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[00:00:00] George Eadie: [00:00:00] Welcome to episode six of Around the 

Table with me, your host, George Eadie, the title of today's podcast is the 

following: turning physical limitations into digital opportunities, why 

educational technology is our best bet to educate Africa's youth. And joining 

me today is Valenture Institute, founder and CEO Robert Paddock, Valenture 

was founded in 2019 and is one of Africa's first dedicated online High Schools 

and we'll get into more detail about Valenture in the podcast, for sure. In 

addition to leading Valenture, Rob is an executive director at Hubble Studios, 

he's a board member at genie and he also co-founded South African 

EdTech, super success story Get Smarter and in 2017, he sold his stake in Get 

Smarter and he acquired the business for $103 million.  

[00:00:57] Rob, it is great to have you here buddy. Um, we've known each 

other for a very long time and more recently got to know each other better. 

Um, but today is a topic that is on everyone's minds in the country and we 

look forward to getting very much, you know, unlock some of the limitations 

that are existing in the education system with some, some great new 

innovations. And, um, but before we kind of pile into it, um, as a way for folks 

to get to know you a little bit better, um, Rob, what was some of the lasting 

impressions of your education experience back in the day?  

[00:01:33] Robert Paddock: [00:01:33] George, and first of all, thank you so 

much for having me. I'm just, I want to commend you just for the work that 

you're doing through this Around the Table podcast. We're bringing such an 

essential array of voices into the room when it comes to education into South 

Africa right now, and I've like religiously listened to your podcast so fast, I'm 

super, super excited to be here with you today. Um, uh, last impressions of my 

own schooling experience. I was very lucky by South African standards, I 

went to incredible school, Rondebosch boy’s junior and high school. Um, in 



the, in the broader context that is education South Africa, how incredibly 

lucky was I to have that sort of experience? What I would say though, is that I 

wasn't a good fit for a traditional boy’s school. I’m incredibly creative, uh, 

fairly rebellious. I, I guess by nature um, and I struggled with the system. I 

struggled with the system quite a lot. Um, the idea that we need to look the 

same, um, that we needed to, um, be batched by age group, into particular 

classes, with limited subject choices and so on, um, that there was a very 

specific sports that needed to be played in certain seasons and so on. 

[00:02:36] And just a lot of that just didn't really sit too well with me. Um, but 

again, I feel like a complete brat having anything but admiration for a school 

like Rondebosch because by South African standards, it's a phenomenal 

school. Um, and I think we'll certainly get to get to this in the conversation, 

but one of the things I'm so excited about and, and really passionate about is 

introducing more diversity of choice into the ecosystem for individuals 

because, you know, even for you with two kids, you'll know how different your 

two kids are from each other. There's no, there's no cookie cutter factory here 

and yet, unfortunately in the way that we've, we've designed most of our 

schooling, it's largely the same with some, maybe some differences around 

things like curriculum choice and so on. 

[00:03:16] I would say that the most influential teacher for me was, was an 

individual called Andrew Potter, who the first day that he walked into the 

classroom said, guys, I'm not here to teach you like, that's not my job. My job 

is to help you learn how to learn and that played through in everything that 

we did from self-organizing around projects to peer reviewing each other's 

assignments, um, to, to, um, to convening meetings ourselves, to discuss how 

we wanted to, uh, establish our code of conduct for the classroom. It was like 



a lesson in independence and in business and in social interaction, it was 

absolutely phenomenal.  

[00:03:51] George Eadie: [00:03:51] Wow. Isn't that incredible to have 

someone really define a new way of doing things and, and to have lived that 

with you so many years later. That's awesome and I really enjoyed this feature 

of the podcast so far to just celebrate some of these teachers that have had 

this kind of impression, yes to celebrate them, but also to remind those 

teachers out there of the kind of influence that they can have so many years 

down the road. Um, so, right, let's get into the heart of the topic today. I think, 

you know, something that in some of our private conversations I've been so 

amazed by is your unique view on education. 

[00:04:29] I think partly informed by your, your, your previous work life at Get 

Smarter and you know, where you've had real international exposure, et 

cetera. And, and you've been able to come back to the education system in 

South Africa and look at it through a few, let's say critical lenses and you 

know, but what might you say is your view on the system, in what areas do 

you think it's wanting for uh, you know, areas of improvement and 

advancement. 

[00:04:59] Robert Paddock: [00:04:59] Maybe if we can start with some of the 

stats that, that indicative of what our system is producing, maybe that that's a 

way to, to think about kind of framing the conversation. So, we live in a 

country where out of a hundred kids who start, who start grade one only four 

will actually get an undergraduate degree within a, within a six-year period. 

Like that that's already as a very, very scary stat. We've got less than 50% of 

students who start grade one, actually getting a matric and far less of those 

actually getting a metric that is, that makes them eligible to get into 

universities and so on. We unfortunately have a system where, as an 



example, in the Eastern Cape, 60% of grade eight mathematics teachers 

cannot pass the same exam that they are teaching for. 

[00:05:44] We have a system that, where we are producing radical inequality, 

radical inequality across the board, were 3% of the schools are producing 

97% of the distinctions in mathematics and science. So yes, there are some 

schools that are, that are working, but the vast majority are not. We then 

have a system where unfortunately; things are about to get a whole lot 

worse. We have a 100% learning loss in the year of 2020, we have, as a four 

weeks ago, we have 50% learning loss and counting for 2021 and we have 

43% of our teaching population that is going to retire in the next 10 years, 

43%. If we were to produce enough teachers to educate the youth bode, 

which incidentally 45% of the global youth population will be on the African 

continent by 2030. 

[00:06:37] That's not far away. So, we have this radical youth bulge and if we 

were to even have any hope of educating this youth bulge on the African 

continent, we need to educate 350,000 teachers per year on the continent 

to currently deliver in the current brick and mortar model. Uh, one of the stat 

that, that when I first heard it just a sucker punched me in the gut was, and it's 

an example in the Western Cape, but it's not, it's not a criticism of the Western 

Cape. This is true in, in, in all of our growth provinces, where we have 20 in the 

region of about 24,000 new school age learners in the province every single 

year, we pre COVID had the budget to build four new schools at the 

capacity of a thousand kids. More realistically, we ended up building one or 

two schools at a capacity of a thousand each. 

[00:07:22] Post Covid, we don't even know where we're going to net out in 

terms of new school builds and CapEx infrastructure. I just saw that there was 

an announcement a few days ago, KwaZulu Natal education just had their 

budget cut by like 6.4 billion Rand. So, we have a system at the moment 



where it's like, we can have quite long philosophical conversations about the 

best way of, of, of educating and so on. 

[00:07:44] But we have a system right now that the answer cannot be more of 

the same, but better. We simply aren't going to make it right now. So, this is, at 

this point, by my estimation, there's is no longer a luxury of refining the kind of 

small points around the way that we've designed our education system. We 

need a radical new rethink if we're going to have any chance of educating 

this, this youth bulge. And one of the other things that we know about Africa 

is that in terms of population migration, the continent tilts South. So, we have 

this youth bulge, we have this influx of, of immigrants into South Africa seeking 

better opportunities. And we have an education system that's absolutely 

battling. 

[00:08:20] And if we are to have any hope of realizing Africa's potential, we 

have to enable our youth. We have to make them competent, capable of 

contributing in this, in this knowledge economy, as the fourth industrial 

revolution hits us. Like it's, again, it's not more of this but hoping somehow 

magically that things are going to get better. 

[00:08:38] It needs a fundamental rethink. So, I guess that that's the frame, the 

issue and I mean, I've, said since the numbers there, that, that, that really, 

really like genuinely keep me awake at night. And the question is, well, if 

we're going to start to think about solutions, we need to effectively diagnose 

what's at the root cause of those challenges. And let me preface all of this by 

saying that that to truly solve the education, the education challenges of any 

country is to solve the full social economic challenge of a country. It's not until 

those two things can come, come together that you can actually have high 

functioning systems, like in like in Finland, like Norway and all these and 

Sweden, these other, other jurisdictions that we kind of point our gaze and 

say, well, we just need to emulate what these systems are doing. It's like, no, 



no, no, no. The context is so radically different. We're dealing with, with 

countries where there is so much wealth in the country where teachers on 

average have a master's degree and are paid exceptionally well where the 

home environments of pretty much every single learner are fundamentally 

enabling. 

[00:09:37] Uh, we're comparing ourselves to the wrong thing, we need to think 

about contextually appropriate solutions for our unique circumstances in 

Africa right now. And unfortunately, by, by simply looking north, it's like, it's like 

in the same way that every university wants to be Harvard, except they want 

to do it on a, on somewhere between a hundred and the thousands of the 

endowment. It's like, we're thinking about this all wrong.  

[00:09:59] George Eadie: [00:09:59] Yeah. There's, there's been a lot that's 

been said, and, and frankly, I am and imagine the audience is you know, 

really trying to digest the full extent of what you've, what you've shared. I 

think that almost the only natural response is like complete flight or freeze, 

you know, it's, it's sort of, um, what, what does one do with that level of 

overwhelming. And I think one of the points that you mentioned is that, you 

know, we can't do more of the same. We can't sort of fine tune the engine as 

it were. We now need an airplane. We need, we need a whole new vehicle 

and to be able to get us to a destination, um, that, that, that we're seeking, 

um, just out of interest, you know, look at, you mentioned some international 

examples. 

[00:10:46] Are there any international examples that you draw on at all, that 

would be comparable to South Africa or is it really that we’re in large part, 

have a unique mix of things here that we need to solve for ourselves.  



[00:11:02] Robert Paddock: [00:11:02] I would say that we are find ourselves in 

a particularly unique context right now that has now been exacerbated by, 

by the COVID pandemic and that, and that for all that, the challenges that 

that brings it also brings us, uh, an opportunity to think very disruptively, um, in 

a way that might not have been palatable, uh, in, in, in years and decades 

gone by. 

[00:11:21] George Eadie: [00:11:21] So, Rob, I mean, I'm sure we'll unpack 

more aspects of this as it applies to solutions going forward, et cetera. But I 

mean, let's rewind the clock, a couple of years ago only, um, was the launch 

of Valenture and it entered into a world pre COVID. Um, I'd love to hear from 

you, you know, what was the origin story and what, what gave rise to, what 

inspired, what was the intent, how did things then work out and, um, you 

know, what have you learned along the way?  

[00:11:52] Robert Paddock: Yeah, completely George and I'd love to, as, uh, 

as we work through the kind of the Valenture, um, kind of, uh, story also start 

to speak about, about some of the diagnosis of the, of the issues that we've, 

that we've identified and not uniquely identified, but I think I'm putting, 

putting a voice to, um, and why we think that the digital needs to needs to 

start taking its place in the, in the education ecosystem. So maybe we can 

dance around this a little bit. Um, we founded the Valenture Institute in, um, in 

July of 2019. I raised a little bit of capital in order to do this. I think very, very 

effective of the experience that we, that we had that get smarter, where by 

the time I finished with educated about 180,000 learners from 154 countries 

around the world and which achieving on average graduation rate of 90, 

92%. 

[00:12:37] And so having spent a decade plus really thinking carefully about 

how there is a thoughtful integration of technology and people to support 

quality online and blended learning experiences. Now, how do we take what 



we've learned there and had access to incredible minds at Harvard, 

Stanford, Oxford, Cambridge, and so on. And how do we integrate that into 

a model that could be fit for purpose in this South African context? My 

original thesis was effectively one to create a little Robin hood ecosystem, 

but there's radical disparity in, in our system. The biggest, um, the biggest, the 

deepest pockets for educational sit with, sit with government. 

[00:13:10] And yet it's incredibly hard as, you know, as has been indicated by 

it, by, uh, offerings like the collaboration school’s framework and so on for 

that public money to be directed into more private or semi-private even not 

for profits education offerings. This incidentally in the states with charter 

schools is, is everyday practice in South Africa very much not, not the case. 

So, my view was like, unless everyone's willing to work for free, someone has 

to pay for education. So, can we please stop talking about free education? 

It's never free. Like there's always money that's moving and the question is 

who's paying and how are you going to create how you're going to create a 

system that can, that can continue to support the very real costs that are 

incurred in the delivery of, of education? 

[00:13:49] Um, so my original thesis was well, can we create a low self-

contained ecosystem where we have effectively high fee-paying learners, 

cross subsidizing, no fee learners. Now maybe just to put a zone in on this one 

a little bit, online learning on its own is not a great solution for the most 

vulnerable in our population right now. Why? Because if you don't have a 

safe home and a conducive learning environment with reliable access to the 

internet, ideally, or own your own study space and so on, you're not learning 

in many of our township areas now more challenged areas, if mom and dad, 

or even at home there isn't, it's not necessarily a particularly safe environment 

for kids. 



[00:14:29] So one of the functions that schools perform bravely for children 

around South Africa is that of a safe Harbor from the very harsh realities of 

home. And we've got to bear that, that context in mind when we think 

about, about digital provision and so on. Um, so I, I honestly get, get quite 

frustrated when I hear things like oh, we'll just put a mobile phone in 

everyone's hands and give them internet connectivity, and then learning's 

going to happen. It's like, no, like no wrong, like, like wrong. You haven't spent 

enough time in, in schools and townships and in homes and townships like 

you, you, you've got to get under the hood of what's going to create 

environments that actually allow students to feel safe enough in order to, in 

order to engage in this process of learning. And to be clear, learning is risk-

taking and no one's taking any intellectual risks. If they're not feeling, if they're 

not feeling safe,  

[00:15:14] George Eadie: [00:15:14] I love that the way, learning is risky. Uh, I 

have, I've never had that, just say one, one or two more things about.  

[00:15:22] Robert Paddock: [00:15:22] So, so the there's a concept that was 

coined by, by a gentleman called Vygotsky about this idea of the zone of 

proximal development and the zone of proximal development is in terms of 

your learning experience, where you are just on the edge of your 

capabilities, where you are taking risks and venturing into new domains. But 

the leap is not so far that you fall off a cliff, and yet it's not so slow that you 

are kind of plodding through and it's too easy and so on. So, there's this idea 

of operating in the zone approximal development which is astonishingly 

efficient as an educational principle. And we must come back to this point 

because it speaks to the point around the necessity of personalized pacing 

mastery-based learning and so on, which is the exact opposite of what our 

education system typically does, which is curriculum coverage, batch 

schooling, kids are all moving through the curriculum at the same pace, 

regardless of the respective levels of mastery, mastery, or competence. Um, 



but we need to be in that zone of proximal development if we're going to 

get the best kind of bang for buck for our, for our time spent learning, um, 

and inherent in that process is risk-taking,  

[00:16:21] George Eadie: [00:16:21] But let's get back to the, to the, uh, to the 

thesis and, you know, Valenture coming in you've unpacked the, the nuance 

that's necessary to consider between how do we think about online and, um, 

well-resourced versus the majority of schools in South Africa. 

[00:16:36] Robert Paddock: Completely. So, so George, the thinking again 

was let's create a fully online school with an international curriculum that is 

high touch, highest quality possible, um, in this domain. And let's have 

students paying about 85,000 Rand per year in order to join that school now, 

to be clear, that's a very expensive school by South African standards. 

Certainly not the most expensive, only our most expensive of upwards of 150, 

250,000 rand but this is a, this is a pretty darn expensive school, but the 

thinking was to create the self-contained ecosystem where money can then 

be spent to cross subsidize those that are in what we call blended learning 

micro schools. So, we set up from the outset, which is not, this is not smart by 

entrepreneurial standards. Like, no, investor's going to tell you, this is a great 

idea. Go, go, like, take it at a very critical stage of your growth. Go take a lot 

of the revenues coming in and go cross subsidize learners that are, that are 

completely fee free. 

[00:17:29] And so the idea was cross subsidized those who are on the fully 

online Valenture offering and have the learners in the, what we call blend, 

learning micro schools studying completely for free. Now to, to, to maybe just 

to put a little bit of color on what a blended learning micro school is, this is 

where learners are coming into the safety of the physical space, we chose a 

particular storeroom in Mitchell's Plain. So just, just to, just to emphasize that a 

store room and we converted it into a thriving co-learning space. And the 



idea here is that all the teaching and learning that's necessary can take 

place via the platform and with access to the country's greatest teachers 

who now don't need to live and work in Mitchell's plain. 

[00:18:06] And we must come back to that point. Um, but they are able to 

come to the safety of a physical space, reliable hardware, reliable internet 

connectivity, backup, backup, power, and so on. And then they have what 

we call a mentor who's from the community who's physically present in the 

space. Now the mentor is not expected to be a subject matter expert, they 

are not a teacher. They are there for pastoral care. They are there to look 

after the whole human, to be the warm body on the ground, who is saying, 

George, I care about you. I want to see you succeed and when things, when 

the inevitable struggles of our teenage years come up, I'm here for you. 

What's also really important is that culturally, these people need to be from 

the communities. 

[00:18:44] Then one of the, one of the problems with very well-intentioned 

philanthropy often is like a bunch of strangers come into your space, start 

telling you this is how it's going to work like I don't even know you. I don't trust 

you. I don't, you don't look like me. You don't sound like me. Like, like why, 

why, why would I, why would I kind of allow myself to deeply emotionally 

connect with you and interest you? 

[00:19:04] So this idea of actually recruiting mentors from the community who 

are the warm bodies physically present on the ground who are providing 

that, what we call them students number one, cheerleaders. These are 

matters of the communities is the impacts. And to be clear, schooling is never 

just going to be about the academics, It's not, of course it's not. Um, but 

again, we need to come back to this point because we're failing miserably 

on the academics we need to, we need to start prioritizing some things, but 

at the very least in, in, in the system where we've producing quality 



academic results, and we've got the, what we would call the pastoral care 

on site. 

[00:19:35] The results have been absolutely phenomenal George. So, in the 

year of 2020, we had learners jump on average three grade levels across 

their various subjects, three grade levels in a year. And, and we're doing this 

at a cost per learner that is, that is comparable to what the government is 

currently spending per learner, which is in the region of about 20,000 Rand 

per year and that's just for, for OPEX. CapEx is completely different for this, for 

this physical infrastructure. Part of what we were trying to prove out is not only 

that we can build a sustainable business model, but that we can prove this 

model of blended learning micro schools. Why? Because by my estimation, 

we can't afford to think about continuing to build new schools. 

[00:20:14] We spend about 120 million Rand per new school and in the 

private sector, that's a lot more incidentally and by my estimation, these off 

single purpose, white infants, they can never, ever be used for anything other 

than that, that have a school where we've got corridors, we've got 

classrooms, we've got gymnasiums, we've got sports fields, whatever the 

case may be. And we're spending out north of 120 million random at 

absolute best widget. We're getting about a thousand students into, into 

these spaces. And only the people who live in live in that particular area can 

benefit from, from that school. Now maybe to, to, to start speaking a little bit 

more about some of the changes that I see in the education system. 

[00:20:50] One of the other big challenges is that, the best quality teachers, 

the best performing teachers, the most academically capable teachers will 

continuously gravitate towards for model C in private schools. That's a fact, 

that's not something we're going to change, that's of course, teachers who 

already aren't paid glamorous salaries are going to follow the best economic 



opportunity that they can get. And they're going to follow the opportunities 

that present them with the most reasonable and, and enjoyable lifestyle. Like 

of course they are, but unfortunately what happens is that in our system, 

great teachers gravitate towards high performing schools and better 

resource schools, low performing teachers continue to live and work in low 

performing schools and in low performing areas. 

[00:21:29] So we have this binding constraint that is very difficult to see our 

way out of, unless we find a new way of linking great teachers with learners, 

regardless of where they're geographically located. So, in the past, you could 

only get access to a great teacher in Mitchell's Plain, if that teacher 

happened to live and work in Mitchell's Plain. Now through this Micro school, 

these, these learners have access to two teachers who are located all 

around the country and indeed all around the world who can live and work 

from the comfort of their own home. And you can still be supporting these 

learners who are sitting at sitting in Mitchell's plain. 

[00:21:58] It sounds like such like such an obvious thing to say, George, but 

we're not talking about this. Like we're not talking about the fact that low 

performing teachers are one of the best indicators of the quality of 

academic output, and yet just to see a kind of, that kind of socio-economic 

realities, like we're not going to find a better way of, of, of connecting great 

teachers with learners unless we start to think about tech as a, as an 

intermediary  

[00:22:22] George Eadie: [00:22:22] And when thinking about the conversion 

of storerooms and the conversion of perhaps other now, um, redundant 

infrastructure into, um, learning environments, um, and, and thinking about, 

um, about, you know, the setting up those environments, um, 120 million rand 

for a school, you mentioned, uh, about what was it? 20 thousand Rand a 

year for a learner in the Apex of a, of a Micro school, i mean, it's just 



completely not comparable. And I mean, apart from that, there's also this 

thing of, um, a thousand learners need to go to a location that’s quite far 

away, you know, there's the transport thing. There's the safety that comes 

with that. 

[00:23:07] Robert Paddock: [00:23:07] Exactly. And this, and this is one of the 

challenges is that when you think about the conventional school model, the 

unit economics, which don't work in the first place, but can only basically be 

justified, when you've got a thousand kids on site, why? Because onsite, you 

also need to have a principal, your deputies, your individual subject, subject 

teachers, your, your, um, your facilities managers, your ground staff, the list 

goes on. And in order, just to keep the, the, the wheels turning in one school 

site, you need to get about a thousand students’ capacity. And this, by my 

estimation, to, to your point, like, so now you've got to choose this kind of 

regional hubs for these massive police, big schools that often still don't solve 

the, one of the biggest barriers to education in South Africa, which is 

transport. 

[00:23:50] Like you've got kids that are, that are spending north of two hours a 

day, just trying to get to schools, school and back and spending a lot of 

money on transport as well. And so, you think about that and you're like, well, 

why can't they be a micro school on every, on every block in a township? 

Like why can't there be a small school for 30 kids.  If we think differently about 

the support structure that is needed in order to enable a quality education 

for those kids. And so, this is exactly where the, where the concept of the, of 

the micro school comes in. We need to bring the best, what digital can bring, 

which is radical efficiency in, in, in the overall role of a teacher. 

[00:24:24] And we must, uh, I'd love to spend some time unpacking this, this 

idea of what a teacher does and why it, by my estimation, it's such an 

unreasonable job description, but then two, allowing us to think differently 



about the sort of infrastructure that's required and where this infrastructure is 

going to be required in order to give people safe, inspiring places of learning. 

[00:24:42] George Eadie: [00:24:42] Let's actually hone in on this, on this 

teacher job description issue because, um, I think it's, it's, it's central to what 

you guys have, have innovated on and, um, you know, I think there are a lot 

of teachers out there who are increasingly getting burned out, um, by what 

they're dealing with, especially in the last year. What's your view on, on what 

we're expecting from teachers?  

[00:25:07] Robert Paddock: [00:25:07] It's, it's a completely unreasonable job 

description. It always has been, um, uh, a view. And in fact, maybe let's not, 

not speak too much to the history of why the, the teaching kind of function 

was set up this way, but we find ourselves now in a situation where teachers, 

uh, by the government's own kind of estimation and expected to perform 

about 17 different discrete job jobs in there as part of their job description. So 

let's speak about just, just a few of those: Subject matter expert, lesson 

designer, lesson facilitator, administrator, marker, social worker, sports coach. 

This list just goes on and on and on George and you know, and this, this may 

be kind of harks back to the, the Get Smarter days, but one of the things we 

found and we started with this, this idea of short courses, and initially, the idea 

was let's get some teachers and then let's have them allocated to a 

particular group of students.  

[00:26:00] And then sure, like they'll provide the instruction, they'll do, they will 

do all the marking, they'll do the back, backing the administration and for this 

course, um, et cetera, et cetera, what we found very quickly was that that 

just didn't scale. You could only really service kind of 50 odd learners 

effectively across the entire group, and so we started to ask ourselves, well, 

how can we rather think about sacred, unbundling this idea of a teacher into 

its component parts and putting experts in every, in every aspect and then 



using technology as the binding tool to continue to give us a holistic view of 

that learner. And then importantly, to streamline a lot of the functions that 

don't need human intervention anymore. So, let's talk about a couple of 

these areas right now and importantly, the intersection with technology, we 

have quite literally hundreds of thousands of teachers around the world who 

are standing up in front in front of a class and talking about, uh, algebraic 

about quadratics equations. 

[00:26:55] And they are doing that at radically different levels of quality. So, 

one of the concepts of teaching and learning is this idea of didactic 

instruction. There's a, there's a part of the role of a teacher is to be the 

conveyor of information of facts, and that forms the basis on which we can 

start to apply those facts and we can start to integrate them and we can 

start to, we can start our own learning journey from there, but there's this idea 

of kind of content dissemination. Immediately, it could not be more obvious 

that if we were to rather spend the time and get the country's best mass 

teacher to record the best quality didactic instruction when it comes to 

things like, like quadratic equations and so on that if we then allowed the 

technology to leverage that didactic instruction for us, we would 

immediately free up some way, north of 50% of teacher time right now, 50% 

like in a heartbeat. But it requires a bottom-up view of building this education 

system with tech first. So that it's not just those students that go on to go onto 

YouTube, find a video that, that, that, that you like and then we'll kind of 

come back to this with, with different levels of understanding. It takes this very 

much bottom-up approach. 

[00:28:02] So didactic instruction is, is one element, but this starts to get a 

whole lot more interesting when we start looking at the many layers that sit 

underneath, what, what a teacher does. Um, let, let's take an example of this 

sheer marking load that teachers are expected to incur every single day. 

Let's look at things like the volume of administration, let's look about things like 



monitoring and evaluation. All of these can be streamlined and automated 

to a radical degree with the effective integration of technology. And so, we 

start to ask ourselves the question, so, so if we take this kind of idea of a 

bundled service being, being the role of a teacher, and we desegregate 

that into its component parts, and then we do a very thoughtful analysis 

about what could and should be effectively taken care of by technology. 

[00:28:50] And what do we want to save precious human time for because 

human time is always, there's always going to be a cost associated with that 

and this all of us wake up tomorrow and are willing to work free for the rest of 

time, there's going to be a cost associated due to human time. So, what we 

need to be thinking about if our, if our intention is to, is to deliver the highest 

quality education for the lowest possible price, we need to think about how 

we can use human time to its maximum impact in a way that simply cannot 

be replicated by technology. And for me, the role of, of teaching time is that 

the most effective use of teaching time is as follows one-to-one remediation, 

small group tutoring, applied project work and pastoral care, those are the, 

those are the crux and the core areas that we need to continue to leverage 

human time. 

[00:29:38] And we need to allow technology to do everything else. Why? 

Because technology can scale and you don't have to pay technology by 

the hour. And if we don't start thinking about this, this kind of primary function 

of a teacher differently, again, like good luck to us having to train up 350,000 

new teachers this year when we're not, we're not educating a fractional of 

that on the continent, there's some philosophical debates about, is online 

learning good for good for students and so on. But my personal views, we've 

gotten beyond the point of having nice philosophical conversations about 

that. If again, the intention is to educate, to provide an equitable education 

system on this country, and we're not relying on, on spending a hundred and 



north of 150,000 Rand per learner to deliver a quality education. We've got to 

think about tech. We don't have a choice at this point.  

[00:30:31] George Eadie: [00:30:31] Incredible Rob. So, if we take a look now, 

then at Valenture, you guys started in 2019, it's been a roller coaster ride of 

note. You've now got, um, first, uh, uh, the partnership with St Stithians and 

then, um, more recently the ISTE online high school pair up and you're, you're 

heading into, um, quite large-scale. I mean, you know, I've heard that, that 

the applications have been really successful and in this first round, I mean, 

has this been an indicator of demand? Like, what do you seeing? 

[00:31:09] Robert Paddock: [00:31:09] It's been phenomenal and to your 

point, we've been so grateful to partner with, with St Stithians and the 

university of Cape town, um, the bottles have, have some differences, but 

both are servicing incredibly important and incredibly important need by, uh, 

by, um, by our estimation, the UCT on, on high school has surpassed our 

wildest expectations at this point. So, we've had over 5,000 learners apply in 

two months. In fact, we launched two months ago today, um, and what's 

more interesting than, than, than, than the sheer volume is the, is the ethnic 

details as well as the more kind of demographic details. 

[00:31:43] So we've got over 72% of our learners that have applied this far 

black and over 78% of the learners are coming from existing public schools. 

This is not a kind of private to privates or people moving over from 

homeschooling exclusively into, into, into online schooling. People are voting 

with their feet right now and saying that, that the system is not producing, is 

not creating enough opportunities for them to, to get a quality education for 

their kids and they're taking matters into their own hands. And, you know, so 

that, there's sort of very inspiring conversation that I had like two weeks ago 

with the mother in Khayelitsha and she's saying. I spend more than 2000 rand 



a month on transport alone for my child to get, to get her to school and back 

like, this is a no brainer. 

[00:32:26] And what she's done is that her and, and five other parents in the 

area, they've all signed their kids up for UCT online high school. And what 

they've doing in order to provide that safe space is that learner is actually 

going to do a rotation from one house to the next. So, all five kids at, at mum 

number one's house, the one, one day, Tuesday, mum, number twos, house, 

et cetera, et cetera. 

[00:32:46] And we see this sort of thing is happening all over the place. We've 

got a, we've got a, we've got a church in the Northern Cape that's taking 

200 seats on the UCT on high school, because they're turning their entire 

school into, into, into a small, independent school where the entire 

academics support is going to be taking place from UCT on high school. But 

again, they're providing the physical infrastructure, the access to the internet 

and so on, and they don't need to build a school to do that, that they're 

converting the church that they already have. And they are hundreds of 

stories like this, George, where people are just taking matters into their own 

hand and figuring things out. 

[00:33:21] Why? Because unfortunately the current system is not producing 

opportunity enough opportunities for them, and especially not producing 

enough opportunities for them to join an aspirational school. And this is a 

point, I do want to touch on we're so lucky to be working with schools like St 

Stithians and universities like UCT. 

[00:33:37] One of the reasons is because these are aspirational institutions 

and I'm a firm believer that in terms of our human psychology, when we 

associate ourselves with great institutions and are surrounded by great 

people out our imagination as to what's possible with, uh, in, in, in our life, 

expands accordingly when we're surrounded by inspiring people who are 



presenting new versions of, of, of what we might be capable of and who are 

pulling us along with them, it's such an important lever that we can draw on 

in order to provide more motivation for our learners to dream bigger and to 

take their role as learners more seriously. 

[00:34:17] Because unfortunately when you're in a low performing school and 

you've got a teacher, which incidentally, there's this 50% plus teacher 

absenteeism in the, in the Eastern Cape, when you've got a teacher that's 

not arriving and so on, it's like, well, no one else cares about my education. 

Why would I do. Like, why would I put the extra effort in and spend the extra 

time? It's like, there's a, there's a fundamental psychological piece there that 

we're just missing again and again. And for me, what I'm so excited about 

with St Stithians and UCT, is that these kids are now joining aspirational 

institutions and they're being surrounded by inspiring people and what they 

can dream of in terms of their, their future potential, is it grows accordingly.  

[00:34:52] George Eadie: [00:34:52] If you take our mind a little bit off, um, the 

problem of the system and the solution that Valenture and, and you guys are 

bringing, and we turn a little bit towards, um, you know, the, the, uh, those 

that are in leadership roles in, in education in South Africa and thinking about 

partnerships. I mean, one of the things you've done really well is to establish 

these quite In-depth, you know, you embed with these other organizations 

now for, for, for foreseeable future. What are some, what are some pieces of 

advice you might give? Um, because I know that a theme that's come 

through on the podcast so far is really, we need to do this together. 

[00:35:32] Robert Paddock: [00:35:32] Yeah and again, I just want to, I want to 

say thank you so much to you for your convening role in this space right now, 

because I think that the conversation is so important in the context, um, at 

which different people are trying to solve, solve some similar and sometimes, 



and often overlapping challenge is, is, is such an important piece of the 

puzzle. 

[00:35:47] Um, you know, when I think about partnerships, I think about 

complimentary skill sets, I don't think about overlapping skill sets. I think that it's 

so important that we think about what we're capable of doing, and we have 

very, uh, let's say, let's say honest and pragmatic conversations with ourselves 

and our colleagues about what we can do and what we can't do. And 

when you, as an example, governments like, the challenges that that 

government officials are dealing with are way beyond my realm of 

understanding in terms of unions and in terms of, of background politics and 

so on, like, like the idea that, oh, well, government can just innovate and can 

just make these kinds of big these for it's like, well, it's such a big ship with so 

many complex dynamics already at play. 

[00:36:29] How can we rather think? Okay, well, what's the opportunity for 

government to partner with private in order to, in order to prove out new 

ways of working that can, that can be reasonably self-contained that limit 

the risk to the overall very big system, but that if they prove their worth can be 

integrated over time and thoughtfully in the way that considers the kind of 

likely longer timelines, that there there'll be a play because of the politics and 

so on. But, the idea that it's, that it's kind of like what's either public or private, I 

just, I, I think is, is a very unfortunate narrative that we have in our system. We 

need both. There's no question we need both. And we need to think about 

the complimentary skill sets that can be deployed and how those can 

benefit each other. 

[00:37:08] Um, you know, when I think about the sorts of partnerships with St 

Stithians, with the University of Cape town, that's very much been at the heart 

of what, of what we brought, but both those institutions bring incredible value 

and expertise into, into, into our offerings that we simply don't have at 



Valenture, but equally we, we bring that value and it's about putting that, 

putting those, those points on the table upfront and saying, how are we 

going to, how are we going to make more together and have a bit greater 

impact together?  

[00:37:36] George Eadie: [00:37:36] Rob turning now to, to the outlook, I 

mean, it's 2021, we've mentioned about, you know, uh, the shape of teachers 

and the status of the stock of teachers, um, going forward into the next 10 

years, you know, what are some of the things that, that you get excited 

about, um, about your future as a business and the context in which it's going 

to happen? Um, as a way of kind of ending off today.  

[00:38:01] Robert Paddock: [00:38:01] Uh, let me preface this by saying that 

not for a second am I happy about anything that's happened with COVID it's 

a global pandemic that has caused just an untold misery and yet, in terms of 

the silver lining, we are at a point where we are forced to think differently 

where we have been forced into this, into this digital and remote experiment, 

which has largely been incredibly challenging, um, and has not been 

particularly effectively done, but there are pockets of gold that had been 

discovered. 

[00:38:29] And so we have regulators, we have decision-makers, we have 

school leaders who are suddenly thinking differently about and at least open 

to the conversations about the effective integration of education technology 

and I think all of that then is amplified by the many myriads of challenges that 

we've discussed that Landis at the point where we don't have a better option 

and I think this is, this is something I'd love to love, to love, to have to end with. 

If there they're better options and there are people who are thinking about 

this at a systemic level, and that have great ideas for how we can solve 

quality education at scale, I'm thrilled, I would love to have those discussions. 



[00:39:05] And if there's ways to think about this, that don't rely on 

technology, I would love to learn from those. My unfortunate experience to 

date has been a lot of the criticism in the room is criticism without presenting 

alternatives. And for me, at a certain point, you get a little bit numb to, to, to 

views like that because they, they it's pessimism for pessimism and sake and I 

don't think we can afford that as a country right now.  

[00:39:26] George Eadie: [00:39:26] Rightfully so, and I, and you know, I think, 

um, the, the beautiful intent with which you've set this up and the 

industriousness and the collaboration that you've, that you've undertaken, 

the faith that you've had in your partners uh, those are things to just have full 

faith in, and we are massively all rooting for you and really can’t wait to just 

support and see how it can all work and, um, and contribute to the system. 

And, um, and then Rob, you know, for those of, I don’t know if there any 

spaces left for 2022, um, but where would people need to, to, to reach out if 

they, if they're still are keen? 

[00:40:06] Robert Paddock: [00:40:06] it's at UCT, it's running out incredibly 

quickly, we are going to have to start closing applications quite soon. So, 

there's our first application closed date to actually be in about two weeks’ 

time. Um, so. Uh, but my, my encouragement would be to go to UCT online 

high school.com, as soon as you can, um, St Stithians online school also 

strongly encourage you to, to, to go have a look at, St Stithians, we do, we 

do have additional places, not many for next year but we'll encourage you 

to get, get on top of that as soon as possible. 

[00:40:34] George Eadie: [00:40:34] Rob thank you so much for taking your 

time out today, it’s been a huge privilege. I can't wait to have another chat 

with you in months and years to come as we reflect on how things are all 



panned out, but yeah, just to say again, um, huge respect and, uh, we 

rooting for you big time, Go make it happen. 

[00:40:52] Robert Paddock: [00:40:52] Thanks so much for the opportunity, 

George. Thanks everyone.  

[00:40:54] George Eadie: [00:40:54] To tip our hats to the Answer Series for 

hosting this podcast. Here's a quick ad:  

in response to COVID, our math team began creating high impact videos to 

support grade twelves, trying to navigate the mathematics curriculum from 

home. We realized that creating high impact scripted curriculum, 

comprehensive videos was a big undertaking. It was a highly collaborative 

project among our experts and we didn't want to just create videos so that 

we could create a nice press release. We wanted to create videos that 

teachers and learners alike could lean on and know that the very best and 

latest methods of introducing and explaining a topic would be used. 

[00:41:31] We're very proud to say that we've done just that get access to full 

curriculum coverage videos for just 69 rand per month or 99 rand for three 

months, your subscription will end at the end of November. Don't worry, you 

won't be charged while on holiday in December, go to theanswer.co.za and 

navigate to grade 12 videos, mathematics, don't expect entertaining videos 

expect no-frills learning value to support your exam success. 

[00:42:00] Reflecting on today's conversation, they're just two main points that 

I felt worth emphasizing. One of them was Rob mentioning that nobody's 

having this conversation as far as he's aware and I think that's what I'm left 

with is that we really need to be having more of this conversation that 

involves some of the unavoidable facts that Rob puts on the table and also 

looks at some of the ways that, you know, we need to be looking at the 

future in order to get on with solving some of these, uh, these items. 



[00:42:32] And I think. Many people. And this brings me into my second point. 

Many people talk about the future of education and cut quite sort of 

philosophical terms, but this conversation made me feel like Rob really has a 

very practical understanding of what's next in education and on some level, 

the solutions that Valenture are pioneering, um, and UCT online high school 

and St Stithians and the likes, are very sort of futuristic, but at the same time, 

they're also extremely pragmatic, um, and solutions that we actually need to 

take hid and, and, and help implement as soon as possible to solve some of 

the problems that we are really dealing with. And so, I end of this podcast 

with an idea, if you're involved in a leadership capacity, in any form in 

education, why not set this podcast as pre listening for a conversation 

around how does our organization need to think differently to better attune 

to the solutions our country desperately needs.  

[00:43:33] So, with that, thanks for listening and have a lovely day. We're so 

glad that you took some time to listen to this episode of Around the Table, 

follow us on social media for more updates at @theanswerseries and follow 

me, George Eadie on Twitter on the handle at @GeorgeEadie. You'll find links 

to these podcasts or simply watch out for them on Apple podcasts, Spotify, or 

wherever else you listen to your podcasts, Cheers.
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