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While 2020 asked UpLearn to adapt, 2021 motivated UpLearn to embrace
connectedness in a revamped hybrid model. As a team, we returned to the
office with a need to unpack much time spent working physically siloed from
each other. Collaboration with students and key stakeholders such as the
CLCC and UNHCR were highlights, learnings from which informed decision
making.
Connectedness in our programme means structural and strategic decisions
are made in a manner that prioritises a sense of belonging for both students
and staff. As a student-centred programme, it became more important than
ever to assess the quality of the student experience throughout their
enrollment time and how each element impacts academic progress. The
hybrid model sought to combine the best aspects of remote and in-person
learning - uniting our tried and tested traditional methods with
technologically modern innovations. We continued to leverage new
technologies to create online learning spaces for our more advanced
students enrolled in Bachelor of Arts (BA) programmes. Students enrolled in
Associate degree programmes primarily returned to traditional in-person
classrooms where national lockdown guidelines allowed. Overall, we learned
that online spaces instil in students the technological skills that are desirable
in the modern-day workplace while in-person spaces can be leveraged as a
means for physical connectedness. Ultimately this culminated in the
programme's commitment to connected learning, in that UpLearn values a
holistic learning environment in which peer relationships, interests, and
opportunities are markers for academic success online and in-person.

HIGHLIGHTS
UpLearn’s advanced professional development
(APD) course ran four times in 2021. APD is an
asynchronistic, online course designed to keep
students up-to-date with current professional
trends and facilitate the development of
necessary professional skills. 30 students
passed APD with an overall score of 70%.

IMPACT
122 AA Graduates
15 BA Graduates

45

A group coaching model was successfully
piloted, with the intention of a gradual move to
a coaching model that better cultivates peerto-peer engagement.

A Student Representative Council (SRC) was
formed. The SRC aims to provide a student-led
space for students to give feedback. The
elected SRC members worked with UpLearn
directly to funnel feedback to the programme.

Prioritised psychosocial support in numerous
enrichment activities over and above a robust
wellbeing policy that was put into place.

Continued engagement in Connected Learning
in Crisis Consortium (CLCC) by attending
several workshops including a workshop series
titled ‘Connecting Refugees for Inclusion’ and
sat on the new CLCC membership taskforce

Contributed to the UNHCR’s global report titled
‘Connected
Education
For
Refugees:
Addressing the Digital Divide’.

INTERNSHIPS
COMPLETED IN 2021

2040+
948

1 ON 1 ACADEMIC COACHING
SESSIONS

1 ON 1 TUTORIAL
SESSIONS

49
APPLICATIONS RECEIVED
IN LAST CALL FOR
APPLICATIONS

43%
MALE

57%
FEMALE

INTERNSHIPS
COMPLETED TO DATE

350+
HOURS SPENT
IN THE CLASSROOM
(IN PERSON + ONLINE)

Navigating a new digital world
At the start of the pandemic, education sites across South Africa were forced to close – including Scalabrini’s
English School and UpLearn Programme. This led to almost overnight changes to teaching methods and the
Scalabrini teams needing to “get creative”. While efforts across the country were impressive, this time also
highlighted the country’s huge digital divide. Both the English School and UpLearn teams adapted quickly to
continue serving their students.

TIME FOR ACTION
Shock was the resounding feeling between both programmes and their students at this time. Not dwelling on
this feeling for too long, the teams moved into action. Some UpLearn students had laptops from 2019 and the
team developed a Smartphone Guide for students using their phones, explained Tavia Viglietti, UpLearn’s
Academic Coordinator.
English School was quick to move their classes into the digital space through the use of WhatsApp. Rhoda
van Schalkwyk, the previous English School manager, explained that at first an informal system was set up,
but the team realised that they needed something more concrete. “We had a meeting, we put our heads
together and we built a system.” Little did they know at the time, how far WhatsApp would increase their
reach.

REFLECTIONS FROM STUDENTS
MBOMBO: “IT’S ALL ABOUT CONNECTION”
Mbombo is a caregiver and started studying Healthcare Management with UpLearn in 2018. The pandemic
brought hard times on him and his family as work became scarce. “Most of the time there were no patients
for me. It was a very hard time.” Through these difficult times, Mbombo was able to continue his studies with
UpLearn online, something he feels proud of. While the pandemic complicated Mbombo's work life, emerging
from these difficult years with a degree was something that gave him hope.
Mbombo stayed touch with his classmates by helping them with their online projects if they were struggling
and says that his UpLearn coach was always available to help him. This was important to him. “It [technology]
connects people. It’s all about connection”, he says.
He sees online learning as being “a very positive thing” and has welcomed the opportunity to continue
studying with UpLearn online.

JHO: “ENGLISH IS KEY FOR FOREIGNERS IN SOUTH
AFRICA”
When Jho arrived in South Africa, he quickly realised the importance of being able to speak English. He had
studied English while still living in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), but found it difficult to be able to
communicate once living in Cape Town. “It was difficult for me to express myself. The lack of words made
things very complicated for me.” This was when he registered with English School.

“English is key for foreigners here in South Africa. You may have skills and knowledge, but if you
cannot communicate, it’s going to be very difficult for you to do what you want to do,” he
explains.
Jho has appreciated being able to continue learning English from home when the centre closed.
Describing himself as a ‘people’s person’, he looks forward to finding a job where he can work
directly with clients and put his new language skills to use.

CELEBRATING THE SUCCESSES
Through the WhatsApp classes, English School has been able to reach students from across the
continent. “We have students not only from Cape Town, but DRC, Somalia, Turkey and more!”
says Rhoda. With English School being able to expand their reach, they have also seen “huge
buy-in from teachers”, who are committing to longer terms. “A marker of success for the team
has also been the fact that old students are referring people that they know to the school.”
UpLearn saw the realities of the pandemic when students struggled to stay on track. “Many of
our students lost jobs, which meant less money for data, needing to go look for work, looking
after and feeding your children – all of these things are more important than studying.” At times,
it was difficult for the team to keep students motivated, but they were able to get many of the
students back on track and celebrated two graduation ceremonies. “We had students who could
graduate alongside other students from all over the world,” she says. “This is the ultimate marker
of success for us. This year was really hard, but students are still graduating! How amazing to
look back on this difficult, historical year and to be able to say that “I got a degree in that year!”
There is so much potential with education going digital, but with inequality in South Africa, there
is a real risk of a technological division between people who have access and those who don’t.
This has been an opportunity to take learnings from both sides. Both English School and UpLearn
have embraced these learnings and continue to find ways to serve their students and adapt
where necessary. Both teams are proud that they could continue serving students. A big learning
to come out of this time was that “there is so much more to learning than curriculum. There are
psycho-social benefits to students coming together in a physical place of learning.”

"This year was really hard,
but students are still
graduating!"

looking forward...
In 2022, UpLearn intends to strengthen its
academic and psychosocial support services.
Utilising progress data, coaching perspectives
and students' experience UpLearn will deliver
targeted academic interventions to be delivered
in our set academic structures such as teaching
week, in-lab support and tutorials. The group
coaching model will be instrumental in creating
avenues for peer support while linking students to
consistent personal and academic support. We
are also resolved to continue to utilise the online
tools and structures created in adaptation to
COVID-19 in combination with in-person
interventions and spaces.
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