 

of plain wooden bricks, a few non-

battery-operated cars, a soft doll or two, 

a teddy, some plastic plates and cups 

and a big ball. 

“Old blankets or sheets for making 

houses and tents, and some boxes and 

crates will provide the basics for endless 

creative and imaginative play. Play 

dough, some crayons and big sheets of 

paper – not colouring books – as well as 

some paint will amply provide for 

creativity,” says Eaton.

She says that parents need to appreciate 

that in allowing their children plenty of 

opportunities to play, with others and 

alone, they are laying the foundations 

for academic success. 

“Young children work hard at play, and it 

is not for nothing that play is considered 

a child’s work. They invent scenes and 

stories, solve problems and negotiate 

their way through social roadblocks. 

They know what they want to do and 

they work and plan to do it. 

“

l e a r n e r s ,  t e a c h e r s  &  p a r e n t s
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“We as adults must not be too quick to interfere in this process, but allow them 

to work things out for themselves.”

Parents who want to ensure their children are exposed to the right kind of free 

play (which ironically is also the least expensive kind) should ensure that they 

provide, from an early age, access to materials that will stimulate their sensory 

systems. These include water, sand, things that make a noise, books with 

pictures they can relate to and toys of different textures. 

“The contents of your saucepan and plastics cupboard will give hours of creative 

play while teaching concepts of matching, size, shape, texture and sound. Things 

that bounce, roll and change shape when pressed or pulled help develop spatial 

skills and visual acuity,” says Eaton. 

“Children must be free to move around once they are mobile, obviously with 

safety in mind, but do not fear the odd mouthful of grass or your child being dirty. 

Allow them to dig in the garden, pick flowers and when they are older, make mud 

cakes and grass ‘soup’ for their fantasy games.”

 The Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky found that children are able to rise above 

their average behaviour through play, notes Eaton. 

“It is through fantasy play that children make sense of their world. They must 

pretend and take on roles in order to understand. The more time children spend 

in dramatic play, the more they advance in terms of intellectual development and 

their ability to concentrate. 

“As a parent, it is best to curb the growing fashionable trend of extra murals for 

little children and allow uninterrupted time and space for fantasy play. Choose a 

pre-school that believes passionately 

in play based learning. This allows 

children to work through emotions 

such as anger, fear and jealousy, to 

become more self-disciplined, and to 

develop resilience. All these skills are 

essential to the development of 

individuals who can in future master 

academic challenges and live comfortably 

in their society.”  

>> from page 12
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Developmental areas
The most important years of 

learning begin at birth. During 

these early years, humans are capable 

of absorbing more information than 

later on. The brain grows most rapidly 

in the early years. High quality 

teachers and preschools can have 

a long-term effect on improving 

outcomes for disadvantaged 

students.

The areas of development that 

preschool education covers vary. 

However, the following main themes 

are typically offered:

Personal, social, economic and •	
emotional development

Communication (including sign •	
language), talking and listening

World knowledge and •	
understanding

Creative and aesthetic •	
development

Mathematical awareness•	
Physical development•	
Physical health•	
Play•	
Teamwork•	
Self-help skills•	
Social skills•	
Scientific thinking•	
Literacy•	

Preschool systems observe standards 

for structure (administration, 

class size, student–teacher ratio, 

and services), process (quality of 

classroom environments, teacher-

child interactions, etc.) and 

alignment (standards, curriculum, 

and assessments) components. 

Curriculum is designed for differing 

ages. For example, counting to 10 is 

generally after the age of four.

Some studies dispute the benefits of 

preschool education, finding that 

preschool can be detrimental to 

cognitive and social development. A 

study by UC Berkeley and Stanford 

University on 14 000 preschools 

revealed that while there is a 

temporary cognitive boost in pre-

reading and math, preschool holds 

detrimental effects on social 

development and cooperation. Research 

has also shown that the home 

environment has a greater impact on 

future outcomes than preschool.

http://www.knowledgenetwork.co.za
mailto:kn-10up@knowledgenetwork.co.za
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Consider your child’s level of competency in the current grade. If your child is 3. 

struggling significantly, he is most likely going to struggle even more so in the 

next grade.

Consider your child’s age and 4. 

physical development. Remember, 

always, that YOU need to decide 

what is BEST for your child. A child 

who is significantly taller or older 

than his upcoming classmates may 

feel too embarrassed for a repeat to 

be of any help.

Make a list of all the pros and cons 5. 

of your child repeating the grade or 

going on. Ask yourself: What is 

best for my child? What are the long-

term benefits or harms? What 

would happen if I do/do not allow 

the repeat? 

“There is no denying that the decision to 

repeat a struggling learner is an 

emotionally tough one to make. Take 

your time and do what you feel is best 

for your child. Remember, how you react 

to the situation will set the tone for how 

your child responds to it,” Cindy 

concludes.  

Cindy gives the following advice 
to parents facing the decision 
of whether to allow their child 
to repeat a grade or not

Repeating a grade is NOT a failure. 1. 

It is an opportunity for a 

struggling learner to better master 

the skills he needs! If you speak of 

failure, your child will feel like he 

has, indeed, failed! Your approach 

to a child repeating the grade will 

determine your child’s reaction 

toward it. 

Discuss all available options with 2. 

your child’s teachers before making 

a final decision. Have an open mind 

– remember that this is about what 

is best for your child. Discuss any 

concerns that you may have openly 

and honestly. 

Deciding whether to  
keep a child back at school
Imagine that you are observing from the side of a swimming pool and are watching children learn how to 
swim. As you watch, you notice the different variety of abilities, confidence levels and fears that they 
display in the water. Some children seem to grasp these new skills with ease while others seem to 
struggle and need a bit of extra assistance and encouragement along the way. With a swimming gala 
looming ahead, the decision has to be made as to who is competent enough to compete at the next 
level, and who may need extra practice in mastering the skills that are needed. 

I
n a scenario such as this one, it is without a doubt that any child who has 

not sufficiently mastered the skills at this level will become more fearful, less 

confident and progress slower if they were forced on to a more challenging 

level. They may even risk drowning in the process.” says Cindy Glass, Director 

and Co-founder of Step Up Education Centres. 

She adds that while learning to swim is not quite the same as learning to read, 

write and progress academically, the principle of learning any new skill is the 

same. “It is best to achieve sufficient mastery of each level of study before 

progressing to more challenging levels of learning.”

Sadly, for generations, the need to repeat a school grade has been classified as 

a failure, leaving scores of parents and learners struggling to embrace the 

idea of repeating a grade to better master the necessary skills needed for the 

next level. 

“Yet, forcing a child, who is not ready, into the next grade could have a 

significantly negative impact on the child’s self- esteem and, worse, it could slow 

the learning process or even stop it altogether as the child’s struggles worsen 

with the pressures of the new grade,” Cindy explains. 

l e a r n e r s ,  t e a c h e r s  &  p a r e n t s

grade re ten t ion

l e a r n e r s ,  t e a c h e r s  &  p a r e n t sgrade re ten t ion

Call: 011 917 1230
Email:  gwen@s-4-l.co.za
 www.solutions4learning.co.za

Outcomes of retention
The idea of giving a child another year to “catch-up” and develop needed skills sounds like a positive alternative. However, 

research shows that outcomes for kids who are retained generally are not positive. In its 2003 “Position Statement on 

Student Grade Retention,” the National Association of School Psychologists (NASP) reports:

Academic achievement of kids who are retained is poorer than that of peers who are promoted.•	
Achievement gains associated with retention fade within two to three years after the grade repeated.•	
Kids who are identified as most behind are the ones “most likely harmed by retention.”•	
Retention often is associated with increased behaviour problems.•	
Grade retention has a negative impact on all areas of a child’s achievement (reading, math, and language) and socio-•	
emotional adjustment (peer relationships, self-esteem, problem behaviours and attendance).

Students who are retained are more likely to drop out of school compared to students who were never retained. In •	
fact, grade retention is one of the most powerful predictors of high school dropout.

Retained students are more likely to have poorer educational and employment outcomes during late adolescence and •	
early adulthood.

Retention is more likely to have benign or positive impact when students are not simply held back, but receive specific •	
remediation to address skill and/or behavioural problems and promote achievement and social skills.

“

mailto:gwen@s-4-l.co.za
http://www.solutions4learning.co.za
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Coughlan says that as this kind of 

context-bound learning began to receive 

aggressive critique from the world of 

work, many institutions started adding 

“skills” to their degrees, arguing that 

what was learnt should be applied 

through case studies or internships and 

then the graduates would both know 

and be practically competent. 

“However, that approach missed the 

point entirely that degrees are not about 

knowledge or skills or even applied 

knowledge. Degrees are transformative 

and if they are delivered with integrity 

and vision they graduate competent 

people – not skilled potential employees. 

A competent person is able to become 

a significant employee with both the 

skills and attitudes to hit the ground 

running,” she says.

Dead or alive: how to differentiate 
between valuable and dinosaur degrees
Interview with Dr Felicity Coughlan, Director of the IIE

There has been a lot of talk lately about the usefulness (or not) of the university degree, with some 
commentators even venturing the opinion that degrees are, in fact, dead. But while there is merit in 
some of the arguments, they only hold true for those qualifications that have failed to respond to 
changing demands in the world and the workplace, an education expert says.

c a r e e r s  &  t e r t i a r y  t r a i n i n g

degrees

A
nything – whether it be a degree, communication technology or even the 

fat and sugar content of food – that has failed to evolve in response to 

changed demand is redundant, but degrees are no more or less redundant 

as a category than is food or communication technology,” says Dr Felicity 

Coughlan, Director of The Independent Institute of Education, SA’s largest 

private higher education provider.

Death of the traditional degree – workplace demands not being 
met
Coughlan agrees that some traditional degrees are past their sell-by date, and 

that prospective students should carefully scrutinise what they are signing 

up for.

“Many of the reasons cited in arguing that degrees are dead speak to the 

characteristics of degrees rendered useless by a lack of vision and courage,” 

she says, adding that these degrees, which value credentials over competence, 

unfortunately continue to be widely available and expensive, while offering little 

financial return because they are not sought after by employers. 

“Only a few decades ago, many Universities held themselves apart from 

‘business’ and ‘industry’ and some even explicitly stated that it is not the job of 

the University to prepare students for the world of work. Instead, they spoke 

about the more ethereal and ephemeral qualities graduates acquired, which 

could then be bestowed on the world of work.”

>> to page 20
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To argue then that many modern degrees are dead speaks to the irrelevance of 

some surviving approaches rather than to the concept of a degree and its value, 

notes Coughlan.

“Some degrees, and perhaps even whole universities, have become irrelevant as 

they have continued to defend a binary distinction between study and work and 

have created only theoretical or applied bridges between the two – as if they are 

two spaces that need connection rather than two dimensions of the same thing 

that require integration.

“As a result, we continue to see graduates without any ability to really integrate 

their knowledge, who are criticised for their lack of depth.”

Degrees of the future – graduates in high demand
Part of the solution is to go back to the basics of who a graduate should be as 

opposed to what they know, says Coughlan. 

“If one takes the degree level descriptors from the National Qualifications 

Framework and strip out some of the technocratic language, there is no doubt 

that a degree graduate who has achieved these described competencies is 

exactly what the world of work wants – in small businesses or the state or 

multinational corporations. 

“If a degree can deliver on these expectations its graduates will always be in 

demand as they will add real value to their environment and the degree itself will 

not be dead.”

Coughlan notes that a South African graduate holding a degree that has met the 

exit level requirements stipulated in the NQF would be one who has integrated 

knowledge across several fields, has the ability to analyse a situation that is 

unfamiliar, and is able to apply the appropriate knowledge to generate a solution 

that can in turn be assessed for potential consequences. 

“A degree graduate is one that can address complex problems by applying 

evidence-based solutions with theory-driven arguments in an ethical manner. 

This graduate is self-directed and can 

be expected to take full accountability 

for their actions, including their decisions 

in unfamiliar and variable contexts as 

they appreciate that problem solving is 

context and system bound, and nothing 

occurs in isolation. A graduate from a 

degree that has nurtured these 

competencies is exactly what the 

economy requires.”

If some degrees are not delivering these 

graduates, the response should not be 

to declare degrees dead, but rather to 

seek other ways to develop the required 

competencies, says Coughlan. 

“A graduate should have mastered 

complex skills and be able to cope with 

changing realities. The journey to that 

competency is one that a good degree 

will provide. Such a degree both explicitly 

and implicitly integrates theory, problem 

solving, complex analytical skills and 

solution oriented action.”

Coughlan says it is true that skills can 

be taught and attitudes nurtured.

“But the reality is that the ability to 

develop new solutions to previously 

unknown problems and even 

recognise problems and opportunities 

others have not yet seen, is the only 

sustainable contribution to growth and 

viability. For this, a degree cannot yet 

be beaten.”    

c a r e e r s  &  t e r t i a r y  t r a i n i n g

>> from page 18

mailto:daniel@cignalsecure.co.za


A Free Monthly Digital Magazine for Principals 
and Teachers

Distributed Direct to the Inboxes of 7 500 Principals & 
Schools Nationwide

Includes Most Gauteng Schools

600 Independent Schools

•    SEE THE PRODUCTS & SERVICES OF EDUCATION 
COMPANIES ADVERTISING IN THE MAGAZINE

•    FULLY INTERACTIVE PDF – VIEW ON ANY PLATFORM 
OR SOFTWARE

•    INCLUDES VIDEO CLIPS & HYPERLINKS

VISIT OUR WEBSITE: www.TheMightyPen.co.za

The Business of Education for School Decision Makers
A traditional magazine experience – On any digital platform

http://www.TheMightyPen.co.za

