
A special education initiative run by the Open University
(OU), known as the Digital Education Enhancement Project
(DEEP), aims to improve the effectiveness of teaching in
some of the most under-resourced schools in sub-Saharan
and northern Africa. Based currently in two dozen schools in
South Africa and Egypt, the project is demonstrating that the
careful deployment of new technology can make a huge
difference to the impact and quality of education.

At the RSA’s ‘Day of Inspiration’ conference in October
2004, Lord Broers, president of the
Royal Academy of Engineering,
stressed the importance of technology
in driving progress in less developed
countries, warning: ‘We’d better wake
up. It’s technology that determines
how the human race lives today. It is
the implementation of technology, or
lack of it, that divides the first world
from the second and third worlds.’ 

The OU is taking up the challenge, proving that
technology can not only provide access to valuable learning
resources for students, but also have a positive impact on the
knowledge and practice of teachers. The enthusiasm of
children and staff alike in schools where DEEP has trained
them in using information and communication technology
(ICT) appropriate to their needs, holds an important message
for the world’s policymakers; indeed, it is unlikely that the
UN’s millennium development goal of primary education for
all by 2015 can be achieved without the expansion of ICT
across the developing world.

DEEP was set up as an investigation into the use of ICT
for teacher education, funded initially by the Department for
International Development (DfID), in partnership with the
ministries of education in Egypt and South Africa. Since
2001, it has sourced mobile technologies for 12 schools in
Cairo and 12 schools in the Eastern Cape – one of the most
deprived regions in South Africa, where schools suffer from
a desperate shortfall in the supply of qualified staff.

During the RSA Day of Inspiration, six students from one
of those schools, Butterworth High, participated in a live
video link with six students from Walton High School in
Milton Keynes, UK, to find out about each other’s lives and
discuss current global concerns such as war, world economic
disparities, Aids and women in society.

‘What do you think about globalisation?’ asked the
students from Butterworth. ‘I think it would take away some
individualities,’ responded Sam, a student from Milton
Keynes, ‘If all the world worked together it might take away
some individual feelings you have about your own country.’

Butterworth student Vuyo voiced his disagreement:
‘Globalisation would help us to know more about people in
England. We’re not taking away your individuality; we just
want to know more about you. It’s like making a friend -
you’re not taking away his or her qualities - you just want to
know the person more. We have 11 official languages here in
South Africa. But we live together and we still speak our
own languages and have our own cultures. It all comes back
to what you think of yourself and how much you respect

your culture and your traditions.’
The link-up was just one example of
the power of technology to make
connections between diverse and
distant communities. Since its
inception in the late 1960s, the OU
has championed a ‘social justice
agenda’, by providing open and
distance-learning resources to those
from disadvantaged backgrounds or

under-represented groups, including learners in developing
countries. Today, as Bob Moon, Professor of Education at
the OU explains: ‘The university has a particular focus ... on
sub-Saharan Africa, where four out of ten children have no
schooling. The governments are busy building schools, but
hardly any country is able to keep up by finding enough
qualified teachers, so governments are putting millions of
unqualified teachers in the classroom. You can’t take
teachers out of school to train them, so implementing some
sort of school-based open learning model, using ICT more
effectively, is no longer an option but a necessity. This is not
money-making, it is part of our quest to meet some of the
social justice issues that exist in the world.’ 

DEEP supports this mission by providing laptops, hand-
held computers, video cameras and a range of other
technologies to teachers, empowering them by increasing
their subject knowledge and awareness of new teaching
methods, improving their efficiency and raising their status
in the community. Project coordinator Jenny Leach says:
‘We’ve discovered that the use of state-of-the-art technology
is extending professional capabilities - the ability to plan,
research, assess, and do the complex tasks that teachers have
to do.’ She stresses the importance of using the equipment in
the context of the teachers’ needs and environment. ‘If we
use machines that are lightweight, that move with the
learners and support science, music, art and fieldwork, they
become an adjunct to the learning,’ she says. ‘If you carry a
laptop to a group, you are seeing it in a different light, as a
tool that’s enabling what you do. It’s transformed what these
kids are able to do.’
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One world, one society

Amanda Jordan describes how the Open University’s ICT project in Africa uses technology to transform the
quality of education in some of the world’s most impoverished areas.

... it is unlikely that the UN’s
millennium development goal

of primary education for all by
2015 can be achieved without
the expansion of ICT across

the developing world.



Since ICT has been introduced into the project schools,
the pupils’ literacy and numeracy, their ability to research
and solve problems, and their general attitude to learning,
have improved considerably. The resources provided by
DEEP, such as a recent module on native endangered species
supported by CD-rom and web-based materials, have not
only increased their knowledge, but instilled a renewed
enthusiasm among the children. As one student from
Butterworth High School explains: ‘We are more motivated
to learn about other things, we make more effort to learn.
Many people now want to be teachers to teach the next
generation because of the new technology. We want to
spread the knowledge of computers.’

This self-confidence is also reflected in the teachers’
feedback. One teacher reported: ‘I used the camera when
Mark Shuttleworth [the first African to go into space] visited
Butterworth. I also recorded his speech while making a
lecture. How wonderful!... it’s now that I can feel myself as a
professional.’

Leach explains the opportunities that multimedia
resources can open up to educators: 

If every day is a struggle, if you have to travel one and a
half hours to work, and then have nothing but chalk and a
blackboard, your dignity and professionalism are
undermined. [These resources] raise their personal
esteem and sense of themselves as real professionals...
The teachers see themselves now as agents of change.
One teacher I’ve worked with was very shy at the
beginning. She’s now been to two international
conferences where she has presented; and she’s registered
for an MA at Cape Town University. Another has moved
from being a classroom teacher to gain headship.

While not specifically seeking to address gender issues in
the developing world, DEEP has boosted the social and
professional standing of many female teachers, who in South
Africa make up three-quarters of the teaching body. ‘They
have provided role models, both for their peers but also for
young people,’ says Leach. ‘Of the 24 teachers [participating
in the project] in the Eastern Cape, the majority of those
who have become real leaders in the teaching profession are
women.’ And the schools themselves have a stronger, more
assured self-image. They are becoming centres for the
surrounding schools, and for the community as a whole,
hiring out their technology for all manner of uses, including
wedding and funeral announcements, lease agreements, even
an application for a new sheep-shearing shed for one
community wool growers’ association.

By all measures of evaluation - attendance rate, academic
ability, levels of motivation and confidence - DEEP seems to
be a resounding success. But could these initial findings not
be explained - at least in part - by the novelty of the
technology? Once the equipment becomes more widespread,
and a normal part of everyday schooling for these children,
enthusiasm will surely wane. Leach refutes this unreservedly.
‘Once the pupils have experienced using computer

technology, they are so keen, they don’t let the teacher off
the hook. The teachers report that the children say, “Where is
the computer today? When will we use it next?” Although
the research was planned to run until 2003, the project is
continuing in every school.’

The success of DEEP does not alter the fact that many of
these schools are in areas without basic sanitation facilities
and electricity. Would the money not be better spent in
securing these essentials before tinkering around with
laptops? Moon is unequivocal in his response: ‘We argue
that you cannot wait until the last school in the last province
has electricity to implement this technology. The potential of
new wireless technologies combined with the expanding
potential of actual equipment is such that, when connectivity
in an area becomes available, we must be already set up to
use it.’

The OU and their South African partners at the University
of Fort Hare plan to expand DEEP into 12 more schools, all
of which are situated near existing project schools, allowing
a support network among teachers. And the Nelson Mandela
Foundation will be using the DEEP method in its ICT and
social transformation programme for rural schools in 2005 -
starting with some of Mandela’s own schools in the Eastern
Cape. With further funding, the DEEP team hopes to
respond to some of the numerous requests from schools in
other African countries, such as Tanzania, Kenya, Rwanda
and the Sudan.

The DEEP project has so far helped 48 teachers in 24
schools to develop their professional skills and confidence.
By expanding the work to other parts of the developing
world, Leach hopes that ICT will help many others fulfill
their potential. ‘It has changed my whole way of thinking...
it’s made me realise the possibility of how everybody could
contribute to the global educational challenge wherever they
are. You don’t need to travel a long way, because technology
can do that for you. So the possibilities to learn from each
other, and build a more equitable society, are really there.’

Adapted with permission from the RSA Journal, February 2005, no.
5515

For further information on DEEP visitwww.open.ac.uk/deep 
For phase 1 DEEP project report visit www.open.ac.uk/deep/
FinalReport-print.pdf 
For project case study visit www.dfid.gov.uk/casestudies/files/
research/deep-impact.asp

Amanda Jordan is assistant editor of the RSA
Journal. To see what the RSA is undertaking to ‘advance
global citizenship’ (one of its five manifesto challenges),
visit www.theRSA.org/projects
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