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Focus group of the Community for Effective Practice – Maths and science learner support  

Summary of the Learner Selection and Programme Design Focus Group Meeting 

8 November 2012 

12h30-14h30 

Classroom 2B, Sci-Bono Discovery Centre, Newtown, Johannesburg  

 

Dear Community Member 

The fourth meeting of the Learner Selection focus group for 2012 was facilitated by Zanele Twala of 

Bridge with assistance from Carlene Gonzo on 8 November 2012. The following members of the 

focus group were present: 

Gauteng Department of Education Moipone Maleka  

Idzima Training     Chiliza Nkabinde  

Institute for Balanced Living   Jenny Dry 

Make a Difference Foundation   Delia Nourse  

Renaissance Strategic Solutions   Kim Robinson  

Sci-Bono Discovery Centre  Hemant Waghmarae 

Student Sponsorship Pgm   Sibongile Khumalo   

 

This meeting was led by Ms Sibongile Khumalo, Academic Director at the Student Sponsorship 

Programme (SSP). Through SSP’s work since 2000, 633 high school scholarships worth over R100 mln 

were awarded. A 100% Matric pass rate has been recorded each year since 2005 while 91% of these 

successful SSPs scholars manage to start tertiary studies immediately after school.  

 

Overview of the Student Sponsorship Programme  

SSP runs a Maths, Science and English language focused intervention that provides support to 

learners with potential from Grades 7 to 12. The programme works on three levels: 

 

1. Scholars Development Programme 

This aspect of the programme brought a recruitment process to Grade 6. This intervention is 

designed to improve academic and personal readiness of scholars for their high school 

career and identify the most suitable candidates for scholarships. Once they are selected, 

Grade 7 learners attend classes in Maths, Science, computer literacy and English. 450 Grade 

7 learners have benefitted from Saturday School classes since 2007.  

 

2. High School Programme 

The top performing Grade 7 scholars in the Scholar Development Programme are awarded 

5-year high school scholarships to attend one of SSP’s 24 partner high schools in the Eastern 

Cape and Gauteng. Scholars must achieve at least 70% in Maths, Science and English to 

enter the programme and must maintain these marks throughout high school. SSP 

workshops to develop leadership, study skills, and personal branding are part of this high 
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school intervention. Each scholar is matched with a sponsor who commits to fund his/her 

education for the five year. Sponsors include both companies and individuals.  

 

3. Mentorship Programme  

Each scholar in Grades 9 to 12 is linked to a mentor who assists with career guidance. SSP 

provides training and assistance to mentors and tracks the success of the relationships on an 

ongoing basis.  

 

Previous learner selection process  

The old recruitment process (1999 – 2007) used by the SSP consisted of five steps: 

 

 Outreach 

SSP would place adverts in newspapers and air announcements on various radio stations. 

Application forms were distributed in primary schools and libraries. SSP staff also visited 

selected primary schools each year to raise awareness about its work.  

 

 Application and registration for exam 

Students had two months to submit their applications with responses to selection criteria to SSP. 

A meeting would be held for learners to submit supporting documentation. Qualifying 

candidates were then registered to take entrance examinations. To ensure that the right 

candidates wrote the test, exam tickets were issued once a learner met the application criterion.  

 

 Assessments  

Learners would write maths and English exams set by one of SSP’s partner schools. At this point, 

qualifying criteria were dependent on the mean average of learner performance, however 

learners with more that 60% generally went on to the next stage of selection. 

 

 Interviews 

Scholars and their parents would go through selection interviews that were meant to uncover 

key information. The students would be rated on five competencies including commitment to 

learning, intelligence, drive, willingness to participate and financial need. Their parents were also 

interviewed, mainly to ascertain the truth about family income which should be below R200 000 

per year for a learner to qualify for support.   

 

 Student Development Programme (SDP) 

This is the final stage of selection for the High School Programme.   

 

The Student Sponsorship Programme noted a number of issues with this approach, which led to 

subsequent changes in the recruitment process. It was an intense and expensive outreach that 

brought little return. In some cases, school visits to an entire district did not lead to single learner’s 

selection. Programme managers also realised that testing of Maths and English was based on 

assumed knowledge. In some cases, learners had no exposure to some of the topics in the selection 

examination. Concerns were raised that the programme did not have an ideal candidate profile to 

refer to during the selection process. In addition, a clear performance cut-off point was required. As 
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a result of the fluctuating pass mark, there were often too many Student Development Programme 

(SDP) scholars for the high school programme and not enough scholarships to assist them all.  

 

 

Student Sponsorship Programme revised recruitment process 

As a first step, the SSP clarified its ideal candidate profile. SSP decided that a successful scholar 

should have a consistent pattern of academic achievement, a strong work ethic and the ability to 

relay new concepts they learn. A high score in SSP’s aptitude test is essential. Learners who do well 

in the programme were found to have a strong support system at home and a healthy relationship 

with their parents or guardians. In addition, the child shows high levels of motivation, a strong 

interest in school activities and servant leadership potential.  

 

SSP considered which assessment tool would be best for assessing learner potential. To address this 

concern, SSP adopted an approach that uses an aptitude test to assess academic potential. 

MindMuzik provides that test for them. In addition, a selection camp was added to give programme 

managers a chance to observe students for a number of days in a controlled environment. These 

camps are also ideal for identifying leadership potential in students.  A clear cut measure for success 

was also introduced. The student must now score at least 70 % on average for all their work. 

Although this is higher than the 60% to 65% applied by other programmes, SSP believes that this is 

the bare minimum that a child should achieve for “excellence”.  

 

Efforts have been made to make the outreach and application phases of the process more efficient. 

Applicants submit their forms at either SSP or their local library. The assessment and interview 

stages have changed significantly. Learners now go through four stages that each contribute to their 

overall selection  an assessment phase (20%), interview phase (30%), an aptitude testing phase 

(30%) and a selection camp phase (20)%. Once the scholar has gone through all these stages they 

enter a final phase where induction and orientation work is conducted with the learner.  
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FIGURE 1: Revised SSP Recruitment Process 

Discussion  

 

Sibongile shared some of the trends emerging from analysis of selection data. The distance a learner 

would have to commute to school daily is a major consideration for accepting and placing scholars. 

As a result, most students on its initiative have been learners from less successful schools in the 

Johannesburg East district, this partly because a number of SSP’s partner schools are near this area. 

Learners attend 24 high schools in schools Johannesburg, Pretoria, East London and Port Elizabeth. 

These include schools such as King Edward VII School, Kingsmead College, Parktown High School for 

Girls, Redhill School, St. Andrew’s College and Roedean School. The school partnerships are 

influenced by exceptional facilities and a nurturing school environment. Zanele suggested that, 

although the school has a major role to play in supporting a SSP scholar, parents at the school are 

also key role players who can lend support to scholars.  

 

Members of the community also raised some concern about the mentorship programme. How does 

SSP ensure that are mentors trustworthy and good role models? Sibongile noted that the mentors 

are often linked to sponsoring corporates and background checks are carried out. In addition, 

parents are also introduced to mentors to ensure there is all round transparency.  

 

Sibongile and Ms Moipone Maleka from Gauteng East district of the GDE agreed to continue 

communicating regarding opportunities available to learners from this district.  

 

 

Objectives  

In the Maths and Science community ultimately, the goal is to collectively contribute to greater 

number of Maths and Science graduates for critical skills areas of the economy. Working with 

communities for effective practice, Bridge has the following objectives: 

 

 The contribution of the community to the whole system; 

 Creating common purpose, peer support and trust among stakeholders; 

 The maximising of resources by the community; 

 The spread of effective practice within the community and its associated stakeholders 
(horizontal integration); and 

 The vertical integration of policy and practice. 

 

In this meeting, the Student Sponsorship Programme, made a substantial contribution to the whole 

system with a focused and clear presentation about their evolving selection procedures. The Bridge 

team aims to assist communities spread of effective practice such as with through various channels 

including live Twitter updates while meetings are taking place. On this occasion the focus group 

welcomes questions and input from The Career Group.   

 

The group also noted a maximising of resources through SSP’s use of the Sci-Bono BHP-Billiton 

Career Centre for career guidance activities with their Grade 9 scholars. SSPs also works with the Sci-
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Bono Abaholi programme. The SSP also uses maths, English and critical thinking tests created by 

ISASA. Bridge’s communities are designed to aid and support collaborative work like this.  

  

Best wishes 

 

The Bridge Team 

November 2012 


