
 

May the 4th industrial revolution leave no child behind -
Part 1
Last month, I had the pleasure of attending 23rd annual SciFest Africa Festival. An initiative of
the Grahamstown foundation, the event is aimed at promoting the public awareness,
understanding and appreciation for Science, Technology and Innovation (STI). Learners from all
around the Eastern Cape, private and public schools ranging from grade 4 - 12 attended the
festival, in the quest to learn something new and exciting about what the world of STI has to offer.
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As one of the exhibitors showcasing the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR’s) 3D printing
capability, which forms part of the 4th Industrial Revolution (4IR), I had the opportunity to connect with some
of the learners and educators. While engaging with the students, I noticed that there’s a difference between
learners who were in the private school system, former model c and the township/rural public school system
and I wondered, during these exciting times of 4IR, who would get the short end of the stick?

When showcasing our technologies to a young audience, we use an interactive approach by running quiz
competitions, games and, as part of the SciFest programme, we sometimes host workshops too. However,
this year, we focused more on quiz competitions and this is where I began to observe the differences. The
private school learners who came to our exhibition stand, could recognise 3D printed objects from afar.
Quite often, we would be met with enthusiastic comments like: “This is 3D printing right? My dad has one too
but it prints plastic objects” or “This is so cool, we learnt about 3D printing in class and we also went on a
field trip.” When it came to asking questions, they answered with confidence and those who were not sure,
were not afraid to ask questions. They were simply excited to learn more and throughout, they engaged with
confidence whether they answered correctly or not.

The former model c school learners who visited our exhibition stand knew of the 3D printing concept. They
understood its application in the health and housing sector and so they also answered the questions with
confidence, but they had never seen or touched a 3D printer, they simply had a good theoretical
understanding of it, whereas private school learners had been exposed to both.

Learners from township and rural schools, on the other hand, said that they have never heard of 3D printing
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or seen a 3D printer. So, we had to introduce the concept by making reference to everyday examples, such
as the process of how a normal printer would work – which they understood very well, especially when the
concept was explained in isiXhosa. I also noticed that when the concept of 3D printing and 4IR was being
explained in English, their eyes wandered and we lost their interest, but when we switched to isiXhosa and
we aligned these concepts to everyday things which they have seen or experienced, they were more willing
to express themselves freely and ask questions.

Another observation I made throughout the last year, was that most of the school tour visits I received largely
came from private or former model c schools in the Gauteng region. Rarely did I receive requests from
township or rural schools. It then dawned on me that for schools where affordability, access to facilities and
the internet is not an issue, class work and fieldwork learning is being integrated as part of everyday learning.
However, for learners who struggle to access the internet, don’t have a family member that owns a
technology piece like a 3D printer and cannot afford to travel to facilities like the CSIR to learn about cool
technologies that contribute towards 4IR, they are ultimately left behind. Over and above the lack of
exposure, the one subject that most people perceive to be intimidating is being communicated in a language
that is not their own, using concepts they have never heard of or seen before.

A report on Education in South African Rural Communities done by the Nelson Mandela Foundation states
that out of South Africa’s 11.4 million learners, 2.6 million are in KwaZulu-Natal, 2 million are in the Eastern
Cape and 1.7 million are in Limpopo. The remaining provinces have far smaller learner populations. Levels
of adult illiteracy and youth unemployment are also highest in these three provinces.

Further, according to a study published by Brand South Africa, the quality of education for most black
children is poor. In poorer communities, schools are still substandard, access to electricity and sanitation is
still a problem. Textbooks are not delivered and teachers are not motivated and well-supported. Poor
communities cannot support their schools and school governing bodies to the same extent as wealthier
communities. All these conditions reduce the earning potential and career mobility of those who do get jobs
– and limits the competitiveness of South African businesses. In this report, it also noted that while
socioeconomic conditions of learners constrain learning achievement, it is clear that in South Africa, unequal
schooling also aggravates socioeconomic disadvantage, rather than mitigate it.

This realisation left me feeling concerned because when I connected the dots post-observation, I wondered
who would then be in a better position to take full advantage of 4IR? Would it not be the child that has
access to information and the financial resources to experience education outside of the classroom?

In part 2 of this article, I’ll explore possible solutions to establishing a relatable and accessible approach to
communicating 4IR.
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