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Bridge Maths and Science Learner Support Community for Effective Practice 

Summary of the Tertiary Access Focus Group Meeting 

Foundation Boardroom, Sasol Inzalo Foundation, the Mall Offices, Rosebank 

27 February 2012 

12h00 – 14h00 

Dear Participant, 

The first meeting of the Tertiary Access focus group in 2012 was facilitated by Barbara Dale-Jones 
with support from Carlene Gonzo.  The following members of the focus group were present: 

AEC    Carol Wyeth 
Girls & Boys Town  Margaret Balazi  
GreenMatter   Liz Robson  
Institute for Balanced Living  Jenny Dry  
NBI     Marianne Scott 
NSTF    Jansie Niehaus 
Renaissance Strategic Solutions  Kim Robinson  
SAQA    Edcent Williams  
Sasol Inzalo Foundation  Marietjie Vosloo 
Sasol Inzalo Foundation  Irene Kamara  
Study Trust    Murray Hofmeyr 
TEN    Mervin Patrick  
Transcendent Consultants Nadine Jeffers 
Tshikululu   Ian Slade 
Zenex Foundation   Fatima Adam 
 

The Tertiary Access chain development started in May 2011. This focus group considered it crucial to 
map the movement of learners through the South African schooling system to identify areas where 
gaps exist on the path to success in the world of work. The aim is to ensure a consistent movement 
by each learner cohort from one stage of the learning process to the next and so expand the pool of 
exceptionally skilled individuals required by the nation. 

To begin with the chain is illustrates the learner path from family based childcare to the point where 
one is considered an experienced member of the workforce.  The focus of this group is Tertiary 
Access. The chain development, therefore, goes on to focus on the FET band which starts in Grade 9, 
extends into Higher Education and later the world of work. The chain is expanded to represent five 
broad areas of activity or themes for learner support interventions at this level. Although the themes 
build on one another they should not be considered consecutive; the chain should be seen as a 
depiction of consecutive groups of learners working their way through the education and training 
system.  
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After painting an initial picture of the stages in the Tertiary Access chain, Marietjie reminded group 
members that the purpose of the chain is to enable information exchange and sharing of best 
practice. At each stage of the chain, she highlighted potential subjects of interest for innovators to 
focus on to improve the effectiveness of their work.  

Finally, Marietjie linked intervention types to each theme. For example, the “Formal Access” theme 
is a space where many innovators are assisting learners to apply to and register  with tertiary 
institutions.  

Theme 1: Awareness and Attraction  

The first theme in the FET band of the chain looks at the general learner selecting a career path and 
considering potential institutions to with study. In this case Institution refers to FET colleges, 
universities of technology and universities. Once a potential career path is chosen, learners will then 
select subjects they will focus on for the last three years of school. Subject choice is an area where 
learners often make costly mistakes. A classic example is the selection of Maths Literacy by learners 
who hope to study medicine or engineering after grade 12. Many of these young people are then 
disappointed to learn that they cannot be admitted into the relevant courses of study because they 
did not take Pure Maths at Matric.   

Marietjie brought to light some of the issues that affect learners in this theme, for example, some 
learners will pursue a certain study stream due to family and community expectations. This thematic 
area is particularly relevant to innovators who work in career development and guidance. The most 
useful information sources for innovators in this space include research on the nation’s youth profile 
and institutional alternatives. In addition, it is important to understand some of the contextual issues 
that affect the learners and innovators.  

Theme 2: Formal Access  

This theme focuses on activities which enable learners to gain actual admission into an institution. 
Firstly, it is agreed that the learners’ passes must be good enough to meet high admission criteria as 
is often the case with Maths and Science course. Some learners despite the determination to follow 
a certain study area do not achieve appropriate Matric scores. This is a challenge. Prospective 
students who have the right marks apply for admission and often are accepted; they will then go 
through all the ‘back office’ processes such as registration and orientation. Activities which take 
place in the Formal Access portion are the solid steps which are apparent to all and applied in 
varying forms at many institutions. 

Among the issues to consider in this theme is the use of web based versus paper based application 
systems. How accessible are an institution’s application mechanisms for rural learners and their 
families? Furthermore do learners have knowledge of the systems and processes they need follow to 
apply? Some students many not be aware when applications are accepted or how they are 
submitted. One area of work for learner support programmes is ‘Bridging’ initiatives. These 
initiatives may focus on increasing learner readiness for tertiary study and, to ensure a larger pool of 
suitable candidates from schools, focus on teacher development.  
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Theme 3: Access for Success  

Here focus shifts from direct learning to the physical requirements, soft skills and abilities that will 
enhance a learner’s chances of success at an institution.    

Physical requirements may include funding for tuition and other necessities, accommodation and 
the actual capacity to pursue study in the given environment. For example, the Sasol Inzalo 
Foundation recently asked their entire cohort of bursary students to undergo a vision test. A small 
percentage of the students wore glasses prior to the test. After tests were conducted it was found 
that 50% of the group needed glasses. In this case, vision is an example of a physical requirement 
that supports learner access for success. A student who cannot see well is unlikely to gain the 
optimal amount from their study effort.  

The environment and learning approach from high school to university, for example, shifts 
dramatically.  Activities for interventions in this theme attempt to manage this transition.  For 
example, learners are supported through language development; English as the primary form of 
communication at this level it is crucial to have an adequate understanding of the language to have a 
decent chance of passing chosen courses. Additional courses or workshops on practical issues such 
as study skills were also highlighted as potentially helpful to a student.   

The “Access for Success” focused innovators tackle barriers to engaged learning at tertiary level. 
Here innovators work on providing bursaries and soft skills support to learners.  

Theme 4: Throughput 

Although the number of students entering universities has risen over the years their level of success 
has not been high. Activities in this theme aim to match (as closely as possible) the number of 
students entering tertiary institutions with those graduating within the prescribed period of study. 
Once the “Access for Success” issues have been addressed, it is anticipated that the student is now 
able to engage and make steady progress in their studies.   

However, further interventions are often still necessary. Information which is most useful to 
innovators who work in this section of the chain could relate to research on graduation and dropout 
rates at various institutions and reasons for this. This is a potentially appropriate space for initiatives 
that provide academic and psychosocial support, either through experts or peer mentors. Here 
students can also be supported and encouraged to acquire some relevant workplace experience 
which will be valuable once a job search begins after graduation.  

Theme 5: Success  

The final theme on the Tertiary Access chain focuses successful completion of the qualification. The 
successful graduate would ideally enter the workforce as a qualified job seeker or apply to an 
institution for further study. The immediate contextual challenge here is the presence of ‘many’ 
unemployed graduates. This subject was a source of deep discussion among members of the group. 
Some colleagues have met suitably qualifies STEM graduates who continue to struggle to find work 
despite holding relevant qualifications. In the end, the meeting agreed that it was worth 
investigating the actual numbers of graduates in a similar predicament.     
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Activity  

Members of the focus group then engaged in a discussion to isolate where learners passing through 
the chain were being let down the most. After some debate the group agreed to use robot colours   
to classify the degree of impact each stage has on overall success. This colour coded chain will also 
help also help innovators focus on the most crucial issues. Ultimately, the group hopes that the 
entire chain will reflect green as more and more of the issues which are flagged in red and orange in 
this final diagram below are resolved. 

 

 

Research assignments  

Once the focus group had a chance to engage with and identify key pressure points in the Tertiary 
Access chain members of the group identified two areas for further research. Volunteers offered to 
review research on these and share their findings with the group at the next meeting:  

1. A review of Nico Cloete’s study on qualified job seekers and a review of statistics related to 
qualified job seeker programmes run by National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF). 
Owners: Jansie Niehaus and Fatima Adam 
 

2. A review of factors influencing subject choices at FET stage of education, examples may include 
Life Orientation curriculum, teacher knowledge, among other.  
Owners: Ian Slade, Marianne Scott and Jenny Dry 
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Community objectives  
In 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 focus group, ongoing development of the Tertiary Access chain is considered a significant 
contribution, by the Maths & Science learner support community, to the whole system. It brings to 
light the main themes of support learners need, a greater understanding of some of the contextual 
issues and clarity on the positioning of various types of interventions in the students’ growth post 
school.  
 
In the medium to long term, this chain offers clarity for innovators on how to apply their funding and 
expertise where students can benefit the most. This represents an opportunity to maximise 
resources available for learner support work throughout the chain. We continue to observe 
exchange in ideas among the innovators who are part of this focus group. Collaborative work in this 
focus group, such as the development of the Tertiary Access, is evidence of the creation of common 
purpose, peer support and trust among this group of Maths and Science learner support innovators.  
 
The work of the Tertiary Access focus group has the potential to influence horizontal integration in 
the post school intervention space and ultimately contribute to policy and practice on a nation scale.  
 
Best wishes, 
 
The Bridge Team 


