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WHAT is the first thing 
that comes to mind 
when you think of  
a robot? For many 

people it is a machine that imitates 
a human – like the androids in Star 
Wars, Terminator and Star Trek 
but, for the future geeks of  the 
world, it is much more.  

Robotics is a branch of  
mechanical engineering and 
computer science that deals with 
construction, computer systems 
and information processing – and 
it is now being offered at some 
schools in South Africa. 

In the classroom, robotics 
teaches pupils to construct and 
programme robots, which they 
send through rigorous obstacle 
courses to test their proficiency.

Teaching robotics to children 
started globally in 1998 when 
Lego introduced the Mindstorms 
robotics products.

Danie Heymans is part of  an 
organisation called Hands on 
Technologies, which is leading the 
local robotics education initiative, 
and which is a licensed provider 
of  Lego.

“Being able to use the Lego 
system and to integrate it with 
robotics hardware and easy-to-use 

software has ignited children’s and 
adults’ imaginations. It also created 
a new and exciting way to teach 
Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Maths (Stem) subjects, as well 
as provided an engaging platform 
for use with other subjects,” said 
Heymans. 

Heymans said robotics helped 
children develop mathematical 
skills, logical thinking, problem 
solving skills and troubleshooting.  

“Children are not developing 
these skills because they are 
inactive, they are sitting still and 
playing games.” 

Coding is a huge part of  
robotics. This is what makes 
it possible to create computer 
software, apps and websites. A 
browser, an operating system, the 
apps on a phone and Facebook are 
all made with codes. 

With robotics, children learn to 
programme codes into the robot so 
it carries out prompted commands. 

“This kind of  interactive 
learning develops many skills. 
Children are not just watching the 
chalkboard but are involved hands-
on. They are learning about cause 
and effect. They programme the 
robot and check if  it works. If  it 
does not, then they must try again 

until they get it right,” 
said Heymans. 

Hands on 
Technologies 
introduced robotics 
to the Department 
of  Education which 
expressed an interest 
in getting it into 
government schools.

Many schools 
in KwaZulu-Natal 
offer robotics as a 
subject and extra 
curricular activity 
and yesterday some 
of  their pupils 
participated in 
the National 
Robotics 
Olympiad in 
Pretoria. 

In Durban, the Curro schools, 
Star College, Thomas More 
College, Saint Mary’s Diocesan 
School for Girls and Clifton offer 
robotics, with pupils as young as 7 
involved. 

Embury College in 
Morningside, which is part of  
the Curro Group, was one of  the 
schools selected to participate in 
the olympiad with their robots 
Bangarang and Trasher. The 

school 
offers 
robotics as 
a subject as well as an extra-
curricular activity. 

For Noelene Turner, the teacher 
responsible for robotics at Embury, 
it has been a joy to watch her 
pupils gradually step into a world 
that at first seemed so complicated 
and unattainable. 

“It is fascinating to see what 

these kids have learnt from 
robotics. They are able to 

build their own robots that 
have to fit into a perspex box. 

They programme and code until 
they eventually get it right. This 
has opened doors in the world 
of  science and technology – it is 
amazing,” said Turner.  

The winners of  the olympiad 
will participate in the World Robot 
Olympiad in India in November.  

This event combines science, 
engineering, technology 

and education with teams of  
youngsters developing their 
creative and problem solving skills 
through robotics challenges.

The olympiad started in 2004 
and was presented for the first 
time in Singapore. Currently 35 
countries with almost 16 000 teams 
participate. 

Hands On Technologies also 
runs a non-profit organisation 
which focuses on robotics in 
townships. The NPO called Care 
For Education was founded in 

March 2012 and partnered with 
the Lego Foundation to distribute 
charity resources to children.

• Curro’s Grantleigh School 
near Richards Bay won gold in 
the senior high category at the 
National Robotics Olympiad 
yesterday with their robot named 
Brute Force. 

They’ve been invited to 
participate in the World Robotics 
Olympiad in Delhi, India, in 
November. For a list of  winners, 
visit www.handsontech.co.za
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Grade 6 pupils Jadin Naicker and Rishabh Goutham of Embury College in Morningside, which was one of the schools selected 
to participate in the National Robotics Olympiad in Pretoria yesterday.       Picture: BONGANI MBATHA

SETTLING 
SCORES 
WITH THE 
ANTHEM/19      


