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“Young people need safe, secure 

spaces where their efforts to 

develop themselves will be 

affirmed.”  (Penny Foley) 

 

 

 

 

 

Setting the scene 

The Maths and Science CoP’s first meeting of 2018 looked at two very different ways in which technology 

can be used to advance educational prospects.   

Penny Foley outlined the Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator’s web-based Second Chance Matric 

programme, which is aimed at enabling young people to improve their marks in key subjects 

including Maths and the Physical Sciences.  

Richard McAdam demonstrated the potential of cutting edge technology like virtual reality (VR) to improve 

education by exposing learners to experiences that would otherwise be out of reach.  

 

Overview of presentation 

i) Second Chance Matric 

Penny Foley offered some context on Harambee’s ‘Second chance Matric’ programme. She began her 

presentation with an overview of Harambee’s work and some of its important learnings. 

Harambee has its origins in a quest to understand why, when there are 

vacancies in entry level jobs for people with no experience, the core of young 

people are not accessing those jobs – and how that uptake can be increased.  

Reasons for the mismatch are found on both sides, with young people not 

having the networks to find those jobs, and if they do get as far as interviewing, 

not presenting themselves as desirable candidates. Employers tend to regard 

young people as employment risks. Restrictive labour market legislation further 

discourages the hiring of unknown, inexperienced young people, and non-

specific selection criteria – such as a generic maths requirement, 

increase the barriers.   

Over the years, Harambee has worked to understand the issues, 

find solutions and develop innovative, implementable 

interventions to transition young people into employment. It has 

placed over 45 000 young people, and has opened the door for 

many more to find their own way into formal sector 

employment.  

Attitude and voluntary agency are both hugely important. Harambee’s message to young people is ‘don’t sit 

back and wait’. Three actions that young job-seekers can take to increase their chances of employment are 

to practice their English, volunteer in their communities (which builds their profiles and substitutes for work 
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experience), and join networks that link them to job opportunities.  Yet, very few young people do these 

things. When asked why, the response is that they don’t want to be thought of as ‘trying to be clever’.   

Moving into the online space   

Much of Harambee’s work has been in sourcing staff for entry level positions in call centres and the 

hospitality sector, but increasingly it is driving more complex jobs in the technical space. While still entry 

level, these jobs require people to have a matric certificate which maths, science and a higher level of 

English. The struggle to find young people who meet these requirements has motivated Harambee to 

become involved with online learning and the ‘Second Chance Matric’ programme.  

Harambee’s thinking around online learning stems from its experience offering computer-based learning to 

improve numeracy levels. Candidates worked on their own on appropriate Kahn Academy material, stopping 

at regular intervals to share their experiences and discuss answers with their peers. Surprisingly, bringing in a 

facilitator to guide the learning was found to negatively impact the results.  The less interference there was 

in this process, the better the results were.   

Online learning does not have the nuances and subtlety expected from ‘good education’, and does not work 

for everyone – but it can ‘make meaningful learning accessible to those for whom self-directed learning 

really works’. Harambee’s position is that, even if this initiative gives only a small percentage of our 

population the opportunity to improve their core matric results, it will be worthwhile. If people succeed, 

they really will be closer to employment.   

Another motivation for making resources available online is that ‘simply signalling an association with 

Harambee’ has proved sufficient to open up access to employment. For this reason, Harambee is seeking to 

build an online platform that extends its reach and enables it to ‘move large numbers of young people 

towards more diverse opportunities’.   

Some numbers: 

200 000 to 300 000 The number of entry level jobs available at any one time, for which a matric 

certificate is a basic requirement. These jobs churn as people move up the 

employment ladder or take up study opportunities. 

6.2 million The number of young people in the NEET category. 

9 out of every 10 The number of young people who do NOT take up opportunities they are 

offered or DO NOT see them through, even when monetary and/or practical 

support is provided. 

 

The second chance matric programme  

Harambee’s approach is to begin with a minimum offering, and the shortest route.  The programme targets 

people who have already attempted maths and science in matric, and uses existing resources and facilities. 

At the same time, there is an emphasis on ‘connecting all the dots’ to ensure the programme delivers on 

expectations. 
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The DBE website provides a massive amount of ‘Second Chance Matric’ material such as Mind the Gap study 

guides, revision material, past exam papers and schedules of lessons broadcast on radio.  While this is a 

‘fabulous resource’, it is not organised by subject, so navigation is difficult and locating specific items can be 

time (and data) consuming. 

In partnership with Gauteng Province, Harambee has undertaken to curate the DBE materials for Maths, 

Physical Science and English First Additional Language into online learning journeys, and to provide 

computer access at public centres to make these learning journeys available to anyone who failed these 

subjects in the last 3 years and wants to rewrite them.    

The programme is currently being set up in municipal libraries in Gauteng. The online learning centres have 

to have wifi, provide a safe space, and be able to monitor online computer use. Potential candidates on 

Harambee’s database (those who have failed the relevant subjects and live within walking distance of a 

library with an online learning centre) are being contacted by sms. The response was very slow initially but 

has improved, with interest spreading mainly through word-of-mouth.  

Several aspects of the programme still have to be resolved and tested for: 

● Whether what can be offered online is sufficient to enable people to improve their marks.  

● How paper-based work can be incorporated, in order to prepare people for writing exams.   

● The process of registering with the DBE’s second chance centre and to write the matric exams – this 

could be done more easily if these services were available electronically. 

● What numbers of people are likely to join the programme, and what proportion of these are likely to 

finish – currently at least 35000 young people in the Johannesburg area are eligible  

 

 

Discussion   

 CoP participants picked up on the importance of understanding why, even when practical and monetary 

support is provided, so few youths take-up opportunities aimed at preparing young people for, and getting 

them into, employment. 

Others highlighted: 

● The importance of overcoming the 

barriers that currently hold people 

back. 

● The need for coherent action to 

assist the millions of unemployed 

youth who have no prospect of 

entering formal employment. 

● The importance of recognising the 
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“The next leap forward will not lie with advances in technology, but rather with teachers 

adopting the available technologies inside the classroom.”  (Richard McAdam)   

 

differences between online and school-based learning, and consequently the importance of 

synergising available initiatives to improve the overall effectiveness of programmes for those 

learning online.  

● Possibilities for increasing access by, for example, making facilities in teacher resource centres 

available during times when they are not being used by teachers. In responding, Penny noted that 

once the programme is running smoothly, Harambee would welcome the involvement of any 

organisation or individual able to provide free computer access to young people who are eligible for 

the programme.  

Facilitator Peter Glover concluded this session by pointing out that there is a real need to understand why so 

few young people (about 1 in 10) take up the opportunities that are available. This question is really about 

what drives those few to take up opportunities and see themselves through to completion, and how that 

incentive can be transferred to the others who do not.  

ii)  Virtual Reality Space 

In the second part of the meeting Richard McAdam, of The Virtual Space, brought a new dimension to the 

CoP’s continuing exploration of technology in education, and gave 

participants an opportunity to experience VR applications that are 

already available, or are soon to be made available.  

Richard believes that VR and education are a natural fit, and that 

VR has great potential to improve education in Africa.  There are 

over 80 million smartphones in Africa that can support some form 

of VR, and the technology to provide it is becoming more 

affordable and more readily available.    

VR offers highly engaging and interactive experiences that make 

learning effective, inspiring and fun.  It can present complex 

information in accessible ways. It merges technology and creativity to create illusions that offer a range of 

experiences and learning that learners would not be able to get in any other way. These include, for 

example, ‘field trips’ to a variety of local and international destinations, journeys through the organs of the 

human body and experiments in virtual laboratories.  

To read more on Richard McAdam’s presentation, click here. 

 

Discussion   

Participants touched on a variety of topics:   

● Issues of accessibility, equity and the ‘digital divide’  

● The importance of keeping a balance between VR as a tool for learning and as entertainment  

● The value of sensory experiences for learning (visual, auditory and the illusion of ‘physicality’ e.g. 

physical and biological science pictures and models)  

http://www.bridge.org.za/virtual-reality-possibilities-education/
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Ideas on using VR for maths included: 

● Illustrating displacement, movement in time, angles, spatial forms, trigonometry, the Fibonacci 

sequence  

● When writing problems, VR allows one to change the variables to create lots of examples, and to see 

the results of the changed variables  

● VR would make it possible to bring expensive equipment and resources into the classroom in the 

form of simulations. VR is software-based, so it can be copied in order to get it into more schools.               

 

  Facilitator’s summing up  

In his concluding remarks, the facilitator noted that if we can imagine it, it can be done – and probably will 

be done quite soon.  The wide variety of materials and technology that are rapidly becoming available means 

that it will become crucial for teachers to know how to select and incorporate these resources effectively in 

the classroom. This will need to be taught in teacher training.  

He observed that this demonstration of what technology can do also forces us to re-examine and redefine 

the teacher’s role. Is the teacher just a ‘giver of information’?  The computer can already do that better, but 

it still doesn’t negate the need for a teacher.  
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