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Smart Tools, Uneven Terrain
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Opening Reflection

Technology promises transformation, but only if it reaches everyone. In South Africa,
where education is shaped by deep historical inequalities and ongoing socio-economic
divides, the integration of Artificial Intelligence into learning spaces must be approached
with caution and compassion. Al can personalise learning, translate languages and
expand opportunity. But without equitable access, it risks becoming another mirror of
exclusion. The question is not just how smart our tools are, but how fairly they are
distributed.

What’s Happening Now

e The South African government has committed to reducing data costs and
expanding ICT infrastructure to promote digital inclusion.

e Al-powered translation tools are helping break language barriers, making
educational content more accessible across South Africa’s 11 official languages.

e Scholars like Nthabiseng Mhlanga argue that Al must be examined through lenses
of structural injustice, warning that it may perpetuate apartheid-era inequalities
if not implemented ethically.

e Despite progress, millions of learners still lack reliable internet access, digital
devices or basic digital literacy skills.

What's Changed: From Digital Divide to Algorithmic Access
Before Al:

The digital divide was defined by access to devices, connectivity and basic computer
literacy. Educational technology was often limited to urban or well-resourced schools.

Now:

Al tools offer personalised learning, real-time translation and adaptive assessment, but
only to those with access. The divide now includes algorithmic literacy, data fluency and
platform availability.



Key Shift:

From unequal access to hardware, to unequal access to intelligent systems, from digital
scarcity to algorithmic exclusion.

Why It Matters

Al has the potential to democratise education, but only if its rollout is intentional and
inclusive. Without targeted investment, rural schools, low-income communities and
learners with disabilities may be left behind. Equity in Al is not just about connectivity,
it’s about context, culture and capacity.

From a systems-thinking perspective, integration must be layered, local and learner-
centred. It requires infrastructure, training and policy alignment. Philosophically, this
aligns with critical pedagogy, decolonial theory and Ubuntu ethics, where technology
serves people, not the other way around.

Reflective Responses
+ What does equitable Al integration look like in South African schools?

It means mobile-first platforms, offline capabilities, and multilingual interfaces. It means
designing tools that work in low-bandwidth environments and reflect local realities.

+ How do we prevent Al from deepening existing inequalities?

By embedding equity into every stage of design and deployment. By consulting
communities, training teachers and subsidising access for marginalised learners.

What support systems are needed to make Al inclusive?

e Affordable data and devices

e Teacher training in Al tools and ethics

e Localised content in indigenous languages

e Partnerships with NGOs and EdTech innovators

e Policies that prioritise rural and under-resourced schools

Sidebar: Facts and Philosophy
Statistics and Insights (2025):

. Over 60% of South African learners lack consistent internet access at home

. Al-powered translation tools are now available in isiZulu, isiXhosa, Sesotho
and Afrikaans

e  Only 1in5 teachers report confidence in using Al tools in the classroom

“Al cannot dismantle inequality on its own. Without ethical implementation, it risks
becoming a mirror of the injustices we have yet to resolve.” - Nthabiseng Mhlanga, U].




