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Faculty of Engineering 
Outreach initiatives during the lockdown-period and beyond 
Version date: 28 March 2020 

 
The global COVID-19 crisis, and in particular the current SA Lockdown-period, brought forth unexpected 
problems and challenges, but also opportunities for outreach through the solving of complex engineering 
problems. The purpose of this document is to share information about existing initiatives of the Faculty of 
Engineering. It is a living document and will be updated at least twice a week. 
 
It seems as if WA-groups are at this stage the best means for swift interaction on certain topics. I have 
therefore created a groups for each of the projects explained below, so that anyone who are interested in 
getting involved in any of these projects can sign-up and communicate their ideas. 
 
Regards, Liezl 
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1 Support fund 
Many members the Faculty of Engineering indicated that they want to pledge funds towards (an) initiative(s) 
like these, that support our students towards this lockdown period – for example IREA-funds that was 
earmarked for conference participation in 2020. I will draft a protocol for the setup and management of such 
a fund, in consultation with our Faculty Accountant, Mientjie Botha.  
 
To get involved access WA-group: https://chat.whatsapp.com/DzFZJ23cXN48gpU0sKzzbd 
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2 Outreach to existing students with limited access 
Like all other Faculties we have students in lockdown in areas with no/ limited internet access. On the other 
hand, we have many students in fortunate positions who want reach out to others in meaningful ways.  
 
To get involved access WA-group: https://chat.whatsapp.com/E0J4DuK2HvbF4gguvEILJ7 

2.1 Concept 

We have already (mainly through our class-rep WA system) started to source the names, cellphone 
numbers, service provider, current physical address and modules enrolled of students with limited internet 
access. How successful we are in reaching everyone, we do not know yet. Furthermore, about 30 or our 
students (2% of 1500 undergraduate students) who have unlimited internet access have already signed up 
to be paired with their peers (students who are enrolled for the modules as them) with limited access. I call 
them buddies for now. There may be a better word. 

2.2 Phase 1: During Lockdown 

The least that can be done during lockdown is that the buddies phone up with their peers who have internet 
access to reassure them that we know about them and that we are accommodating them, although we do 
not know yet exactly how. Furthermore, these buddies may be able to provide us with better information of 
the nature of the challenges. For, example, 

•  
• If a student is locked down in an area with good internet coverage, but his problem is access to 

funds, the Faculty can easily buy him/her some data. 
• If a student is locked down without a smart phone/ other device, we can start planning in view of 

issuing such devices after the lockdown period has ended. In the meanwhile, it will help the lectures 
to know the limitations of their student devices. 

• If a student is locked down in an area with limited coverage, the buddies can also provide useful 
information to their programme managers, who can in turn maybe prepare. 

• It may also be possible that a student may be in need of a type of care that can be provided my 
Thuso. Buddies can be instrumental in linking them up. 

2.3 Phase 2: After lockdown 

Continue with the care mentioned above. but additionally assists in a co-ordinated way to load the online 
material provided in respective modules onto memory-sticks, which can then be snail-mailed (maybe with 
assistance of UODL's system) to these students. 

2.4 What is being done at the moment 

• Wynand Grobler (Ingenium) is facilitating a process to source contact information of students  in 
areas with limited access.  

• Claudie Kroese is also holding a database of students who communicated with her with respect to 
limited access. 

• The NWU is administering a NWU-wide survery to obtain information about student needs. 

2.5 Immediate way forward 

I have set up a Zoom-meeting for Monday between the following persons, so that we can work on this 
concept: 

• Maiar Ahmed – Ingenium committee member on Community Engagement 
• Wynand Grobler – Ingenium committee member on Academics 
• Marco le Roux 
• Claudie Kroese 
• Liezl van Dyk 
• Hannes du Toit  
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3 Outreach to prospective students and their teachers 
 
It is not only our current students who’s worlds are totally turned around. Our prospective students – the 
“Class of 2020” also find themselves in unexpected situation of isolation. (I have such a matriculant in my 
own home – that is possibly why this project is exceptionally near to by heart). 
 
To get involved access WA-group: https://chat.whatsapp.com/GTJAtPAV9PiKk8mIOt8hAG  

3.1 Immediate need 

The immediate need is to create a space for 2020 grade 12 learners who has been admitted either (1) in full 
to our of our Engineering programmes or (2) to write the Engineering Test as soon as it is available or (3) to 
our Engineering School-week (both the 2019 participants as well as the 2020 enrolments). Our Xcel-learners 
may also get access to this site. Learners are continuously applying. Hence, the membership of this space 
will grow with learners in either three of the categories above.  
Given the current challenges one can expect an exponential growth in the availability of online resources for 
school learners. The idea is not to compete with other providers of such material. However, we can provide 
something that cannot be provided in mass: A virtual classroom in which our prospective students, who are 
current sitting socially isolated, are not only linked in a structured way to such resources. It is also a place 
where they belong and can interact with others, e.g. our senior students serving as online tutors, in a multiple 
languages as practically possible. 

3.2 What we have 

• Experience and human resources in assisting grade 12-learners, through the Xcel-programme. 
• A learning management system (eFundi) that allows us to involve learners into a virtual classroom, 

without them having to register  
• Caitlyn van der Merwe, one of our post graduate students, who are also experienced in assisting 

learners at Ferdinand Postma in with extra classes in Maths and Science – also in online mode. 
• Good relationships (via Hercules Nieuwoudt) with the developers of the NMMU Maths and Science 

Gamma Tutor. 
• Other of our students involved in extra maths and science classes for school learners. 

3.3 Immediate way forward 

• An eFundi project site is created. I contracted Caitlyn van der Merwe to help with the 
conceptualization of this site. She is working on this as we speak. 

• A Zoom meeting is scheduled for Monday between us and the developers of the NMMU Maths/ 
Science Gamma Tutor. 

• Who is the best person to provide me with the list of students in category (1), (2) or (3)? As soon as 
a welcoming eFundi-site is created, I will invite them into the virtual classroom. The site can grow 
organically from there. 

• Who is the best person to provide me with the contact details of Maths and Science Teachers? They 
can at first be invited into the eFundi-site as observers, but we can eventually also set up some 
interaction for them, in collaboration with the Education Faculty. 

4 Xcel-programme 
With the initiative of Elza Hattingh, the Xcel-programme is also going online in eFundi format. 

5 Medical Device Manufacturing Team 
This team of Medical Device Developers are currently actively working on solutions to the pandemic, in the 
form of an emergency ventilator (collaboration with CUT - CRPM), some PPE innovations as well as 
screening and diagnostic tools. I am also a member of the Agile COVID core team of industry and academic 
institutions with medical device conceptualization and manufacturing capabilities. 
While we don't have mass manufacturing capabilities on campus, we do have rapid prototyping 
infrastructure, and we may need access to campus and these facilities during the lockdown to test different 
concepts. 
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6 Food Security (CFAM)  
CFAM has provided earlier this week a lot of food that was made on their premises for consumption by 
vulnerable persons during the Lockdown period. 
 


