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PREFACE 
he COVID-19 global pandemic has led to the temporary closure of schools all across the 
world.  Globally, it is estimated that more than 1 billion children are out of the classroom.1  In 
South Africa, it is estimated that nearly 12 million children have been affected by the 
shutdown of schools during this unprecedented crisis.2  We are only beginning to touch the 

surface of understanding the short, medium and the long-term effects of COVID-19.  However, 
amidst the prevailing uncertainties, the inherent importance, and critical reliance on the internet 
has emerged as a constant.  It cannot be gainsaid that the current global health crisis has made it 
“clear that internet access is not only an essential public good and basic need — it is a lifeline.”3 

As part of South Africa’s response to the pandemic, South African schools have been temporarily 
closed, with various attempts of phased reopening, subsequent closures, and further attempts of 
returning learners to classrooms.4  While the response by the South African government has been 
complicated and uncertain, remote, and online learning has become central to the continuation of 
the school year.  However, and owing to disproportion means of access and connectivity, for many 
South African learners going digital is not an option.  Some learners have expressed concern and 
anxiety that they are falling behind with limited or no access to online learning resources.  These 
learners are isolated and often feel that there is no one to ask for help.5  Parents and caregivers, 
who are facing their own challenges and anxieties occasioned by the pandemic, are struggling to 
afford the data necessary to facilitate online learning.6  The pervasiveness of existing issues 
pertaining to access, connectivity, and digital literacy have been magnified by COVID-19, and there 
are grave concerns that many learners are being left behind. 

Despite these overwhelming challenges, there have been important steps by both the 
South African government, the private sector and civil society to assist in facilitating access to the 
digital environment.  There appears to be a shifting narrative that COVID-19 has been a wakeup 
call, and a “motivating factor towards digital transformation in the education sector”.7  As we 
reflect on these steps, it is important that we remain mindful of the broader issues pertaining to 
access, which will be discussed throughout this report.  However, we must be equally mindful that 
while these issues are likely to remain in a post-COVID world, it is clear that new, innovate, and 
meaningful solutions to ensure that learners are afforded necessary educational opportunities 
both on and offline are within reach. 

During the lockdown in South Africa, the Department of Basic Education made educational 
resources available online, worked towards making electronic readers available online, and 
entered into partnerships with mobile network operators to ensure that that platforms carrying 
curriculum content were zero-rated.8  In March 2020, shortly after South Africa had gone into a 
lockdown period, a non-profit organisation, Africa Teen Geeks, in partnership with the Department 
of Basic Education and the Sasol Foundation, developed a free science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics (STEM) Lockdown Digital School, through an artificial-intelligence-based 
educational platform, affectionately referred to as Ms Zora.  By April 2020, the STEM Lockdown 
Digital School expanded into community television in order to reach even more learners.9  Further 
to this, there has been intergovernmental efforts to advance access for leaners.  The Department 
of Communications and Digital Technologies has published directions which provide a framework 
for the zero-rating of websites for education and health.10  Websites identified for educational 
purposes include local websites offering free access to educational content resources, local 
commercial websites that offer all learners unconditional or free access to educational content, 
and national and provincial education department websites.  Additionally, the Department of 

T 
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Communications and Digital Technologies has partnered with the Department of Basic Education 
to identify 152 sites in 76 education districts.  These sites will be equipped with Virtual Classroom 
infrastructure.11 

The telecommunications industry also played an active role in supporting access to education 
during this critical time.  Telkom, Africa’s largest integrated communications company, made 
government and education sites access-free on their network.12  Vodacom and MTN, major mobile 
network operators in South Africa zero-rated learning platforms.13  In addition, Vodacom offered a 
zero-rated e-school portal with content for grades R to 12 (approximately learners between the 
ages of 5 and 18).14  The MTN Foundation partnered with the Department of Basic Education and 
the Siyavula Foundation to support 
Grade 10, 11 and 12 learners (aged 
between 15 and 18).15 

Prolonged and heightened tech-
dependence will become a 
ubiquitous part of society, and we 
will no doubt continue to see 
significant shifts in the education 
landscape.  Along with the increasing 
acceptance that “internet rights and 
freedoms are more important now 
than ever before,”16 it is increasingly 
apparent that it is possible to provide 
internet access to leaners.  South 
Africa still has a long way to go in 
terms of providing meaningful 
access and connectivity, and the 
current crisis has magnified how 
access to digital literacy skills as well 
as affordable and quality internet 
coverage remains unevenly 
distributed in South Africa.  
However, the collective efforts of 
government, the private sector, and 
civil society have illustrated that 
providing internet access to learners 
is achievable.  While the challenges, 
particularly in the current context 
may at times appear 
insurmountable, the opportunities 
are endless. 

At worst, COVID-19 has shown us 
what is possible and what is within 
our available means. At best, it will 
signify an intentional and meaningful 
stride towards a “new normal” 
where education is available to all 
learners, both off- and online.  
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INTRODUCTION: THE 

SOUTH AFRICAN DIGITAL 

DIVIDE 
 

outh Africa is currently the most unequal country in the world, with a GINI coefficient that 
has increased from 59.3 in 1993 to 63.0 in 2017.17 More than two decades after the racist 
apartheid system ended, over half the country still lives below the national poverty line, and 

the education system is rife with inequality.18 Unfortunately, the South African education system 
is still divided by its apartheid legacy: the schools that were historically restricted to white learners 
remain better resourced than the schools that were historically available to non-white learners.19 
Indeed, many schools in the latter category remain under-resourced and in crisis. 

Added to this, the schools struggling most are typically located in South Africa’s rural and peri-
urban communities, where educational infrastructure “has been in crisis for multiple decades.”20 
Many schools in rural communities face difficulties with electricity and lack access to piped water, 
libraries, or safe sanitation facilities.21 Structural and institutional inequalities in the provision of 
education are at the core of ongoing social, economic, and political inequalities. The perpetuation 
of structural inequalities is deepened by governance challenges, both in rural, peri-urban and 
poorer urban areas, resulting in schools in poorer areas being marginalized and run down. 
Education lies at the heart of realising numerous other human rights and social goods including 
democratic participation, economic opportunity, and access.22 The lack of economic opportunity 
manifests itself in extremely high unemployment. For instance, according to the World Bank in 
2017, South Africa’s unemployment rate (27%) was significantly higher than that in any other upper-
middle-income country (see Figure A).23 Unemployment is particularly acute among young job 
seekers aged between 15 and 24 (55% using the official definition, and 69% using the expanded 
definition).24 

Moreover, the divide in education quality created by apartheid also corresponds to a “digital 
divide”—a divide between those who have access to electronic information and communications 
technology (ICT) and the requisite skills to make effective use of the access, and those who do not. 
It appears from the available information that rural schools are much less likely to be connected to 
the internet than urban schools, resulting in wide disparities in computer and digital literacy 
between rural and urban learners.25 In an increasingly globalised and tech-driven economy, lacking 
digital literacy and computer skills is a form of illiteracy that can lead to unemployability in many 
professions and higher-paying industries. 

To bridge the digital divide, the South African government has committed on paper to implement 
connectivity plans, with a special focus on schools, hospitals and government facilities.  However, 
due to poor planning, inaction, non-communication, and a lack of outreach and coordination 
among the stakeholders involved, there have been severe delays in implementation. As a result, 
many South African learners continue to suffer the consequences through the duration of their 
basic education and beyond. 

S 
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Understanding the scope of the challenge is compounded by there being insufficient information 
on the legal, policy, and economic landscape shaping internet access in South African schools. This 
report seeks, in part, to fill that gap and highlight the challenges being faced, as well as proffer 
solutions for how these challenges can be addressed. In our view, the implementation of universal 
internet access in South African schools is economically feasible, legally supported, and essential 
to achieving both equal access and enjoyment of fundamental human rights – thereby making this 
a constitutional imperative which the state and other relevant stakeholders cannot ignore. 

 

the impact of internet access in schools  

he internet “provides unparalleled access to information, and facilitates connections to 
educational resources, virtual labs, ideas and people.”26 It can radically transform the 
learning experience of learners and ensure that their education is connected to the skills they 

need to succeed after graduation. Various educational systems are moving away from modes of 
traditional instruction, and incorporating new subjects, in order to better and more efficiently 
prepare learners for the future. 

 

“The model of chalk and board 
is outdated. It is destroying 
learners’ morale to learn.” 

- Mr Makwarela, Principal, Vhulaudzi 

 

South Africa has recognised the important role that access to the internet in schools plays in 
preparing the next generation to be competitive in the “Fourth Industrial Revolution”27 (4IR). As 
the World Economic Forum (WEF) described, the “Fourth Industrial Revolution” requires a 
workforce with advanced science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) skills and is 
accompanied by a strong demand for professionals who can “blend digital and STEM skills.”28 
President Ramaphosa recently announced the establishment of a Presidential Commission for the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution.29 

The focus on 4IR has already made its way into the realm of education. In May 2019, the then 
Minister of Higher Education, Science and Technology, Naledi Pandor, announced that she was 
setting up a task team to identify the priority areas and interventions that should be undertaken 
to “advance digital skills and absorption by industry”.3031 Technology is changing the face of work 
and these initiatives acknowledge the need to equip the youth with basic digital skills. People who 
are working in ICT jobs, obviously benefit from adequate STEM training from a young age. Access 
to the internet in schools facilitates this. However, it also assists people who do not participate in 
tertiary education. The rise of the online and gig economy mean that employers such as Uber and 
UberEATS offer new job opportunities, particularly for at-risk youths.32 As a result, it is critical for 
learners to learn essential digital literacy skills in school so that they will have the foundation 
needed to compete in the modern era.  

T 
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  computer-aided learning tools 

Recent state-of-the-art economic research suggests that computer-aided learning tools can result 
in significantly improved test results in traditional subjects in developing countries, in this case 
mathematics and language (Hindi).33 The computer-aided learning (CAL) tool used (‘Mindspark’) 
enabled individualised learning programmes in order to ensure that learners are taught at the right 
level. This addresses an important problem in developing countries, which is that curriculum and 
pedagogy are often not matched to learner progress. Investing in hardware alone (such as rolling 
out computers to schools and homes) is not enough: the software in this case played a critical role 
in improving learning outcomes, and internet access plays a critical role in delivering modern 
software to end users.34 An important dimension of the intervention was not that the CAL replaced 
human teachers but rather significantly improved their productivity. This is an important issue in 
South Africa, where teachers currently employed in low-performing schools score worse on 
mathematics tests than learners in top-performing schools.35 

 

Internet access is critical to helping young learners understand and learn science and maths, in 
particular.36 Technology and internet access can improve the ease and speed of learning certain 
mathematical concepts.37 Multiple methods and modes of studying science, both text and video, 
for instance, can be “especially helpful in understanding certain scientific concepts.”38 The internet 
also plays an important role in encouraging the building of a STEM identity for learners of colour 
who do not picture themselves as being able to be a scientist, for example, or who would not 
otherwise come into contact with scientists who look like themselves.39 

This lack of training and exposure affects the quality of the supply of the workforce in South Africa, 
as well as its competitiveness globally. Education is critical to the supply of e-skilled workers in the 
South African workforce.40 According to the e-Skills Council, the lack of computers and internet 
access in secondary schools, especially in rural areas, is the primary cause for the shortage of e-
skills in the South Africa employment market.41 South Africa ranks low—21 out of 31 countries42—
for digital fluency.43 The e-Skills Council recommended over a decade ago that access to ICT 
resources should be facilitated in less privileged communities to address these shortages.44 
Further, as the WEF described in its 2018 report, “low ICT adoption…is another important restraint 
on South Africa’s competitiveness….The digital skills [] and critical thinking skills [] of the current 
workforce are inadequate for the progress of a successful economy in the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution.”45  

South Africa Connect,46 one of South Africa’s connectivity policies, sought to address this skills gap 
through its prioritization of connecting schools “and introducing ICT skills development in the 
school curriculum.”47 However, slow progress on these efforts means that “[t]he world is changing 
faster than schools can keep up with.”48 

Scholars, particularly those in rural or impoverished areas, bear the brunt of this failure and miss 
out on the capacity of the internet to arm them with tools to participate in the modern economy. 
Access to digital space is a way for people to improve their social and economic conditions.49 In 
fact, the internet offers an “important opportunity to make up for many, although not all, of the 
deficiencies of [the] educational system,”50 providing access to information, platforms for the 
exchange of ideas, and a means to take part in public (local, national, and global) life. Internet 
access can facilitate a new way to access educational resources, including textbooks and 
educational content, workbooks, instructional programs, and adaptive learning technologies.51 
Ultimately, access to the internet offers an opportunity to address some of the resource 
deficiencies and the resulting inequality in access to information, learning outcomes (including 
basic literacy and mathematics), and successful transition to tertiary education or employment.  
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This is particularly important in the context of the unemployment crisis in South Africa, as 
mentioned above. South Africa’s unemployment rate is currently 27.6% using the official definition 
(i.e. the percentage of people actively seeking work), and 38% using the expanded definition (i.e. 
including discouraged work-seekers).52 

 

demand and supply of information and communication 
technology skills  

here is substantial demand for learners that have information and technology skills. The 
South African government has repeatedly recognized the importance of ICT skills for 
development and opportunity. While the demand for digital skills may be well-established, 

the number of jobs in respect of computer programmers, for example, has not grown significantly 
in South Africa between 2008 and 2018 (see Figure B). There were approximately 70,737 computer 
programmers in South Africa in 2008, and 78,768 in 2018.53 The lack of ICT skills, at least partly due 
to limited internet access in schools, is likely an important contributing factor to the limited job 
growth in this area. 

Increasingly as nations move services online and as governments move essential services and 
information online, being able to access the internet isn't just good for jobs, the economy and skills 
development, it is an essential aspect of good governance and will be a basic necessity of 
citizenship. Without access and skills, young people will be left behind and denied not only the 
opportunity but the ability and possibility of participating effectively in democracy. COVID-19 has 
shown how if one has access to a device, not only can one participate in diverse schooling but the 
public can also follow events in Parliament. 

 

the current state of affairs  

etween 14.2 million and 15 million learners did not have access to the internet at school in 
2017, according to the Statistics South Africa General Household Survey.54 Access varies 
substantially between different segments of society in South Africa, reflecting the very high 

levels of inequality and the segregation of population groups during apartheid. There is, therefore, 
a substantial ‘digital divide’ between learners in schools located in former whites-only areas and 
other schools. This is reflected in substantial variability in rates of internet connection at schools 
across provinces (Figure C) and by metropolitan area (Figure D). This varies for example between 
a low of 1.7% of learners in Limpopo to 19.5% in the Western Cape. In the City of Johannesburg, 28% 
of learners have access to the internet in school. The lack of internet access at school in poorer, 
rural provinces is not mitigated by internet access at home: 2% of learners in Limpopo belong to a 
household that has internet at home.  

Differences between metro and non-metro areas further reflect the ‘digital divide’ between 

schools in South Africa. By far the largest number of unconnected learners are in non-metropolitan 

areas in KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape, and in the largely rural provinces of Limpopo, 

Mpumalanga and the North-West (see Figure E). 

According to the National Education Infrastructure Management System (NIEMS), as of 2018, only 
4,675 of 23,471 schools had internet connectivity for teaching and learning.55 Of the schools that 
are connected, many lack the capacity, resources, or physical requirements to enable meaningful 
access. Meaningful access requires, at a minimum: a high speed and reliable connection, an 
adequate number of devices to allow reliable and frequent use by learners, IT professionals 

T 

B 
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managing the devices and connectivity to ensure sustainable use, and adequate training of 
administrators and teachers to facilitate meaningful use of access and technology. Added to this, 
many schools lack even basic infrastructural necessities, such as electricity, lockable doors, and 
security devices to support internet infrastructure. In many instances where rural schools are 
connected, schools lack either adequate security measures for preventing device theft, or 
adequate teacher and administrator training in how to use the internet in a pedagogically effective 
manner. Teachers that have access to the internet and internet-ready devices often do not have 
the skills to effectively teach learners with those devices, leading to instances of under-use of 
equipment. 

 

policies related to access to the internet  

umerous policies have been put forth by the South African government in recent years 
with the goal of increasing internet access in rural parts of the country. Through these 
policies, the government outlines its goal of increasing internet connectivity throughout 

the country, and the infrastructural and monetary challenges associated with connecting South 
Africa’s most rural citizens. There are three key sources of commitments regarding access to the 
internet in schools, that inform the broader discussion in this report. 

 

commitments on access to the internet in schools 

• South Africa Connect (SA Connect) is the government’s primary policy for broadband access in 
the country. The policy, first published in 2013, set the goal of connecting all schools to the 
internet by 2020 at speeds of at least 10 megabits per second, with all schools to be connected 
at 100 megabits per second by 2030. In SA Connect, the government recognises the essential 
role that internet access plays in improving the ability of South Africans to compete 
economically on the international stage in an increasingly digitised global society. 

• Universal Service and Access Obligations (USAOs) are licensing obligations imposed by the 
Independent Communications Authority of South Africa (ICASA) on telecommunications 
operators (the “Operators”), known as Universal Service and Access Obligations 
(“obligations,” or USAOs). As of 2014, ICASA has required the Operators to each connect a 
designated number of schools to the internet. Specifically, Cell-C, MTN and Vodacom were 
each required to provide internet access to 1,500 schools, 140 of which are for institutions of 
persons with disabilities (“IPWDs”), over a period of five years.56 Operators were further 
required to provide each school with three teacher laptops and 24 learner laptops. 

• Internet for All (IFA) is an initiative created by the World Economic Forum (WEF) to facilitate 
“physical and digital platforms at the global, regional and national level, that will create millions 
of new internet users, with a focus on the hardest to reach.”57 In South Africa, the initiative has 
four main components: addressing internet infrastructure; increasing skills and awareness 
around the internet, particularly in rural areas; developing local content to drive usage, 
including educational content; and working to increase the affordability of data and devices. 

 

These policies and initiatives are overseen and implemented by various government departments, 
organs of state and private actors. Ensuring access requires bringing together different kinds of 
expertise, effective program management, resource coordination, and oversight. Both SA Connect 
and IFA were previously overseen by the DTPS. In May 2019, President Ramaphosa announced that 

N 
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the DTPS and the Department of Communications (DOC) would be combined to form a new 
department: the Department of Communications and Digital Technologies (DCDT), to ensure 
better coordination between their mandates.58 

 

methodology 

his report has been prepared to shed light on the reality of internet access in schools, and 
offer recommendations as to how this can be improved. The study was conducted in the 
following stages: desk research; preliminary interviews; field research; and follow up 

interviews.  

From 8 to 27 March 2019, researchers conducted field research in the Limpopo and Gauteng 
provinces in order to analyze existing access in schools, the impact of current levels of connectivity, 
and ICT implementation. Researchers visited seven secondary schools and two primary schools in 
Limpopo. Limpopo was selected for the field visit both because the province has a large number 
of unconnected rural schools and because the Vhembe District Municipality in Limpopo was 
identified by SITA and Broadband Infraco (BBI), entities implementing SA Connect, for Phase I of 
SA Connect.59 The researchers focused on examining levels of access in rural schools, particularly 
the impact of access (or lack thereof) on school administrations, teachers and learners and on 
education and skills development generally. 

This report is the result of the research study. While we do not purport to have conducted a 
comprehensive survey of schools in South Africa, it is the result of extensive legal and policy 
research and a series of conversations with key stakeholders. The report outlines what human 
rights law and standards require for the realisation of the right to education and the role of internet 
access in ensuring the non-discriminatory enabling of that right and others, as well as the barriers 
to implementation and effective access.  The report concludes with recommendations proposed 
for the way forward. 
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HUMAN RIGHTS AND 

INTERNET ACCESS 
 

hapter 2 of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 (the Constitution) sets out 
the fundamental rights in the Bill of Rights.  The Constitution applies to both public and 
private actors, and imposes both positive and negative obligations on the state to protect, 

promote and fulfil the rights in the Bill of Rights.60  International law also plays an important role 
in South African law: when interpreting the Bill of Rights, the Constitution explicitly directs courts 
to consider international law and “promote the values that underlie an open and democratic 
society based on human dignity, equality and freedom.”61 Both international law and the 
Constitution of South Africa guarantee the right to a basic education and protect all people from 
discrimination in the enjoyment of their rights. As discussed below, access to the internet has 
become an essential component of the right to education. 

This position is further bolstered by international human rights law.  Both the UN and the African 
Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights have affirmed that “the same rights that people have 
offline must also be protected online.”62 Access to the internet enables the full array of 
fundamental rights, including socio-economic rights. The internet can, for example, promote 
individuals’ right to health by providing previously unconnected individuals with knowledge about 
health information, medical care, and accessing services. The state is required to both take positive 
steps to promote access, as well as a negative duty not to interfere with access to the internet.63 

 

access to the internet is critical to the right to education  

ccess to the internet has become essential to achieving the right to education. Like many 
features of the right to education that have already been recognized by South African law, 
access to the internet enables a learner to participate more fully in their education and to 

develop skills essential to promoting their lifelong development and success. Given this reality, 
unequal access to the internet that disadvantages rural and non-white schools violates not only 
the right to education, guaranteed by the SA Constitution and international law, but also the right 
to equal protection of the law.  

 

 best interests of the child 

t is by now well-established under domestic and international law that the best interests of the 
child is a primary consideration and of paramount importance. In this regard, section 28(2) of 
the Constitution provides that “a child’s best interests are of paramount importance in every 

matter concerning the child.” Similarly, article 3 of the Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC) 
provides that “[i]n all actions concerning children … the best interests of the child shall be a 
primary consideration.” As UNICEF notes, the “wording of the principle indicates that its scope is 
very wide, going beyond state-initiated actions to cover private bodies too, and embracing all 
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actions concerning children as a group.”64 On education specifically, it describes that to prepare 
the child “for responsible life in a free society,” it is important to teach the “less ‘academic’ subjects 
such as health and sex education, politics, budgeting, citizenship and social relationships. Above 
all, learners must feel that their education is not divorced from real-life…”65 As the world around 
learners moves increasingly online and becomes technology-based, their education must too, not 
to become irrelevant. Access to the internet goes still further, to facilitate and give meaning to 
children’s right to participate. Access to the internet is more than simply one-way communication 
as its open a range of tools and possibilities enabling children to participate directly in matters that 
affect them. 

 

 the content of the right to basic education 

ection 29(1) of the Constitution guarantees that all people have a right to a basic education, 
which requires an education of an appropriate standard.66 As has been explained by the 
Constitutional Court, education provides “a foundation for a child‘s lifetime learning and 

work opportunities”, which helps to erase some of the lasting effects of educational inequalities 
created by apartheid.67 Unlike other socio-economic rights in the Constitution, the right to a basic 
education is unqualified and immediately realisable. Generally, this means that any limitation on 
the right is presumed unconstitutional, unless shown otherwise.68 The government cannot rely on 
budgetary constraints as an excuse for failing to realise the right.69 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Courts in South Africa continue to define the contours of the right to a basic education, adding to 
the list of its essential components. Having a school, classrooms and appropriate learning facilities, 
school furniture such as desks and chairs, textbooks, teachers (including teaching materials), 
proper and safe sanitation facilities, stationery, and transportation have all been deemed essential 
components of a basic education.70  

Failure to provide these essentials is a violation of the learners’ right to an education, and failure 
to provide these essentials to some learners, while providing it to others, constitutes 
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discrimination.71 When learners are not provided essential tools, like textbooks, they are adversely 
affected and disadvantaged. They bear the responsibility – and undue burden – of having to obtain 
these components for themselves, and may not enjoy the full benefit of it. 

However, the list is neither finished nor exhaustive.  It is by now apparent that access to the 
internet should be recognised as another such essential component, given its role in public and 
economic life. This notion is explored further below. 

 

 access to the internet as a component of a basic education 

ccess to the internet shares many features with those resources already deemed essential 
to the right. Resources such as textbooks and basic school furniture were found to be 
essential components of a basic education because their absence impedes the learner’s 

ability to participate in the school lessons that teachers assign.72 Like textbooks, internet access 
can build literacy73 and improve cognitive development.74 

Similar to transportation, internet access can facilitate access to educational resources for learners 
in remote areas.75 Like basic teaching materials, the internet and IT technology facilitate learner 
participation in classroom learning.76 Interestingly, “[w]hether textbooks will continue as a 
meaningful category of learning materials is itself put in question by developments enabled by the 
internet”.77 Moreover, the DBE itself acknowledges the essential nature of internet access for 
education, and holds the position that ICTs should be regarded as “an essential transformative tool 
for education and training” as well as essential to the “creation of a pool of globally competitive 
human resources.”78 

 

“The internet helps students who do not have textbooks. They 

also gain a wider knowledge than what the book is providing. As 

an example, if you tell a student to research hydraulics, it surprises 

the teachers even what they learn, even if it is beyond their age or 

capacity…The internet opens everything for students.” 

- Edson Sanyika, IT teacher, LEAP 5, Limpopo (11 March 2019) 

 

Access to the internet enables students to learn beyond the confines of their instructors’ 

knowledge. Beyond the access to limitless information it presents, it also enables and facilitates 

access to innovative learning programs on topics like coding, engineering, 3D printing, or computer 

programming, which are being taught in better-resourced schools.79 This does not diminish the 

role to be played by teachers: teachers continue to play a critical role in coaching learners to 

problem solve, facilitating their experiences, and mentoring students as they develop their skills.80  

Given the national curriculum’s necessary use of research-based assignments, learners without 
access to the internet struggle to participate.81 Schools without internet access fundamentally 
undermine access to knowledge and information, as well as an environment in which learners can 
develop these basic skills. The ability to ask the right question, the skill to identify appropriate 
sources to answer that question, and the means to reflect on and develop this process of inquiry, 
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are at the very core of what an education is meant to provide.82 The lack of access to the internet 
– as well as the necessary training on conducting research – has knock on effects for a learner’s 
ability to pursue tertiary education, applications, bursaries, information about loans and 
coursework that are online. Learners are also ill-equipped for the tertiary or work environment that 
often requires learners to have basic computer literacy skills.  

Furthermore, access to the internet can also help reduce costs. For instance, the Deputy Minister 
of Education has noted that the effect of digitising textbooks and teaching materials, for instance, 
can save provincial departments billions of rands, but that this can only be done with appropriate 
connectivity.83 Access to the internet can also enable physical accessibility through distance 
learning. For example, internet access can be used to connect students to remote laboratories or 
to online resources, in the absence of access to physical facilities.84  

 

 international law guidance 

s already outlined above, there is a growing recognition in international law of the 
importance of the internet to the right to education.  The United Nation’s Human Rights 
Council’s 2016 resolution “on the promotion, protection, and enjoyment of human 

rights on the Internet” emphasises that: 

 

[A]ccess to information on the Internet facilitates vast opportunities for 
affordable and inclusive education globally, thereby being an important tool 
to facilitate the promotion of the right to education, while underlining the 
need to address digital literacy and the digital divide, as it affects the 
enjoyment of the right to education.85 

 

treaty obligations 

• Article 15 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
provides that states parties recognise the right of everyone “[t]o enjoy the benefits of 
scientific progress and its applications”. In 2018, the Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (CESCR) expressed its concern at South Africa’s low rate of internet access, 
particularly in rural areas and in schools, and at the lack of affordability of the Internet for the 
most disadvantaged groups.86 The CESCR went on to recommend that South Africa “adopts 
relevant measures to ensure the accessibility and affordability of the Internet, particularly in 
schools, rural areas and for the most disadvantaged groups”. 

• Article 29 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) provides that states agree that the 
“education of the child shall be directed to the development of the child’s personality, talents 
and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential;…[and] preparation of the child for 
responsible life in a free society.”  

• Article 11 of the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) provides that 
“[e]very child shall have the right to an education” that is directed to promoting and 
developing them to “their fullest potential” and preparing them “for responsible life in a free 
society.” 

 

Providing access to the internet is critical to satisfying states’ obligations under the CRC and the 
ACRWC, since preparation for a responsible life in a free society takes on new meaning in the digital 
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age. Many education experts, for instance, recognise that the internet and ICTs have transformed 
the nature of literacy, as internet proficiency has become an essential skillset in the modern 
workplace. The explosion of knowledge and information resulting from greater internet access 
around the world makes it necessary for public schools to place greater emphasis on instructing 
children on how to use technology to find the information they need, rather than continuing to 
emphasise rote memorisation of facts.87 The DBE’s White Paper on e-Education defines digital 
literacy as being regarded as “a ‘life skill’ in the same category as literacy and numeracy.”88  

Other experts identify the positive impact of internet use on the cognitive development of children 
and adolescents. Researchers in early childhood education found that the internet can help young 
children “build problem-solving skills [and] enhance concept development” in part because of the 
interactive nature of information gathering and engagement with websites on the Internet.89 
Moreover, researchers in learning sciences have concluded that learners should develop their 
“complex cognitive skill of information problem solving” through instructional support and 
practice in schools.90 This involves learning from teacher instruction how to evaluate online 
content for “trustworthiness of sources and information in terms of relevance and reliability,” 
which studies have shown that learners are unable to do without educational support.91  

Given the pervasiveness of the internet in modern global society, relevant curricula necessarily 
includes some component of the internet in order to be sufficiently acceptable.92 One principal 
interviewed for this report lamented: “It is pathetic - especially for learners in Grade 12 that do not 
know what a laptop or computer looks like. Instead, they are just playing with their cell phones at 
home and educators are not telling them how to use it fruitfully.”93 Having access to this 
technology, and being able to take advantage of it, would enable learners to “acquire the skills and 
capabilities they require for the acquisition of further knowledge.”94 As one civil society member 
noted, “We don’t just put kids in a car and say drive. We need to think like that with the internet.”95 
Since students who do not or are unable to access the internet suffer disadvantages, educators 
should ensure they are learning the skills they need to avoid such challenges. 

 

the right to equality and non-discrimination 

he discriminatory access to the internet further undermines the right to equality and non-
discrimination, guaranteed both by the Constitution and under international human rights 
law. Because access to the internet is critical to the right to education, it should therefore 

follow that all South African learners have the right to equal access to the internet. However, due 
to the current digital divide, this is not borne out in practice, and serves to entrench the existing 
socio-economic divides in the country.  

Section 9 of the Constitution contains a guarantee of equality before the law and provides that 
everyone has the right to equal enjoyment of rights and freedoms. It further provides that the 
state may not unfairly discriminate against anyone on one or more grounds which includes race, 
ethnic or social origin, culture, or birth. However, despite this guarantee, South Africa still finds 
itself divided in many ways by the apartheid legacy, including to some extent in relation to the 
education system. 

The right to equality is given content through the Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair 
Discrimination Act (Equality Act). The Equality Act goes further than section 9 of the Constitution, 
defining discrimination as any act or omission—including policy, practice, condition or situation—
which directly or indirectly either disadvantages or withholds “benefits, opportunities or 
advantages” from any person based on a prohibited ground. In addition to the stipulated grounds, 
section 14(3) of the Equality Act further includes any other ground that “causes or perpetuates 
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systemic disadvantage…or adversely affects the equal enjoyment of a person’s rights and 
freedoms in a serious manner.”96  

 

equality and non-discrimination in the context of the right to education 

Equality in the context of the right to education was dealt with in Minister of Basic Education v. Basic 
Education for All.97 In that case, the Supreme Court of Appeal (SCA) analysed the issue of textbook 
shortages for poor, rural school children in Limpopo through the lens of the right to equality and 
non-discrimination.98 Notwithstanding the budgetary constraints and other challenges raised by 
the DBE,99 the SCA nevertheless held that the failure of the DBE and the Limpopo Department of 
Education to provide textbooks to be unfair discrimination.100 The Court found that the Limpopo 
provincial government was dysfunctional; it handled the procurement and delivery of the new 
textbooks poorly; that the DBE’s plans for rolling out the new curriculum were flawed; and that 
the DBE had failed to adequately monitor the delivery of textbooks and maintain an accurate 
database.101 The SCA held further that the DBE’s defence of “budgetary constraints” was a 
contrived excuse, instead finding that the textbook shortage was caused by the DBE’s poor 
preparation for the rollout and “woeful” logistical ability.102 Moreover, the evidence before the 
SCA revealed that the textbook shortage was particular to Limpopo and that most, if not all, of the 
affected learners were black and from poor communities located in rural areas.103  

 

International and domestic organisations are increasingly recognising the impact and inequality of 
the digital divide. In its 2018 resolution on the internet, the United Nation’s Human Rights Council 
called upon “all States to bridge the digital divides…and to enhance the use of information and 
communications technology, in order to promote the full enjoyment of human rights for all.”104 
The UN General Assembly has similarly recognised the “need to close the digital divide, including 
with regard to such issues as Internet affordability, and to ensure that the benefits of new 
technologies, especially information and communications technologies, are available to all.” 
Because the digital divide falls along impermissible lines, perpetuating the harms of the apartheid 
regime, more urgently needs to be done to address this.  

It is learners in rural and under-resourced communities already disproportionally impacted by lack 
of provision of basic materials, like textbooks, that lack internet access and technology. Most of 
the learners affected by the lack of internet access in their schools are poor, black, and live in rural 
areas. Learners from rural high schools are much less likely than learners from urban schools to 
report no computer access or internet at their schools.105  

Moreover, as a result of apartheid laws, race and geography are “inextricably linked,”106 such that 
disparities between rural and urban learners has a racially discriminatory impact.107 Rural schools 
in poor areas in South Africa are mostly, if not exclusively, attended by black learners.108 
Additionally, most schools that lack internet access in rural areas have learners that are 
overwhelmingly from a low-income background.109 

 

One principal described this phenomenon: “Primary schools around here 
don’t have computer labs. Only learners coming from a well-to-do family have 
that knowledge of what a computer is.”110 This kind of inequality has a lasting 

impact on a learner’s ability to thrive in secondary school as well as prepare 
for, apply to, and thrive at a university.111 
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The state’s failure to take reasonable measures to address the digital divide of South Africa points 
to there being some measure of unfair discrimination in line with the SCA’s judgment. This impedes 
the learner’s right to education, and disadvantages the learner in both education opportunities 
and future employment prospects.112 Learners in South Africa who do not have access to the 
internet are at a significant disadvantage when it comes to engaging substantively in life outside 
of school, preparing for life after, or attending college.113 

 

The impact of the digital divide in practice 

The government, learners and teachers alike recognize the importance of access to the internet in 
realizing scholars’ fullest potential in school and beyond. Teachers in schools without access 
described what is referred to as the “homework gap,”114 or how learners without access to the 
internet at home or at school struggle to do their assignments.115 “[T]he curriculum requires that 
they do a lot of research. The learners only have the textbooks and so only have the information 
contained therein.”116 A principal stated that “[i]nternet would be helpful. Then, if we give learners 
activities to do they will research for themselves. I’m not sure how they do it now. They end up just 
copying from other learners because they don’t have access.”117 

Assignments that require research are intended to educate learners in important life skills, which 
can be an equalizing force in society, providing each citizen with the skills and knowledge to access 
opportunities regardless of background. However, learners with no access to the internet to 
complete these assignments are typically already suffering from certain inequities and are placed 
at an even greater disadvantage. 

The lack of experience with digital technology, rudimentary digital literacy skills and internet-based 
research also places learners at a disadvantage once they arrive at university with learners who 
were trained effectively in these areas as part of their education. According to one teacher: “Many 
learners don’t understand how technology works and this hurts them if they go to University. At 
Uni, everything is done on the PC and a lot of children don’t know the first thing about using one 
so they are behind before they even start.”118 Another urged, “Learners must learn it! They go to 
university and don’t know how to operate it.”119 A number of learners expressed concern as well, 
noting “Before you go to university you need to learn how to use a PC... We can’t type or know 
how to use the laptop so when we go to University we will be at a disadvantage.”120 

Additionally, for learners who do not continue on to university, if they are not taught these skills in 
school they may miss the opportunity for formal instruction on it entirely. This is critical on two 
fronts. First, it places these learners at an even greater disadvantage in the marketplace, and 
second, it means they lack not only the technical training but also miss out on instruction on cyber 
awareness and staying safe online.121 As stated in SA Connect, “[a]s ICTs become more complex, 
the ability to optimize their use correlates strongly with education and income. Those marginalized 
from education and therefore employment and income are most likely to be marginalized from the 
type of communications services required to participate meaningfully in a modern economy and 
society.”122 

Learners with access to the internet, on the other hand, remarked on ways in which it contributes 
to their education and how they use it to improve themselves. As one learner described, “I have to 
apply to university this year. I use the internet to look up what marks I need for university and to 
do research online on careers. I look up the requirements for different careers I want to pursue.”123 
Since teachers commonly expressed a concern that learners are not exposed to enough careers 
and opportunities,124 internet access can help fill this gap.125  
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BARRIERS TO 

IMPLEMENTATION AND 

EFFECTIVE ACCESS 
 

here are various barriers both to implementation and effective access that must be 
addressed before all learners can benefit from access to the internet in schools. These 
barriers include the lack of a comprehensive and coordinated strategy for implementation 

of the various policies; lack of infrastructure and adequate facilities; lack of funds; lack of adequate 
training and IT support for teachers and administrators; pervasive misconceptions among teachers 
and parents about internet use; and an overreliance on NGOs and corporate social responsibility.   

Mere physical access to a computer that is connected to the internet will not close the digital divide 
in South African schools. Rather, continued maintenance and support of connected schools, 
affordable access, security, and trust in the technology—as well as teachers who know how to 
integrate technology and internet access in their classrooms—are all required for real, meaningful, 
and lasting access to the internet that impacts learner achievement.126 Addressing these issues will 
require utilizing existing resources more efficiently and effectively. 

 

variable progress on current policies  

“There are all these policies around connectivity 
but nothing really happens around it. The goal 
posts just keep changing.” 
– Dudu 

 

here are numerous government initiatives generally aimed at achieving universal access for 
all South Africans, as well as ones focused specifically on connecting all South African 
schools. These efforts acknowledge the important role internet plays in a modern society as 

well as its necessity to modernising education and building digital literacy skills to develop a 
citizenry capable of competing economically on the world stage.127 As the government explained 
in the national broadband policy, “[t]hose marginalised from education and therefore from 
employment and income are most likely to be marginalized from access to the type of 
communications services required to participate meaningfully in a modern economy and 
society.”128 
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Despite the importance of internet accessibility and the desire to have cheaper data prices, current 
government policies and initiatives aimed at school connectivity suffer from a lack of a 
comprehensive and well-coordinated strategy, which has delayed the implementation of 
sustainable connectivity programs.  

 

 south africa connect 

s outlined above, SA Connect is the main government policy designed to connect public 
schools to fast and reliable internet. The targets for school connectivity were as follows: 

 

Target Penetration 
Measure 

Baseline 
(2013) 

By 2016 By 2020 By 2030 

Broadband 
access in 
Mbps user 
experience 

% of 
population 

33.7% internet 
access 

50% at 5 
Mbps 

90% at 5Mbps 

50% at 
100Mbps 

100% at 
10Mbps 

80% at 
100Mbps 

Schools: % of Schools 25% 
connected 

50% at 
10Mbps 

100% at 
10Mbps 

80% at 100 
Mbps 

100% at 1Gbps 

 

The policy was first published in 2013, and aims to connect all schools to the internet by 2020 at 
speeds of at least 10 megabits per second, with all schools connected at 100 megabits per second 
by 2030.129 However, following missed targets, this has since been revised, although the policy has 
not been updated. 

As part of the revision of these targets and the implementation of SA Connect, the DTPS 
contemplated a two-phase plan.130 Phase I of the plan was to focus on connecting schools with 
existing fibre lines nearby.131 The government intended Phase I to connect a total of 6,135 facilities 
(not just schools), 2,700 of which the government was to connect by March 31, 2018.132 DTPS was 
to have all 6,135 phase-I sites connected by 2020.133 Phase II was meant to connect an additional 
35,211 facilities, corresponding roughly to 90 per cent of the population, though DTPS did not 
provide a specific time for the completion of this phase.134 

However, by June 2018, DTPS was already behind schedule for Phase I, having connected only 187 
total facilities.135 Delays in connection targets have further indicated that only 1,172 of the original 
6,135 facilities would be feasibly connected by 2020,136 leaving a shortfall of 4,963 facilities. 
Furthermore, DTPS received budget cuts from the treasury – from R1.9 billion in 2017 down to R1.7 
billion in 2018.137 Specifically, the budget for SA Connect’s phase-I plan was cut drastically through 
the 2020/21 financial year, with cuts of 33.8 per cent in 2017/18, 82.9 per cent in 2018/2019, and 75.9 
per cent in both 2019/20 and 2020/21.138 

According to a report from DTPS, SA Connect was four to five years behind schedule as of 
December 2018.139 The Chairperson of the Parliamentary Portfolio Committee cited DTPS’s inaction 
as contributing to the slow progress on SA Connect’s goals.140 Specifically, the Chairperson 
remarked that DTPS did not address the delay in implementation seriously enough, and should 
have acted to prevent budget cuts by informing the Treasury of the funding needed to carry out 
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their implementation plan (otherwise, the Treasury would not be aware of the issues brought on 
by a cut in funding).141 

Numerous other factors contributed to the delay, including confusion and disagreement over the 
appropriate procurement process. Initially, President Zuma moved to directly grant Telkom the 
contract to carry out the project. However, the National Treasury notified the Government that a 
public tender process would need to be undertaken.142  In 2016, an open tender offer solicited bids 
from private companies to lead SA Connect’s implementation of Phase I, but the tender was 
ultimately now awarded.143 The implementation was then passed to Broadband Infraco (BBI), one 
of South Africa’s state-owned telecommunications operators.144 

Phase II will require laying new fibre lines. A physical connection leads to more stable and reliable 
internet overall, but laying fibre lines requires operators to physically dig up earth and place cables 
in the ground leading to a site, or close thereto, a demanding undertaking, both in terms of cost 
and program management.145 Given ongoing delays and problems in Phase I of the project, the 
National Treasury blocked funding for Phase II until a feasibility study could be completed.146 In a 
March 2019 progress update on SA Connect, the Department reported that one billion rand had 
been provisionally allocated to SA Connect for Phase II for 2021/22 financial year.147 

 

 universal service and access obligations 

SAOs required of South Africa’s operators by ICASA are the second main initiative for 
connecting schools in South Africa. In respect of schools, these USAOs apply to MTN, Cell-
C and Vodacom: they are each required to provide internet access to 1,500 schools, 140 of 

which are for IPWDs.148 Operators are further required to provide each school with three teacher 
laptops and 24 learner laptops.149 

However, the meaningfulness of connectivity brought about through these USAOs depends on 
ensuring a high-speed connection, as well as effective coordination with the DBE.150 For example, 
the minimum speed of 1Mbps set out in ICASA’s specifications is not capable of providing much 
content. Furthermore, the operators are obliged to make the connection available but not to fund 
the usage of the connection. Schools are therefore often asked to buy their own prepaid airtime 
in order to use the connection and pay for their own insurance of the devices. Without sufficient 
funds to ensure high-speed internet access for the long term, the connections established by the 
operators will likely fail to deliver on meaningful access. Added to this, a number of schools in 
Limpopo that had been previously connected through these operator obligations quickly lost their 
access after devices were stolen, and could not be replaced by the schools as the cost of the 
insurance had been too high. For others, the lack of IT expertise among the teachers at the schools 
has led to equipment falling into disrepair, rendering computer labs useless for learners. 

 

 internet for all initiative 

he IFA initiative, housed under the DTPS,151 was established by the WEF to “bring together 
stakeholders from the public and private sectors, non-profits, academia, international 
organisations, donors and civil society to create multi-stakeholder partnerships.”152 In May 

of 2017, a target of additional 22 million new users in South Africa by 2019 was added to the Africa 
IFA regional programme.153 In South Africa, although there has been some progress, the initiative 
is significantly limited by a lack of funding; it does not have a line item budget and depends on 
voluntary partnerships with the private sector for developing/implementing any of its programs. 
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a lack of coordination and inefficient implementation  

“There are quite a number of projects that are 
not well connected and if they were, [they] 

could achieve better outcomes.” 
– Moyeni 

 

 lack of a comprehensive and coordinated strategy among the various government 
programs, departments, and among private and public actors, to ensure affordable and 
sustainable access has hampered efforts to establish widespread connectivity. It has led to 

significant delays in implementation and undermined the sustainability of successful connectivity. 
For example, both SA Connect and the USAOs for operators provide funds for or require the 
provision of a certain minimum number of devices and equipment to schools along with providing 
the connection.154 However, there appears to be no coordination or planning between these two 
programs. As a result, the same school may receive equipment through one program and then be 
provided access and devices again through the other. A more coordinated process is needed to 
ensure a distribution of resources and focus on sustainability rather than duplication. 

The national and provincial DBEs are key to effective and sustainable access to the internet. Both 
SA Connect and USAOs depend on DBE in numerous ways. However, neither the funding for SA 
Connect nor obligations imposed on operators allocate additional funds for DBE to complete its 
role in facilitating connectivity and ensuring the sustainability of these programs. Thus far, both SA 
Connect and operators working to meet their licensing obligations have met with significant 
problems in communicating and coordinating with the relevant DBE.  

First, the DBE, in coordination with provincial departments of education, is responsible for 
providing operators with the list of schools they are to connect. At least one provincial department 
failed to produce a list of schools for nearly half a year, delaying the process.155 The DBE also listed 
schools that were already connected,156 wasting time and resources that could have been spent on 
schools without any access.157 The provincial DBEs have also been constrained in monitoring the 
use and implementation of the devices. 

“Operators couldn’t get a list of schools 
[in Mpumalanga]. Operators were sitting there, 
waiting, and don’t get their list so they move on 

to the next province…They think if it takes us 
four months to get the list of schools, maybe 
they don’t need this. They say there is a need 

but officials aren’t acting like it.” 
– Moyeni 
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Second, DBE is responsible for ensuring schools have the requisite facilities and infrastructure to 
facilitate and sustain an internet connection. Some of the listed schools to be connected are simple 
mud huts with no doors; some lack any form of electricity; and others get their power from 
generators.158 Without greater infrastructural support or more stable sources of electricity, 
operators are unable to set up the Wi-Fi routers and devices required under the obligations. This 
has been, and will continue to be, a challenge for SA Connect as well, since the funds for that policy 
do not include infrastructure upgrades. There appears to be limited basic coordination between 
the various DBEs, operators, or SA Connect to ensure that infrastructural upgrades precede 
technological upgrades. the provision of access and IT. In addition to infrastructural updates, 
security is key to keeping the equipment in schools, where teachers and learners can use it. 
However, there appears to be no comprehensive policy in place for ensuring security, financially 
and practically.159 

Third, there is a lack of communication between various actors to prepare individual schools. DBE 
fails to communicate to provincial education departments and district and school officials that a 
school is about to be connected.160 Operators arrive at schools listed by DBE only to face local 
officials and school administrators who do not know why they are there.161 As a result, operators 
have to engage with provincial and district officials, essentially taking on functions that the 
regulations stipulate are the DBE’s responsibility to perform.162  

Fourth, there is a lack of general cooperation between the Department of Higher Education 
(“DHE”) and the DBE. DHE, which focuses on “develop[ing] capable, well-educated and skilled 
citizens” and “improving low participation rates in the post-school system,”163 could work with 
DBE, DTPS, and schools to ensure that teachers understand how to integrate internet access and 
devices into their curriculum in a way that supplements their teaching and strengthens learners’ 
ability to teach themselves.164 

It is important to note that one of the central constructs of South African public education is the 
decentralisation of public education to provinces. Provincial departments are responsible for 
implementing norms and standards for the education system alongside the Minister of Basic 
Education.165 The majority of spending on education comes from provincial education department 
budgets and provinces are responsible for developing their own annual performance plans.166 
Teachers and administrators are, for example, paid directly from provinces based on learner 
enrollment.167 

This level of provincial control has led some provinces to report significant overspending on things 
like personnel costs in provinces like Limpopo and the Eastern Cape, where there has been a failure 
to redeploy teachers to larger and more popular schools based on changing learner 
demographics.168 These provinces spend over 90 per cent of their basic education budgets on staff 
compensation, while other provinces spend about 70 per cent. This proportion in spending has 
caused other educational expenses, like textbooks and improved school infrastructure, to go 
underfunded.169 

Further, provincial governments are responsible for infrastructural development at schools and for 
ensuring that learners attend schools capable of providing a safe and effective learning 
environment.170 The quality of schools on this front varies widely from province to province and 
can interfere with the learning environment.171 Connectivity is ultimately unequal across 
provinces.172 For example, the Western Cape has connected nearly all of their schools,173 whereas 
some provinces either have failed to discuss connectivity needs with their schools, or have 
neglected to undertake necessary infrastructural developments at schools ill-equipped to support 
internet infrastructure.174  

Ultimately, achieving the goal of equal access to the internet requires better coordination between 
various actors. Government actors engaged in programs related to connectivity should coordinate 
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their efforts and lean on each other’s capabilities, connections, technology, and infrastructure to 
ensure sustainable, high-speed, quality access. Provincial and national departments of basic 
education need to work in tandem to ensure effective and sustainable rollout. At the national level, 
DBE must work closely with DTPS, Department of Rural Development and Land Reform, and the 
Department of Science and Technology to achieve connection in all South African schools.  DBE 
can and should make use of existing research institutions, like the CSIR, to ensure access translates 
into effective use. Finally, the process of connectivity, and the coordination between the various 
departments and stakeholders, should be transparent. Decisions and data from public programs 
should be readily accessible to ensure accountability during the process of implementation. 

 

poor infrastructure and inadequate facilities  

The apartheid government neglected the vast majority of schools, especially rural schools, 
resulting in “huge school infrastructure backlogs.”175 While the current government made 
headway in many of these areas,176 the infrastructure, facilities, and provisions generally afforded 
to South African primary and secondary schools are still woefully inadequate.177 These deficiencies 
present a challenge to effective implementation of internet access which needs to be addressed 
to improve the learning environment, ensure learner safety, and make meaningful access to the 
internet possible. The government’s constitutional duty to provide basic resources like classrooms, 
desks, and books, and to ensure a safe and conducive learning environment178 must also be realised 
to facilitate the implementation of access to the internet. Finally, processes must be put in place 
so that these efforts are not undermined once they have been implemented. 

 

 physical conditions 

“Infrastructure might be a problem [to connect 
the school]. The buildings are in bad conditions.” 

- Mr. Makwarela, Principal, Vhulaudzi 

 

any school buildings in South Africa are in poor physical condition. The quality and 
shortage of physical space at many schools makes it necessary to renovate the buildings 
or build new ones before some technological solutions can be carried out. This may 

explain, in part, why schools that are already better off tend to be the first connected under new 
initiatives, but this only exacerbates the existing resource disparity. 

Insecure buildings require significant renovation, while even highly functional structures may 
require enhancements such as barred windows and reinforced doors and ceilings to guard against 
theft.179 During interviews, school administrators routinely voiced concerns about the security of 
devices,180 and recounted that theft of previous technology was commonplace.181 Due to licensing 
requirements by operators, if schools do not maintain insurance or use the devices as expected, 
they may be ineligible for replacements in the event of theft or damage, even if the schools never 
used the devices due to lack of training or other challenges largely out of their control.182 This rigid 
replacement policy makes the physical integrity of school buildings even more important. 
Increasing physical security may also embolden otherwise hesitant teachers and administrators to 
make use of the technology, allaying fears that devices will be stolen if removed from the 
storeroom.183 

M 
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 “The facilities are in 
rough shape…The 
kitchen is pathetic. 
It gets wet when it’s 
raining.”  
– Mr George Maluleke, Head of 
Facilities, Hlalelani Primary School 

While two other buildings have been 
renovated by the department, after 
advocacy by parents of students at 
the school, the administrative 
building at Hlalelani Primary School is 
still in need of repair. 

 

Furthermore, facilities often fall 
short of basic standards, making 
effective use impossible for 
educators and learners. At one 
school, learners described having to 
drag their own desks and chairs 
around as there was no classroom 
dedicated to their program.184 At 
another school, the principal noted, 
“Sometimes the classrooms are full 
and we end up teaching outside. 
We’ve written many letters 
requesting more classrooms.”185 At 
schools where the lack of adequate 
indoor space pushes some learners 
outside, teachers are unable to make 
use of technological solutions given 
to them.  

 

electricity and infrastructure 

lectricity at schools is essential 
to maintaining a network and 
using devices to access it. 

Recent data from the DBE shows 
that 269 South African schools 
remain without electricity.186 
Furthermore, even at schools that do have electricity, it may be insufficient to meet their needs, or 
unreliable. In part, establishing sufficient electricity requires ensuring that there are enough 
electrical outlets across the campus. As one teacher noted, “electricity is a problem. I have to use 

E 



access denied: internet access and the right to education in south africa 

27 / 53 

a long extension cord to run the projector...if the class if far, the cord doesn’t reach.”187  

A school may also need reliable electricity to continuously run air conditioning to maintain the 
temperature of servers. This provision can be costly and may require the school or its provider to 

invest in a generator to support the 
network and protect the system in the 
case of power outages.188 Schools also 
have to deal with repairs and 
maintenance of electrical infrastructure, 
including both upgrades and 
replacement after vandalism or natural 
damage. To ensure the sustainability of 
access, reliable electricity with sufficient 
access point should be a priority.  

 

supplies 

 “Half of the students don’t 
have textbooks and have 
to share.” 

 - Sylvia, Principal, Humbelani 

 

Many schools still struggle with 
insufficient access to traditional learning 
materials.189 While the internet and 
devices to access it can supplement or 
replicate some basic supplies, it is not 
yet possible to replace these materials 
wholesale. Many learners described the 
challenges presented by having to share 
textbooks.190 One teacher noted how in 
one of her classrooms there is no 
chalkboard and learners must take 
notes from the teacher’s oral lessons 
alone.191 

Additionally, many schools in South 
Africa suffer from overcrowding and 

very high learner-teacher ratios.192 While the national average learner-educator ratio in primary 
schools is 35.2 learners to every teacher, and 27.7 learners to a teacher at the secondary school 
level, class sizes of 40-60-plus learners are commonplace.193 These figures are accompanied by low 
numbers of devices at schools that are connected, leading to limited availability per learner. 
Hlalelani Primary School, for instance, recently had 20 computers donated but has 637 learners 
currently enrolled.194 For secondary schools with similar or worse ratios of learners per device, the 
number of devices and other restrictions on learner access severely limit the time each individual 
learner has to use a device. Teachers also pointed to the issue of overcrowding in the computer 
lab. When multiple learners are forced to crowd around the same computer, teachers struggle to 
effectively supervise and monitor access to ensure learners are on task. 
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“Having a laptop, a projector and the internet in each class 
would be very helpful. It would mean that teachers could 
pre-prepare slides and show them. This would be faster 

and easier. We would not have to write everything on chalk 
board with very limited space.” 

- Zuluzani, Teacher, Vhulaudzi 

 

Teachers and administrators also deal with a shortage of devices. Many teachers rely on their 
personal computers to prepare for lessons, but not all are digitally literate, or have their own device 
to work from. Some administrative offices only have one device connected to the internet. As a 
result, teachers and administrators must share access, and in some cases teachers are forced to 
use their own personal data to complete school-related tasks, such as uploading marks. Teachers 
are required by the Department to upload their marks. 

 

“We need a local network. Educators in building on 
one side of the campus have to come to admin office 

to enter marks which is time-consuming.” 
 - Mr Makwarela, Principal, Vhulaudzi 

 

Other serious infrastructure problems interfere with the learning environment more generally. 
These problems can “exacerbate problems within the classroom,” and “could contribute to low 
literacy and matriculation rates.”195 Basic sanitation, for one, remains a serious issue, with more 
than 8,700 schools with pit toilets and nearly 8,000 without piped water.196 Some schools prepare 
lunch for the learners outside in facilities that are open to the elements. Several principals raised 
concern about the sanitation and efficiency of these kitchens, but the National Education 
Infrastructure Management System report for 2017-2018 did not report on this issue.197 Such 
problems can distract teachers and learners alike from engaging effectively with all educational 
materials and instruction, including e-learning opportunities. 

 

schools lack private funds  

data costs  

hough schools receive internet at reduced rates, the cost of data can be prohibitive for 
some.198 Schools connected through USAOs receive internet at a rate of 50 per cent of 
normal data costs.199 Under the USAOs, the government is meant to pay for the discounted 

price through the Universal Service and Access Fund (the “Access Fund).200 Although the Access 
Fund has money set aside, paid in by the Operators, for funding the data prices for schools, it is 
unclear which department is statutorily empowered to use these funds to pay for internet 
access.201 One government official said the funds have not been accessed for this purpose, 
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however, it is unclear why this is the case.202 Thus, schools often do not stay connected because 
there is no funding available and they cannot afford to pay for the internet out of their own limited 
budget. Operators have even gone so far as to propose amended regulations which would allow 
them to use the money they would have otherwise contributed to the fund for the purpose of 
funding schools’ access to the internet at the reduced rate, and then paying the remaining balance 
back into the fund.203 Even though the Operators sent their draft amendment proposals to 
regulators,204 there has been no response from regulators or change in the system. The USAOs 
could be interpreted to require Operators to use a portion of the Access Funds to ensure schools 
have their internet paid for.  

 

lack of security  

uring interviews conducted with principals and teachers in schools in Limpopo, 
administrators routinely voiced concerns about the security of devices,205 and recounted 
that theft of technology was commonplace.206 According to administrators, schools are not 

provided additional funds for security measures to protect devices and they must find funds in 
their already limited budgets. Security upgrades to buildings (e.g. bars on the windows or 
reinforced doors) and in some circumstances continuing measures (e.g. security guards) require 
additional funds, which should be provided for along with access and equipment to ensure access 
is sustainable.  Additional funding for these measures should be provided by the provincial or 
national departments rather than paid for out of local school budgets.  

 

insurance 

 “DBE said schools could afford to 
insure but they don’t increase the 

budget to afford it...it’s putting 
schools under tremendous strain.”  

– Moyeni 

 

hallenges around security and device theft also raise issues related to insurance costs. 
Schools connected through service obligations must independently provide the funds for 
continued insurance for devices. The Department of Basic Education has not increased its 

budget allocation towards insurance, and many schools cannot otherwise afford it on their own.207 
Schools simply do not have the funds necessary to protect their equipment with their constrained 
budgets.208 As a result, after an Operator has installed a connection and set up a computer lab, 
including providing the three teacher laptops and 24 learner laptops, and sometimes tablets and 
the equipment is often stolen. Without insurance, the equipment will not be replaced, and the 
effort, time, and money invested in connecting the school is wasted. Cost of insurance should be 
covered by provincial or national departments rather than paid for out of local school budgets. 

D 
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lack of adequate training and IT support for teachers  

“Some teachers know how to use the internet 
but I cannot say most.” 
- Robert, Teacher, Humbelani 

 

any rural schools that have computers and are connected to the internet do not end up 
using these technologies to their utmost capacity because a significant number of 
teachers do not know how to use the technology, much less how to integrate it into a 

productive classroom lesson.209 As one researcher described, “If teachers don’t know how to teach 
with technology, having connectivity won’t matter.”210 Many educators, particularly in rural areas, 
were born before the wide-scale use of technology in classrooms, and thus did not have an 
opportunity to develop their computer skills in school.211 It is reasonable for teachers to “teach the 
way they’ve been taught.”212 Thus, if soon to be instructors are not taught in ways that incorporate 
technology and the internet, they are unlikely to use such tools in the classroom. This observation 
led another researcher to note, “we need to change the universities. They’re still talking at 
students, telling them to teach with technology and aren’t changing [their own instruction].”213 

 

“I need teacher training because I am BBT - Born 
Before Technology! I and the other BBTs have to rely 

on young teachers.” 
- Samuel, Teacher, Tshinavhe 

 

Another obstacle South African school teachers face to integrating technology in their classrooms 
is the lack of technical support to troubleshoot and fix technological problems, such as a poor 
internet connection.214 A typical school might need upwards of “three IT technicians for a school 
of 1,000 kids…[but] in a rural school, [they] wouldn’t have that kind of technical support.”215 To 
ensure the proper implementation of internet access and lasting connectivity, schools require 
trained information technology (IT) professionals to properly install, maintain, upgrade, and fix 
hardware and software.216 As part of their licensing requirements, operators connect schools to 
the internet, install devices, and “go there for a day or two, show teachers how to switch it on, etc. 
and then they go [away].”217 Although these operators try to train teachers to use the technology, 
without repeated instruction teachers are unable to effectively retain the imparted knowledge. 
The lack of follow up is especially concerning because rural schools cannot afford to pay for 
technical support when they have technological problems. Technology should be protected, 
upgraded and replaced as needed to ensure effective access. Every connectivity program should 
be established with a plan for regular upgrades in the technologies installed, and for continuing to 
provide service once free or discounted rates conclude. 

Teachers who do not know how to integrate technology into their pedagogy or lack access to 
reliable technical support will shy away from using IT in their classrooms. In these cases, learners 
will not reap the educational benefits of internet access or exposure to modern technologies.218 
For access to make its way to learners, teachers need to be adequately trained on how to use 
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technology for curriculum delivery, and technical support should be made readily available.219 

Moreover, the government, not the operators, is responsible for training teachers and providing 
technical support to ensure reliable access. Under Section 29 of the South African Constitution, 
everyone has the right to receive an education of adequate quality.220 What this means for school 
funding policy is that the government should provide sufficient resources for educational 
infrastructure, teacher training, and development.221 Perhaps in recognition of these obligations, 
the Department of Education (DOE)’s White Paper on e-Education stated that the DOE should 
develop a national policy framework for training policies and programs “to enable teachers to 
understand and use ICTS” for “teaching and learning.”222 The White Paper acknowledges that such 
teacher training programs require extensive staff development and support.223 In addition, in 
terms of technical support provisioning, the White Paper states that Provincial education 
departments should “plan and budget for the appointment of ICT in Education specialists at 
provincial and district levels…to provide ongoing professional and technical support.”224 The state 
could consider adopting additional degree requirements for university students completing certain 
programs correlated with good ICT skills to give back to communities in need of ICT support. Youth 
are a valuable resource that can be trained to serve as ICT support for the school. 

South Africa has implemented some initiatives that provide ICT training for teachers. For example, 
the Vodacom Mobile Education Programme is a partnership between Vodacom and the 
Department of Basic Education to support ICT training for teachers in centres established in each 
of the provinces.225 One of those centres, the Makhado ICT Resources Centre, provides training to 
teachers on how to use devices, manage lessons, and access information for education.226 Since its 
inception in 2011, Vodacom claims to have trained over 100,000 teachers on how to effectively 
integrate ICT in the classrooms.227 

While this initiative is certainly a step in the right direction, it is insufficient in a country with a total 
of over 400,000 teachers.228 Moreover, many of the centres are located too far away from many 
rural areas and schools, which are the very locations in which ICT training is sorely needed. As a 
teacher in Tshinavhe, Limpopo noted, “The Makhado ICT Resources Centre would be too far to go 
to...There is nothing around here.”229  

Teacher training on the use of IT in the classroom and in support of the curriculum must be done 
on an ongoing and regular basis and be a component of professional development of teachers, 
rather than a one-and-done solution. Such training can take into account best practices developed 
through previous programs on teacher training around the use of technology (like ICT4RED). 
Current teachers should be provided with means to access training centres on a regular basis if 
training is not conducted at or near their school. Public-private partnerships can help with this 
training. 

 

pervasive misconceptions among teachers and parents  

nother major problem in South African rural schools is negative guardian and teacher 
attitudes toward the internet. Much of these are driven by fears around the internet and 
children having access to it. These in turn are fed by a failure to drive at scale digital literacy 

with schools and educators. A study that was coordinated by the United Nations Children’s 
Emergency Fund (UNICEF) “sampled children of both genders between the ages of nine and 
seventeen in three South African provinces, the Western Cape, the Eastern Cape and Gauteng.”230 
Within each province, data were collected in urban and rural sites to obtain evidence of “how the 
Internet is being used by children in the global South for the purpose of determining whether 
children’s digital rights are currently being realized.”231 For those children who could not always 
access the Internet, the cost of data was most often the cause (47 per cent), and for learners who 
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had zero access to the Internet, 51.2 per cent reported the reason was that their adult guardian 
would not let them.232 In fact, 69.3 per cent of learners reported that teachers never or hardly ever 
permitted them to use devices with internet access or access to data for class assignments, and 
46.4 per cent reported never or hardly ever being encouraged to explore and learn new things 
online.233 Some parents, guardians, and teachers prohibit access to the internet for children for 
fear of exposure to sexual content or other “negative” content online that may harm the child.234  

In each of the nine schools visited for purposes of this project, learners were not, as a general 
matter, allowed to bring their devices to school or use their device during the school day. Several 
schools referenced this policy as parent-driven. Some schools permitted learners who have phones 
to bring them in on a certain day or during a certain week in order to apply to universities with the 
help of a teacher.235 Meanwhile, learners with devices noted how it could be helpful to them were 
they allowed to bring them, especially on days when teachers were absent. A student should be 
allowed to bring their devices to school to access the network, even if they are not allowed to use 
the devices during class. 

Education on the internet’s potential, combined with implementation of adequate security 
measures (including training learners on browsing security protocols) will be important steps to 
overcoming some of the misconceptions around the internet.236 Online safety needs to be 
incorporated into the curriculum. While many who go online use the internet for entertainment 
purposes, the internet can enable a much larger range of activities, including educational ones. 
Learners, teachers, and parents should learn to unlock the power of the internet to enhance the 
educational experience of learners.237 

 

an overreliance on NGOs and corporate social 
responsibility 

The slow progress and lack of confidence in government efforts among the public and civil society 
have led to a great deal of reliance on targeted NGO and private charity programs to meet specific 
needs. These programs focus on bringing the internet to schools and incorporating internet- 
learning into school curriculums. While these programs achieve certain favourable short-term 
outcomes and provide a benefit to the community, many of them suffer from their own 
sustainability problems and are insufficient to guarantee connectivity. Ultimately, ensuring access 
for all requires government investment and implementation. While lessons can be learned from 
these private programs, widespread provision of services is the responsibility of the State.   

Many of these projects and initiatives have produced positive outcomes and have shown the 
advantages that can come from internet implementation in rural schools. One such project, the 
Bulungula Incubator, has connected schools for the purpose of creating learning programs in rural 
areas.238 Through the program, learners are given access to tablets and the internet and are taught 
part of the curriculum on the internet during one-hour weekly sessions. The project has been a 
success in teaching children digital and internet literacy skills needed later in higher education.239 
Literacy rates have also increased among learners as a result of this project.240 However, the 
project faces problems related to sustainability similar to those experienced by government 
programs.241 For example, teachers in this program often do not have the digital literacy skills 
necessary to successfully integrate the use of the internet in classes.242 In addition, budget 
constraints make it difficult to divert funds into keeping the school connected to the internet.243 
Furthermore, safety is a major issue. The project reported that around 90 per cent of tablets 
provided to schools were either lost or stolen over recent years.244  

These problems persist in other non-profit programs to connect schools to the internet as well. 
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Project Isizwe is a non-profit organization that works with local internet service providers to 
provide infrastructure for creating local community internet hotspots at a reduced cost. While the 
project does not select locations, many of the hotspots end up in schools, libraries, youth centers, 
and police stations.245Like Bulungula, however, Project Isizwe is limited by funding. While partners 
are willing to fund access for a period, the project faced challenges in providing continued 
access.246 Additionally, Project Isizwe lacks control over which sites are connected, so there is no 
guarantee that schools will necessarily receive connectivity over other sites of the sponsor’s 
choosing.247 

Webrangers is a programme run by Media Monitoring Africa (MMA) that focuses on digital 
citizenship and giving children critical media and digital literacy skills. It is a youth-led programme 
and what makes it stand out is that it is being run with DCDT, Google, Facebook, MTN, and the Film 
and Publications Board. As such, it offers a means of a multi-stakeholder partnership that can be 
scaled across schools. Importantly, its import was affirmed at the launch of the 2020 programme 
where the Deputy Minister of DCDT stated: “my last challenge for this coming year is in addressing 
the closing of the digital divide and impacting as many children as possible.” Another initiative, 
ICT4Red, was a program run by the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research248 (CSIR) with the 
goal of increasing teacher and learner digital literacy in rural schools.249 The program involved 
introducing teachers to tablets and internet use through “gamification”250 to gradually teach 
digital literacy concepts.251 As teachers progressed in the program, they would gradually unlock 
new items for their school, such as tablets for learners and projectors for classrooms.252 Overall, 
the project was successful in that teachers became adept at using their devices and felt 
empowered to train other officials at their schools.253 The program showed that it is possible to 
teach digital literacy in ways that integrate it into the education system, and simultaneously 
reinforce the role of teachers in the classroom. Similar to other programs mentioned above, 
ICT4Red suffered from lack of continued support and interest from the DBE, despite the success 
of the initial program.254 As discussed above, the lessons learned through this program should be 
incorporated into teacher training programs more broadly. 
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Figure 1: Distribution of fibre infrastructure in South Africa. 

Source: Many possibilities (2019). Available here. 

 

he targets set by SA Connect for internet access in schools by 2020 are that 100% of schools 
should have an internet connection of at least 10 Mbps and 80% should have a connection of 
100 Mbps.  By 2030, 100% should have a connection of 1 Gbps. Speeds of 100 Mbps are 

realistically only likely to be delivered by a fibre connection so we focus below on the feasibility of 
providing fibre connections to schools, although we note that LTE connections may be capable of 
providing an interim solution in areas where new fibre infrastructure has to be deployed to connect 
schools. According to Vodacom and MTN255, their LTE networks currently cover 83% and 90% of the 
population respectively which implies that over 80% of schools could already be provided with at 
least an LTE connection. It is unclear, therefore, why ICASA found it sufficient to set a much slower 
target of 1 Mbps as the minimum connection speed for the school connections to be completed by 
MNOs under their license obligations. New ISP obligations should be placed on operators 
regarding school connectivity speeds before additional spectrum licenses are granted. New 
obligations should include an internet speed in line with SA Connect goal of 100 Mbps because 
upgrades are likely to be more burdensome and less efficient than installing a reasonable speed 
the first time.  

According to SA Connect, at the time of its publishing in 2013, 86% of the population lived within 
10km of a fibre access point. This is supported by the map of fibre infrastructure shown in Figure 
2, which illustrates that fibre infrastructure available in South Africa is extensive, and not only in 
populous urban areas. 
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Figure 2: 4G coverage in South Africa by MTN and Vodacom 

Source: MTN and Vodacom websites 

 

In addition to the fibre shown above, we note that fibre is increasingly deployed by the mobile 
operators in rolling out backhaul to their base stations, particularly in the case of deploying LTE 
networks. This suggests that where the mobile operators have LTE coverage, there is likely to be 
some additional fibre infrastructure available. The LTE coverage maps of Vodacom and MTN are 
shown in Figure 2. 

For further illustration of the feasibility of connecting schools with fibre, we have mapped the 
distribution of schools in each province and overlaid the fibre distribution map from Figure 1. In 
Figures A and B, we present the maps for Gauteng and Limpopo as examples of urban and rural 
areas respectively, where the orange dots represent public schools and the purple dots 
independent schools. In Gauteng, which accounts for 11% of schools in South Africa, it is clear from 
Figure 3 that the vast majority of schools are located close to fibre access points. There appears to 
be little reason therefore why fibre access could not be provided to these schools relatively cheaply 
and quickly. Overall, data from the Department of Education shows that 41% of schools are in urban 

https://www.mtn.co.za/Pages/Coverage_Map.aspx
https://www.vodacom.co.za/vodacom/coverage-map
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areas, accounting for 55% of learners.256 These schools are likely to have a range of connection 
options available, including fibre and LTE. Again, there is therefore no reason why all these schools 
cannot quickly and easily be connected. 
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Figure 3: distribution of schools and fibre in Gauteng 

Source: Many possibilities (2019). Available here; Department of Education (2018). Available here. 

 

In Limpopo, which accounts for 16% of schools in South Africa, fibre coverage is less dense but still 
focused in areas in which the majority of schools are located (see Figure 5). In addition, many 
schools are clustered in particular areas, suggesting that a large number of schools could be 
connected with the same fibre build. These patterns are reflected in other provinces with a large 
rural population such as KZN and the Eastern Cape. 

 

Figure 4: distribution of schools and fibre in Limpopo 

Source: Many possibilities (2019). Available here; Department of Education (2018). Available here. 
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For reference, we have also mapped the distribution of fibre in relation to the schools visited on 
the research field trip. All the schools are located within close proximity of fibre infrastructure; the 
longest distance from a school to the nearest fibre is around 4.5km. 

 

 

 

Figure 5: distribution of fibre in relation to schools visited on the field trip 

Source: Many possibilities (2019). Available here; Department of Education (2018). Available here. 

 

The Western Cape Province has rolled out broadband to over 1200 of the 1441 public schools in the 
province through a competitive tender process which was won by Liquid Telecom. The Western 
Cape Province has a 55:45 urban/rural split in terms of the location of schools which is slightly 
higher than the 41:59 national average. This suggests that it may be more costly to achieve a similar 
outcome in the rest of the country; however, it should certainly be feasible to make substantial 
inroads into urban areas and rural areas where fibre is located close by. Taking a similar approach, 
in May 2019, the Eastern Cape Province recently awarded a tender to Liquid Telecom in partnership 
with SITA for the rollout of broadband to 2700 government sites, including schools, which will 
initially achieve speeds of 100 Mbps rising to 1 Gbps over time.257 These examples illustrate that 
rolling out high-speed broadband to large numbers of schools is financially feasible where 
competitive processes are followed. 

  

https://manypossibilities.net/afterfibre/
https://www.education.gov.za/Programmes/EMIS/EMISDownloads.aspx
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THE WAY FORWARD 
 

iven the essential nature of access to the internet in the context of South African schools, 
the obstacles to universal student access must be overcome. The following 
recommendations aim to address these obstacles by calling on government actors, the 

private sector, and civil society to improve their response to students’ needs. 
 
1. Government actors engaged in programs related to connectivity should COORDINATE their 

efforts and lean on each other’s capabilities, connections, technology, and infrastructure to 
increase the speed, quality, and efficiency of realizing their projects’ goals. 
1.1. Intra-agency communication should be facilitated.  

1.1.1. Policies housed within the same Department, like the Internet for All and 
SA Connect, should report to the same Deputy Director within the 
Department. Or at a minimum, these projects should work closely with 
one another to advance their mutual goals. 

1.1.2. Provincial and national governments should be more in conversation.  
1.1.3. Schools should be informed of policies and programs that affect them and 

be drivers of change in their schools.  
1.2. Interagency communication should be facilitated. 

1.2.1. The Department of Basic Education should work closely with the 
Department of Telecommunications and Postal Services, the Department 
of Rural Development and Land Reform, and the Department of Science 
and Technology to achieve connection in all South African schools. 

1.3. The Department of Education should make use of a research facility like the CSIR 
or experts on ICT. 

1.4. The Department of Education should communicate more effectively with the 
private sector on schools to be connected under their licensing obligations. 

 
2. Plans for connectivity projects should focus on the SUSTAINABILITY of access. 

2.1. Greater attention should be paid to the physical functionality and infrastructure 
schools need in order make effective use of the technology. 
2.1.1. Reliable electricity with sufficient access points should be a priority. 

2.2. To ensure sustainability, local schools cannot be the primary financial supporter of 
the project.  
2.2.1. Physical security and insurance for devices and equipment should be 

provided by the provincial or national department rather than paid for out 
of local school budgets. 

2.3. Training on ICT should be a core part of the training teachers receive so that they 
are able to help maintain and make use of the technology. 
2.3.1. This training should be an ongoing and regular component of professional 

development rather than a one-and-done solution. 
2.3.2. It should take into account best practices developed through previous 

programs on teacher training around the use of technology (like 
ICT4RED), such as by creating incentives to encourage skill development.  

2.3.3. All teachers should be trained on how to use technology and the internet, 
both for content and to develop new teaching methods. 

2.3.4. Current teachers should be provided with means to access training 
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centers on a regular basis if training is not conducted at or near their 
school. 

2.3.5. Public-private partnerships can help with teacher training. 
2.4. The state should consider adopting additional degree requirements for university 

students completing certain programs correlated with good ICT skills to give back 
to communities in need of ICT support.  

2.5. Youth are a valuable resource that can be trained to serve as ICT support for the 
school.  

2.6. Technology should be replaced and upgraded as needed to ensure effective access. 
2.6.1. There will always be a need for more and faster connectivity, so put in 

place contingencies that sees regular upgrades in the technologies 
installed.  

2.7. Schools should be connected at the speeds set out in SA Connect. 
2.8. Every connectivity program should be established with a plan for continuing to 

provide service once free or discounted rates conclude. 
 
3. The process of connectivity should be TRANSPARENT. 

3.1.  Decisions and data from public programs should be readily accessible to hold 
government accountable during the process of implementation. 

 
4. There should be a focus on developing and educating teachers on ELECTRONIC CONTENT that 

can be used with devices.  
4.1. There is a need for content in more local languages, and more relevant, educational 

content in general that can be accessed through the internet. 
4.2. Some educational sites should be zero-rated so that they may be freely utilized 

within the curriculum.  
 
5. SCHOOL HOTSPOTS should be implemented carefully so as not to interfere with the learning 

environment while simultaneously making access available to members of the community.  
5.1. Hotspots should have firewalls in place to safeguard individuals accessing the 

network as well as to protect the network from cyber-threats.  
5.2. Hours should be limited to address noise concerns based on the surrounding 

environment. 
5.3. Security measures should be in place to ensure user safety. 
5.4. Students should be allowed to bring their devices to school to access the network, 

but not to use them during class. 
5.5. Students from neighbouring schools not yet connected should also have the 

opportunity to access the network. 
 
6. NEW ISP OBLIGATIONS should be placed on operators regarding school connectivity before 

additional spectrum is granted to them.  
6.1. New requirements should take into account concerns regarding sustainability.  
6.2. New obligations should include an internet speed in line with SA Connect because 

upgrades are likely to be more burdensome and less efficient than installing a 
reasonable speed the first time. 

 
7. ACHIEVING EFFECTIVE CONNECTIVITY. 

7.1. The USAOs should be interpreted to require Operators to use a portion of USAAF 
funds to ensure schools have their internet paid for. 

7.2. This should include providing schools with the instruction to properly set in place 
firewalls. 
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7.3. Fines should not be smaller than the cost of implementation. 

 
8. CRITICAL MEDIA AND DIGITAL LITERACY SKILLS need to be incorporated into the curriculum. 

8.1. A multi-stakeholder approach is essential to ensure not just that content is relevant 
but that it covers all essential areas and is kept up to date and at pace with shifts in 
technology. 

8.2. Beyond the skills needed to be safe online, children need to be equipped with skills 
of how to leverage the internet for deepening democracy and democratic practice.  
Children thus benefit from looking at their digital footprint, and also how to take 
action, protect themselves, and critically engage content. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

he South African government is increasingly investing in the growth of this country’s digital 
economy, and in research, innovation and employment in the industries created by the 
fourth industrial revolution. This is a recognition of the omnipresent nature of technology 

and the way that it changes areas such as education and employment. Ensuring access to the 
internet in schools assists to equip young people with the science and technology skills necessary 
to pursue tertiary studies and careers, particularly in IT-related fields. Moreover, it creates new jobs 
which are accessible to all people, not just those with tertiary training in computer skills. To make 
the most of the opportunities presented by the fourth industrial revolution and technology in 
general, internet access in schools is essential. This access ensures that learners are taught basic 
computer skills and internet literacy and increases the number of people who can access exciting 
opportunities.  

Studies also show that internet access in schools assists learners to grasp study material, 
particularly for maths and science. Internet access, educational software and hardware such as 
computers and tablets can be used to ensure that learners in the same class can study different 
material that caters to their level of understanding. However, it must be noted that merely 
providing access to the internet and hardware is not enough to guarantee improved results. This 
is because teachers and learners face numerous challenges with which they must grapple. Schools 
with poor learning and teaching environments because they lack proper sanitation, classroom 
space or other facilities, cannot be saved by internet access alone. Rather internet access and the 
enabling software and hardware must be thought of as part of a network of enablers that together 
assist in the realization of the right to education. 

This research study examined the statistics around internet access in schools and found that there 
is massive digital inequality between learners in schools which were disadvantaged during 
apartheid and which are in rural areas, and learners who attend more privileged, generally urban 
schools. The truth of the matter is that this inequality often presents along racial lines and divides 
people based on their socio-economic status and geographic location. Because internet access is 
an enabler of the proper realization of the right to education, the digital divide hampers the state’s 
ability to ensure equal access to basic education. This is contrary to the constitutional duty to 
provide education in a non-discriminatory way and results in the exclusion of many young South 
Africans from the new opportunities that the modern technological era offers. 

There are numerous reasons for the digital inequality South Africa faces, ranging from a severe 
lack of coordination between government departments responsible for implementing policies to 
provide internet access to schools, to a lack of teacher training around using ICT in the classroom, 
to the other challenges, such as access to classrooms, desks, sanitation and learning materials 
which undermine efforts to improve school environments. This research study carefully examines 
these barriers and makes recommendations for ways to address them and move forward.  

The South African education system is fraught with difficulties. Litigation against the state to 
ensure access to crucial resources such as textbooks and basic sanitation has been fairly successful. 
However, it appears that the government has embraced, and is pushing towards, the fourth 
industrial revolution as a driver of growth and employment. These efforts will be undermined if 
young South Africans are not properly equipped with computer skills, an understanding of online 
safety and internet literacy, as swathes will be unable to participate in these new initiatives. The 
learners excluded from these initiatives will likely be those who already face the most serious 
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obstacles to their education, and this will only perpetuate the cycle of inequality. In addressing the 
challenges faced by the basic education system, the government must consider how provision of 
internet access, along with other basic resources, may improve fulfilment of learning outcomes 
and act as the foundation for the achievement South Africa’s goal to be a global competitor in the 
international digital market. 
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FIGURES 
 

Figure A: Unemployment among upper-middle-income countries (World Bank, 2017) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure B: Employment in South Africa vs other upper-middle-income countries (World Bank) 
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Figure C: Demand and supply of computer-related jobs in South Africa (2008 vs 2018) 

 

 

Figure D: Internet access at school and at home, by province (GHS, 2017) 

 

 

  



access denied: internet access and the right to education in south africa 

47 / 53 

Figure E: Internet at school and at home, by metropolitan area (GHS, 2017) 

 

 

Figure F: Number of learners that do not have internet access at school, by metro area (GHS, 

2017) 
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