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Access to education is widely recognised as a basic human right, and the United Nations has
set the objective of ensuring “inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong
learning opportunities for all” by 2030 (Sustainable Development Goal 4; United Nations
2022). This will require ensuring lifelong learning opportunities from early childhood to adult
education (Global Campaign for Education 2022). South Africa’s Bill of Rights – Chapter 2 of
the Constitution – specifies that “everyone has the right (a) to a basic education, including
adult basic education; and (b) to further education, which the state, through reasonable
measures, must make progressively available and accessible” (South African Government
1996).

It is also widely recognised that access to quality education is a necessary condition for the
acquisition of present and future skills, economic development and prosperity. A recent
analysis by the UN examined the connection between the demographic trends for 15-24
year-olds and the prospects for sustainable development over the next half-century. In 32
countries across the world, less than 80% of 15-24 year olds are literate, a problem that is
compounded by demographic growth, with 18 of these countries projected to see a 40%
increase in the proportion of young adults over the next few years. In Africa there were
226m young adults aged 15-24 in 2015; 19% of the global youth population. By 2030, the
number of young adults in Africa will increase by 42% (United Nations 2015).
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Figure 1   Youth aged 15-24, by region, 1950-2060 (source: United Nations 2015)

The UN study also showed that some countries that will have high growth rates for young
adults also have high youth unemployment rates (United Nations 2015). South Africa is a
case in point, with a current rate of youth unemployment in excess of 50%. “Even in
countries where youth unemployment rates are comparatively low, rapid growth in the
number of youth over the coming years could challenge sustainable development, if labour
markets are unable to absorb rapidly increasing numbers of young workers” (United Nations
2015).

The challenge of providing access to quality education is exacerbated by the escalating
complexity of the knowledge and skills required of the workforce of the future; the widening
impact of digital innovation:

“The Fourth Industrial Revolution represents a fundamental change in the way we live, work
and relate to one another. It is a new chapter in human development, enabled by
extraordinary technology advances commensurate with those of the first, second and third
industrial revolutions. These advances are merging the physical, digital and biological worlds
in ways that create both huge promise and potential peril. The speed, breadth and depth of
this revolution is forcing us to rethink how countries develop, how organisations create value
and even what it means to be human” (World Economic Forum 2022).

The regional significance of these emerging requirements is the theme of the Presidential
Commission, which reported in 2020: “South Africa's grand challenges, poverty, inequality
and unemployment, mediate all considerations of the kind of future we ought to plan for.
Additionally, the 4IR also poses questions to our current conceptualisations of the path to
dignified and meaningful work and life … The 4IR is not only about changes in production
methodologies but also a new concept of human life and identity” (South African
Government 2020; see also Marwala 2020).

But despite this broad consensus that access to quality education is essential, both as a
private good and as a public benefit, long-standing policies and systems for teaching and
learning are failing. For example, Unicef’s Office of Research has highlighted inequalities in
the provision of education in 41 of the world’s wealthiest countries: “by Grade 4, around
age 10, there are large gaps in children’s reading abilities. In almost all countries, more than
10 per cent of children do not reach an intermediate level of reading proficiency expected at
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this age. There are also large inequalities in children’s reading scores at age 15. … High
national wealth is no guarantee of high equality. Some of the poorest countries included in
this report, such as Latvia and Lithuania, have higher preschool enrolment rates and lower
inequality in reading performance in primary and secondary school than those with far
greater resources” (Unicef Office of Research 2018). In a second, more recent, example a
parliamentary study reported on the attainment gap across schooling in Britain; the
relationship between socioeconomic circumstances and school leaving results. The report
found that the attainment gap between pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds and their
better-off classmates is substantial across a range of different measures, widens through the
school years, and shows marked regional differences. For mathematics and physics, a learner
in a disadvantaged area is 22% less likely to have a teacher with a degree in the subject than
a learner in an affluent school (All-Party Parliamentary Group on Social Mobility 2019).

These challenges have been accentuated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which disrupted
education from March 2020. By January 2022, an estimated 616m learners across the world
had been affected by school closures and other disruptions to their education. In low- and
middle-income countries, learning losses to school closures have left up to 70% of
10-year-olds unable to read or understand a simple text, up from 53% before the pandemic.
In the US, learning losses have been observed in many states. For example, in Texas two
thirds of learners in grade 3 tested below their grade level in maths in 2021, compared to
50% in 2019. In South Africa, learners are between 75% and a full school year behind where
they should be and between 400,000 to 500,000 students are reported to have dropped out
of school altogether between March 2020 and July 2021 (Unicef 2022).

The proposition set out in this report is that fundamental changes are required in the
conceptualisation of the ways in which we provide access to quality teaching and learning.
New and emerging digital technologies can create a personal experience for each and every
learner and can break the boundaries of geographic location, widening the opportunity of
access for all. At present, leading edge digital technologies are mostly used within the
conventional teaching paradigm, exacerbating the challenges and inequalities that have
been outlined here. Looking ahead, the key to making best use of digital innovations is to
rethink the concepts of “teacher” and “school”. Breaking free from the constraints of
tradition will result in significant improvements in both the efficiency and effectiveness of
providing access to quality education at scale, taking us closer to the ideal set out in the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.

Our vision at the Valenture Institute is to free learners, everywhere, to realise their
potential. There are four key components to this approach. Firstly, and through the use of
appropriate technologies and revised role allocations, teachers must be empowered to
teach. Secondly, cohort-based teaching, in which learners move through a curriculum as a
collective, must be mediated by self-paced learning to ensure that essential competencies
are acquired. Thirdly, learners must be unchained from the physical constraints of the
traditional school campus. And fourthly, carefully selected and applied digital technologies
must be used to optimise blended learning solutions and data-enabled learning journeys.
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Teachers must be empowered to teach. It is widely recognised that teachers work excessive
hours, often under stressful conditions, and that administrative duties and learner support
functions take away time that should be committed to direct engagement with learners. For
example, a study by the Institute of Education, University College London, found that across
England, a quarter of teachers work more than 60 hours per week during term time, 40%
report that they usually work in the evening and around 10% during the weekend. Research
with in-service and former teachers has concluded that workload - in particular the
overly-bureaucratic requirements for planning, marking and data entry - are driving teachers
out of the profession (Allen et al. 2019). The data summarised in Figure 2 shows that
secondary school teachers across England work an average of more than 52 hours a week of
which more than 32 hours – 62% - is on non-teaching tasks. Studies from a range of other
countries tell a similar story.

Figure 2 Average time spent on teaching and non-teaching tasks by secondary school teachers in England (Allen et.al 2019)

Cohort-based teaching must be mediated by the opportunity for each learner to acquire the
full set of required competencies. Across the world secondary schooling – the focus of this
paper – is structured according to the expectations of the average learner in her or his age
group. In order to meet the requirement that all learners are ready to progress to the next
grade at the end of the school year, the teacher must teach to the middle while attempting
both to provide support for those in the class who are struggling to keep up, and to keep
learners who are ahead from disengaging through boredom. A focus on competence,
enabled by new digital technologies, addresses these problems by enabling learners to
comprehend concepts and associated information in their entirety before moving forward to
the next set of competencies in the curriculum. In turn, this allows teachers to personalize
students’ learning experience, so that some learners have additional time to understand the
course content or develop a particular skill, empowering all students to progress as close as
possible to their own requirements (Bouchrika 2021; see also McCourt 2019).

Learners must be freed from the constraints of the traditional physical campus. The
obligation for learners to attend a conventional school campus in person is increasingly
difficult to sustain, particularly for publicly-funded education. In Britain, where schooling is
centrally funded, funding of state schools has declined steadily over the past decade. A
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recent government survey of 22 000 state schools has found that there is a maintenance
backlog for buildings and infrastructure of more than £11bn ($14bn; Adams 2021). In the
United States, the federal government has not invested significantly in public school
infrastructure and buildings since 1935 and funding by state legislatures is inconsistent and,
in some states, non-existent. Schools rather depend on local governments, with the result
that schools in areas with high property values tend to be much better supported than
schools serving poor communities. Recent reports indicate that investment of at least
$100bn will be required to deal with maintenance backlogs for public schools across the US
(Lieberman 2021).

Figure 3  Maintenance requirements for public schools in the United States (Lieberman 2021)

In addition to significant capital investment and maintenance costs of traditional school
campuses, the existing model of education provision systematically disadvantages learners
from poor communities. For example, an analysis of daily patterns of learners traveling to
school in an urban region in South Africa found that “overall, primary-school-aged children
in Soweto-Johannesburg are shown to be travelling substantial distances to school on a daily
basis. Over a third travel more than 3 km one way to school, 60% attend schools outside of
the suburb in which they live, and only 18% attend their nearest school” (De Kadt, Norris,
Fleisch, Richter and Alvanides 2014). This was because families were avoiding local and
poorly-resourced schools in attempts to secure better education opportunities for their
children and, in doing so, were incurring a “poverty tax” in exercising their constitutional
right to equal opportunities. In Brazil access to free and efficient transport to school is a legal
requirement. However, public authorities have struggled to meet this obligation. This means
that learners in some rural areas are obliged to commute for more than four hours to reach
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their schools: “conditions of the physical access to the school imposed upon the children
living in rural areas, which jeopardize their social inclusion process that should be assured by
the education system” (Carvalho, Yamashita and Quilherme de Aragão 2016).

Digital technologies must be used to optimise blended learning solutions and data-enabled
learning journeys. We are in the early stage of an exponential increase in online provision
and AI-driven experiential learning, and the necessities of emergency remote teaching,
driven by the COVID-19 pandemic, have fuelled a surge in digital education innovation.

In conceptualising this innovation trajectory, learning should be thought of as a continuum,
from early childhood development through to postsecondary specialisations, rather than as
segmented bureaucratic structures. New digital technologies open up the possibility of an
individualised, secure and encrypted keychain for each and every learner that allows them
to make the best use of their lifetime educational assets. Rather than a plethora of
transcripts, certificates and reports through successive stages of schooling and
post-secondary education, future learners will have a secure and verifiable digital record of
lifetime achievements – their individual learning journeys. For example, the blockchain of
learning logs (BOLL) is an experimental platform that enable learners to move their learning
records from one institution to another in a secure and verifiable format, by maintaining
digital hashes of learning activities and managing access rights through the use of smart
contracts on the blockchain (Ocheja, Flanagan et al. 2019). Within the next few years, such
records will be a standard requirement across all education systems.

At one end of this learning spectrum, new online applications are enhancing interaction,
engagement and group project work in asynchronous courses. Such tools can be used for
content delivery, assessment, feedback and social-emotional learning, for both individual
and group learning tasks (Hockenbary 2021). A good example of a new generation
application that is increasingly being used in schools in Flipgrid (https://info.flipgrid.com/).
Flipgrid, which is free to use, is a video tool that allows teachers to post self-authored videos
with accompanying text. Learners are prompted to respond with their own videos, made on
the Flipgrid platform, augmented with emoji, text, stickers, drawings, or custom stickers.
Learners can also work together, online and synchronously or asynchronously, to create
joint projects. The service can be accessed online from nearly any device with a camera;
laptops, tablets, smartphones and desktop computers (Edwards 2021).

At the other end of the spectrum, the severe challenges of emergency remote teaching
during the COVID-19 pandemic, combined with the innovation surge in edtech, is prompting
the development of scenarios for a comprehensive transformation of higher education. An
example here is “Learning and Teaching Reimagined”, a vision for British universities in 2030.
In this vision, the university experience of the future will be based on “a complete digital
transformation of higher education learning and teaching” that will be “attractive to all
students, seamlessly spans the physical and virtual worlds and is of the highest academic
quality. Students of all ages and in any location can participate by learning flexibly around
work and family commitments and across time zones”. Universities will have “grown their
student communities, expanding smoothly beyond their physical bases into the virtual
world”. Students will “move fluidly across physical, digital and social experiences” and will
benefit from personalised learning experiences enabled by artificial intelligence. This will be
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a “culture of learning and teaching excellence”, with high academic standards that are
achieved “through innovations in pedagogy that bring learning to life in the most effective
and compelling way” (Maguire, Dale and Pauli 2020).

In essence, new and emerging digital technologies together provide one key to many doors.
Teachers can be freed to teach, rather than being burdened with administrative duties.
Capital intensive school campuses can be replaced by far more efficient digitally-enabled
community-embedded micro-schools. “Teaching to the middle” can be replaced by
personalised learning journeys, connecting the successive stages of education as a
continuum. Learners and guardians can be given control over the documentation and
verification of their personal learning assets, through encrypted and verified personal
education records.

South Africa’s education system shares the core characteristics of schooling in the North and
West; a legacy of British colonialism layered with racial segregation. But South Africa also
has the unfortunate distinction of being the most unequal country in the world, with a Gini
Coefficient of 0.63 against a global average of 0.37 (World Population Review 2022).1 As a
result, the symptoms of a failing education system are acute; low levels of education
attainment, a crisis in teacher supply, and an inability to maintain and build sufficient
schools. This in turn results in dysfunctionality between supply and demand in the labour
market, resulting in the combination of high levels of unemployment and skills shortages.

Across South Africa, low levels of educational attainment perpetuate economic inequality.
Of the 100 learners who start school in South Africa, only 40 will attain a National Senior
Certificate that marks the end of secondary schooling in grade 12, and only six will continue
to achieve a tertiary qualification (Spaull 2019). The Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS) sheds more light on this by analysing the curricula and levels of
attainment in mathematics and science across 64 countries. For South Africa, the 2019 study
focussed on Grade 5 and sampled 297 schools, 294 mathematics educators, 295 science
educators and 11 903 learners. In both subjects, South Africa ranked 61st out of 64
countries. The TIMSS methodology also sets a benchmark for basic competency in the
subject area. For the South African learners in the 2019 study, 63% had not acquired basic
mathematical knowledge and 72% had not acquired basic science knowledge in Grade 5
(Reddy et al 2020).

State schools in South Africa are ranked into five poverty index quintiles; the lower the
quintile ranking, the more under-resourced the school and the more likely that learners
come from poorer households. Through successive studies, the TIMMS data show a strong
relationship between attainment levels in mathematics and science and school quintiles
(Figure 4; Reddy et al 2020).

1 The Gini Coefficient measures the distribution of incomes across income percentiles with 0
representing perfect equality and 1 representing perfect inequality, irrespective of the
overall wealth of a country.
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Figure 4 Grade 5 performance in Mathematics and Science across school quintiles and independent schools (Reddy et al.
2020)

This data shows that the highest performance in Mathematics in South Africa is for the 15%
of learners who were enrolled in Quintile 5 schools – the best resourced of the state schools.
But at the same time average achievement of 487 points positions this sub-set of schools,
that are well resourced and serve the most affluent households in South Africa, in the lowest
25% for attainment when compared to a wide range of other countries.

The wide variation in attainment in each of the successive grades in the South African school
curriculum accentuates the problem of “teaching to the middle”. In a study published in
2015, Spaull and Kotze analysed a year of learning in Mathematics across a range of grades.
Their primary findings were that, by grade 3, only 16% of learners were achieving the
required standard for the grade. Within the grade 3 cohort, the learning gap between the
20% of children from the wealthiest families and the 60% of children from the poorest
families was the equivalent of three grade levels and that, by grade 9, this had increased to
the equivalent of four grade levels (Spaull and Kotze 2015). Figure 5 clearly shows the
challenge for teachers in many of South Africa’s state schools as they struggle to meet the
needs, in the same classroom, of learners with very different levels of attainment.
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Figure 5 The learning gap for Mathematics across South African Schools (Spaull and Kotze 2015)

These challenges are accentuated by a crisis in teacher supply and the inability of the state
to adequately maintain existing schools, and to build new schools. A recent analysis by
Stellenbosch University’s unit for Research on Socio-Economic Policy (ReSEP) has shown that
there is an emerging crisis in recruiting teachers. Between now and 2030, almost half of the
current teacher workforce will retire. To account for this and for the expansion of school
capacity to meet demographic growth, new appointments of teachers to South Africa’s
public schools will need to double in the next eight years (Van der Berg, Gustafsson and
Burger 2020).

At the same time, the Department of Basic Education, like their equivalents in other parts of
the world, are struggling to provide the infrastructure required by the current schooling
model. A national campaign for addressing this backlog was initiated in 2013 and comprises
two programmes. The Sanitation Appropriate For Education (SAFE) Initiative is aimed at
replacing basic pit toilets with appropriate sanitation with 2 806 schools targeted for
improvements. The Accelerated School Infrastructure Delivery Initiative (ASIDI) included
more than 300 schools that had to be replaced completely. But progress has been slow and
the initial target of catching up in outstanding upgrades and maintenance by the end of 2020
was not achieved (Equal Education 2020). The government’s 2022 budget allocated R17.5bn
($1.25bn) towards the remaining infrastructure backlog (South African Government 2022).
But it is important to note that these allocations are for existing school infrastructure, and
do not include the new schools that will be required to meet South Africa’s projected
population growth.

Overall, the dysfunctionality of South Africa’s current system of schooling perpetuates a
serious mismatch between supply and demand in the labour market. For 2021, Statistics
South Africa reported that the overall unemployment rate was 32.6%, but was 63% for those
aged between 15 and 24. Only 20.6% of those in this age group were recorded as
participating in the labour market, indicating a labour market absorption rate of 7.6%. In
addition, a significant number of young people were recorded as not in education or training
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either. Expressed in term of numbers, of the 10.2m people aged 15 to 24, approximately
3.3m – about one third – were not in education, training or employment (StatsSA 2021). At
the same time, though, South Africa is experiencing an acute skills shortage in some
economic sectors. The Allianz risk barometer covered 89 countries and identified skills
shortages as the eighth biggest risk facing businesses in South Africa at present (Allianz
2022). At risk sectors include engineering, construction, healthcare, real estate and the
public service (BusinessTech 2022).

When the core characteristics of schooling in South Africa are considered together, a stark
duality is evident. In 2020, South Africa spent 6.8% of GDP on education provision, against a
world average of 3.7%, an average across the European Union of 4.6% and an average for
sub-Saharan Africa of 3.5% (World Bank 2021). And yet this comparatively high level of
expenditure has done little to shift South Africa from the bottom of the global league table
in terms of the attainment levels of learners. In this respect, the legacy of apartheid is
everywhere apparent:

“Who you are (race) where you come from (urban / rural ) what your parents earn (class)
and which school you attend strongly determines the educational outcomes and the life
chances of a student. Put plainly, a black child born to poor parents in a deep rural area
while attending a dysfunctional school on average has little to no chance of escaping a life of
poverty despite the education received” (Jansen 2019).

But at the same time, South Africa’s challenges are an amplification of the world’s problems;
innovations in education provision that are applied in South Africa serve as a wind tunnel for
testing new approaches that have global potential. This is why the UCT Online High School,
launched in January this year in partnership with the Valenture Institute, is significant both
for equitable access to quality education in South Africa, and also for opening new
approaches elsewhere in the world.

The UCT Online High School was launched in January 2022, with an initial enrolment of 4000
learners in Grades 8 to 11 (UCT Online High School 2022). Prior to this, the blueprint for
learning and teaching had been trialled intensively in a pilot project embedded in a low
income community in the Cape Town metropolitan region.

Beacon Hill Secondary School is one of 85 schools in the township of Mitchells Plain, 30kms
from Cape Town’s Central Business District with a population of about 350 000 people. In
the last census, 35% of those older than 20 had completed schooling to grade 12 and
unemployment was at 24%. Mitchells Plain had a wide socioeconomic spectrum, with 38%
of households reporting a combined monthly income of R3 200 ($230) or less (City of Cape
Town 2013). The Beacon Hill pilot project was in partnership with the Western Cape
Education Department, with a cohort of 27 grade 9 learners from a representative range of
backgrounds and prior academic attainment. Before joining the programme, 82% of learners
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in the cohort had not used a laptop or computer and diagnostic tests showed average
numeracy and literacy gaps of several grade levels, as is common in South African schools.

For this pilot, Beacon Hill made a disused storeroom available, which was converted into a
home base where learners had the support of a resident coach; all teaching was online, and
learners were free to study from the home base, at home, or elsewhere. The first term
began on 10 February 2020; six weeks later the COVID-19 pandemic led to all schools in
South Africa being closed and a national lockdown being declared. We ensured that each
learner had the means to work from home and we were able to continue with the academic
programme, uninterrupted for five months until learners were allowed to return to the
home base in August 2020 (iBhodi Trust 2021). Our school was the only one in Mitchells
Plain not to have its academic programme disrupted by the COVID-19 school closures.

Figure 6  The iBhodi digital-first blended learning model (iBhodi Trust 2021)

We started with an online 12-week numeracy and literacy remediation programme to
address conceptual and skills gaps. This resulted in the class mathematics average increasing
from 23% to 65%, and the class English average increasing from 40% to 57%. Looked at
another way, these grade 9 learners began our programme with an average subject mastery
at grade 4 level and finished their initial 12-week online bootcamp with an average mastery
at grade 7 level. Further, learners substantially improved in internationally-normed literacy
and numeracy diagnostic assessments, outperforming the international average in one
literacy skill area (iBhodi Trust 2021).
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Figure 7 Improvements in English skills, comprehension and Mathematics achieved through the 12-week online remediation
course (iBhodi Trust 2021)

The second term began in April 2021, with preparation for mid-year examinations in April
and May. The results of the examinations showed improvements in class averages in 5 of 6
subjects, with the sharpest increases seen in Mathematics, Science and Social Studies. For
Mathematics, the proportion of learners achieving above 40% tripled (from 17% of learners
to 50% of learners). For Science, this proportion more than doubled (from 42% to 86%) and
for Social Sciences this proportion nearly tripled (from 33% to 88%). Comparisons with other
schools in Mitchells Plain, which serve learners with similar backgrounds, are significant. In
this first iBhodi Trust cohort of mixed ability students, all learners are completing grade 10
level English, Mathematics and Science and more than 80% of learners (50% in the case of
Mathematics) are achieving more than 40%. By comparison only one out of every five
learners in Mitchells Plain high schools, who completed their secondary schooling in grade
12 in 2020, took Mathematics and fewer than one in seven achieved more than 30%. For
Physical Sciences, only one in seven Mitchells Plain grade 12s wrote their final exams and
less than one in ten achieved more than 30% (iBhodi Trust 2021). Based on this comparison,
we are confident that, when the 27 learners in our pilot school sit the National Senior
Certificate examinations at the end of grade 12, they will exceed the outcomes achieved by
all other schools in Mitchells Plain.

The Beacon Hill pilot project has tested the key concepts of our online learning model.
Following from this, and from the crisis in education provision in South Africa and across the
world that has been summarisied in this report, the question is this: how do we leverage
technology to address these challenges at scale – the objective of the UCT Online High
School? Our theory of change can be summarised as follows:

if we can use new and emerging technologies to free teachers to teach and to give learners,
wherever they are, access to the best teachers, then we will free education from the crisis of
teacher supply, the deadweight of deteriorating physical infrastructure, and the systematic
disadvantage faced by learners from poor communities. In turn, this will free the potential of
the future workforce to contribute to the prosperity of everyone.

How is this working out in practice in the first year of the UCT Online High School?

Freeing teachers to teach: at the UCT Online High School, the responsibilities of the teacher
have been broken down into separate roles, performed by technology solutions or by
specialists: learning designers who create lesson content; lesson facilitators who deliver live
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lessons; tutors for small group and one-to-one intervention; and pastoral mentors who have
psychology or counselling backgrounds (Figure 8).

TRADITIONAL EDUCATION UCT ONLINE HIGH SCHOOL

 Teacher Technology Teacher Mentor Other

Lesson planner x x    

Material development x x    

Learning Design x x    

Scheduling x x    

Attendance tracking x x    

Identifying at-risk learners x x    

Didactic instruction x x    

Classroom management x  x   

Setting assessments x x    

Grading assessments x x x   

Group work facilitator x  x   

Diagnosing learning gaps x x

Remediating learning gaps X x x

Administration x x

Parent engagement x x x

Role model x x x

Pastoral care x x

Motivator x x

Tech support for students x x

Learning technologist x x

Safeguarding x x

Facilities manager x

Social worker x

Figure 8 Freeing teachers to teach - the UCT Online High School model

It has also become apparent that teachers need to think differently about the organisational
structures in which they work. Lindy Hockenbary, an online-learning specialist who has
worked extensively with teachers in response to the COVID crisis in education, writes: ”do
not replicate face-to-face instruction in an online learning environment. You cannot shift
from face-to-face to online learning without changing elements of the learning experience. If
your online course is a clone of your face-to-face course, you and your students will not
enjoy online learning. The learning process is not something that can simply slide from
face-to-face to online without transforming in some way” (Hockenbary 2021. See also Gurley
2018).

Freeing learners to learn: our objective at the UCT Online High School is to enhance each
student’s learning journey by introducing a competency-based approach within the
requirements of the Department of Basic Education’s nation-wide Curriculum and
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Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), that governs all state schools. For this reason, core
teaching is delivered online and asynchronously, allowing learners to set their own pace
within well defined parameters. Asynchronicity is mediated by real-time online engagement
with teachers and focussed small group tutorials for learners who fall behind on the optimal
timeline for progressing through each subject in each grade.

Freeing learners from the constraints of the traditional school campus requires a conscious
and considered focus on the online co-curriculum – the array of opportunities for learners to
interact with peers, teachers and coaches to ensure continual gains is socio-emotional
learning and the opportunity to be part of a community of practice. Figure 8 has detailed the
role of mentorship in the disaggregated teacher model (parental engagement, role
modelling, pastoral care, motivation) and each learner enrolled in the UCT Online High
School receives support from a qualified coach for socio-emotional support. Learners are
encouraged to enrol in a selection of the High School’s 50 virtual clubs, participate in
community service and take advantage of affiliated extracurricular activities in the areas
where they live. We also use Meetup (https://www.meetup.com/) to enable peer-to-peer
connections across common interests.

Access to technology – digital equity – remains a significant issue (Reddy et al. 2020). The
“digital divide” has long been recognised and there is no doubt that the forced migration of
millions of learners across the word to emergency remote teaching because of Covid-19 has
exacerbated existing socioeconomic inequalities. This dimension has been reaffirmed at the
micro level in the experiences of learners enrolled in our Beacon Hill pilot; learners,
particularly from poorer households, enjoy their experience more and perform better when
they access their online courses from the home base. In addition, the price of data is still
comparatively high; a 2021 comparison across 230 countries ranked South Africa 136th for
the cost of 1GB of mobile data (Cable.co.uk 2021). However, taking this aspect of the
Beacon Hill pilot further requires regulatory changes to school registration policies and the
universal role out of progressive requirements that data charges for educational institutions
are zero rated. These key upgrades to the UCT Online High School model will be
implemented as they become available.

This model for change is enabled by two key enabling conditions – the appropriate use of
data and learning analytics, and the pricing of learner enrolment.

Digital data is the gold dust of online education provision. When properly defined and
collected ethically and within the framework of privacy and data collection regulations,
digital data points allow retrospective analysis of what worked and what did not, real-time
monitoring of learner performance and predictive analytics that monitor learners’ future
needs (Liebowitz 2022; Vanthienen and De Witte 2017; Viberg and Grönlund 2022). By
systematically collecting individual learner data from log-in records, knowledge checks,
survey responses and formal assessment exercises we are able to monitor individual
attainment as learners move through their curricula and make timely interventions to
provide support where this is required. We are also able to provide learners themselves
with validated records of the full breadth of their achievement through successive grades.
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Appropriate pricing is the key to making the right of access to basic education – a core
principle in the South African Constitution – a reality in practice. As has been shown earlier
in this paper, aspects of educational inequality in South Africa include a school’s location,
whether it is a public or a private institution and its racial composition. But as Spaull (2019)
has shown, these various dimensions of inequality “are simply different refractions of the
same underlying inequalities. On average in South Africa White students perform better
than Black students as do those attending Quintile 5, fee - charging or Independent schools
together with those living in either Gauteng or the Western Cape relative to their
counter-part groups. In each case this is essentially repetition the same tune in a different
key. The common denominator across all dimensions is the fee-status of the school and the
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unique and part of a lifetime continuum in education.
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