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Connecting science and
society since 2011

The South African Young Academy of Science (SAYAS) was founded in
September 2011 to be the representative voice of young scientists in South
Africa. SAYAS aims to contribute to the national strategic priority of
strengthening the skills and human resource base of the country, with a
focus on the next generation of scientists. Since its inception, SAYAS has
inaugurated 60 members who were selected based on their academic
excellence and service to society.

Report compiled by:

Aliza le Roux
Thandi Badugela

This report reflects on the progress made towards achieving those goals in
2015. More details can be found at www.sayas.org.za

Science Spaza
Bringing hands-on science engagement to high schools
in Gauteng. In partnership with SANEDI and Jive Media,
SAYAS reached out to over 20 schools in Pretoria this past
year, and wants to activate this project in more
provinces.
This project started in
2014, with a young
scientist from the
National Laser Centre
(CSIR) presented at a
Mastery Science Club.
Since then, the Science Spaza
project has been growing steadily,
yet needs the support of more

Project leader:

funders to help them reach across

Caradee Wright

the country.

SAYAS funded the printing of
several Science Spaza manuals,
which Jive Media is distributing to
all registered science clubs
throughout South Africa. Together
with Smeetha Singh (University of
Pretoria and Smitzin Science)
Caradee Wright drafted an article
for Quest magazine on the benefits
of running an extramural science
club. They are also sending a letter
to all district heads in the Gauteng

This venture makes use of existing

Province education district

science clubs at schools, and spurs

describing the benefits of school

the creation of new clubs. High-

science clubs, introducing the

school students are mentored to

school science club manual and

lead sustainable science clubs

mentioning the Science Spaza

themselves. Our advice ranges from

website to register on for free term-

how to hold members to regular

based resources to run clubs.

meetings to how to invite actual
scientists to your school, and
conduct practical research on realworld topics. The aim is to have fun
interactions with science, inspiring
not only the students but also their
teachers. We started with Modiri High
School in Ga-Rankuwa, where SAYAS
helped their Mastery Science Club to
become fully established. Earlier this
year, we finalized the School Club
manual, which is now available

“Science is ncah!”
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online (see details at
www.sciencespaza.org)

Additional funds could significantly
widen the reach of this project,
which relies on the voluntary time
of scientists, who currently travel at
their own expense.

Science and
Society in
Africa
Project leaders (2015):

Tolullah Oni & Jo Vearey

SAYAS’s Science and Society working group has hosted two symposia
since early 2014, bringing together a truly interdisciplinary group of
participants from across the African continent.
The 2015 symposium focused on the potential of engagements outside
the domain of traditional science communication — in particular,
science non-fiction writing (books and printed journalism), science
fiction, and science in images and sound. Academics and professionals
in astrophysics, archaeology, urban design, editing, writing, curating,
history, music, design, and public health attended panel discussions,
debating on interdisciplinarity, stereotypes, the challenges of the
education system, and meaningful engagement between scientists and
society. One example of this interdisciplinary collaboration was reflected
in the first session between SKA SARChi Chair Professor Roy Maartens
(UWC) and the curators of the Square Kilometre Array ‘indigenous
astronomy’ exhibition, Shared Sky, at the National Art Gallery: Emeritus
Professor John Parkington (UCT) and Sandra Proselandis. The artistic works
on display reflected how aboriginal and South African people
understood the cosmos, weaving this thinking into their folklore, narratives
and creative expressions. Sci-fi novelists Lauren Beukes and Professor
Nnedi Okorafor, discussed parallels between science and science fiction.
The conversation exposed the importance of narrative in capturing
public imagination and of challenging norms, including experiences of

How can the reach of
academic work extend
beyond a closed circle of
academics, and find a wider
audience?
Among the participants were Grade 9-10
scholars from Khayelitsha’s Centre of
Science and Technology (COSAT) School
who belong to the Optimistic Youth
Reporters from the Children’s Radio
Foundation. These outstanding young
learners interacted with “Ask a Scientist”
panelists, asking and judging complex
scientific questions and spurring
competition between scientists on their
communication skills. This symposium was
covered by SAFM, the Cape Times, and an
audio podcast will be available on the
SAYAS website soon. The project leaders
will also write to The Conversation (Africa).
With a stronger funding base, this project

gender imbalances in science

has the potential to be hosted in other

and science fiction writing,

African countries, and bring together some

and misperceptions of the role

of the brightest and most unusual thinkers

of science and science fiction

from the continent. Funds for event hire,

in Africa.

traveling costs, and speaker fees (in some
cases) are in short supply.
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Mathemafrica
www.mathemafrica.org

Project leader:

Amanda Weltman

A unique multi-lingual, multi-blogger site that works
towards a better understanding of mathematics, for all.

The Mathemafrica.org blogging platform was initiated at the AIMSImaginary joint workshop on mathematics communication at AIMS in
Muizenberg in November 2014. In 2015, SAYAS funded a webdeveloper who has been integral in setting up a highly user-friendly,
attractive website which is now bringing in many viewers.

In the August alone the site has had some 15,000 page views, mostly
from within South Africa, but also, since its inception, from 18 other
countries within Africa. On our blogging team we now have 27 people
signed up who are able to write whenever they want, and we have
had posts written in English, Xhosa and Sepedi over the last two months.

Our hope is to set up the multi-lingual
framework in the coming months, in particular
in Xhosa, Zulu and Shona to spread the word
through the region.

Overall we are extremely excited about how
this project is going, and all feedback has
been that this is both a worthwhile project
and a very interesting prospect for the future
of mathematics communication in Africa.
This ambitious project received limited seed
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In total we have had almost 100 blog posts on topics ranging from

funding from SAYAS in 2015, and is in dire

mathematics education and communication, through to

need of funding support to thrive in 2016. Such

undergraduate level lectures on complex numbers, calculus and

funds could support the professional web site

differential equations. We have run competitions, and given away

developer’s salary, or enable the site to

prizes, including a Galileoscope to a student for a translation of a blog

advertise wider, translate more posts, and

post about mathematics and dreams.

reach a hungry audience.

1000 Girls, 1000 Futures

Project leaders:

Caradee Wright,
Christina Thobakgale
Amanda Weltman
SAYAS has partnered with
NYAS on a project called
‘1000 Girls, 1000 Futures’.
This is a 3-year Clinton
Global
Initiative
Commitment to Action
project aimed to engage
and inspire more girls,
through virtual mentorship,
to pursue a career in
science,
technology,
engineering
and
mathematics (STEM).

The Global STEM Alliance is an
international effort to mitigate STEM
dropout rates among young girls
and create next generation of
leaders & innovators needed in the
STEM areas in the 21st century. As
one of the first initiatives of the

A mentoring project in partnership with the New York
Academy of Science (NYAS)

This all-virtual mentoring programme

We had an excellent response rate, with

will be facilitated through an

a total of 27 nominations. These

innovative and accessible online

nominations were screened by the

learning platform. The 1000 Girls,

SAYAS project leaders and the details

1000 Futures programme has now

for ten potential mentees, the maximum

begun (September 2015) with the

number of mentees requested by NYAS,

recruitment having taken place for

were submitted to NYAS in June 2015.

mentors from February-September

These girls have since been contacted

2015 and the mentee application

by NYAS and are currently tasked with

process starting in June 2015. The

taking an online English Assessment. We

mentees will be enrolled for a year

have experienced some obstacles with

in the programme. Mentees are

the online access of our learners and

female; interested in and passionate

the NYAS are helping us work around

about one or more STEM areas; able

these issues using some telephone

to access at least one

access.

communication device with internet
capabilities; and are between 14-19
years of age, and currently
attending high school (or
equivalent).

have mitigated this issue, especially if
we could have provided some
mentees, most in need, with a basic
ipad with 3G access. This should be

Global STEM Alliance, 1000 Girls,

SAYAS submitted a list of 7 potential

considered in the next funding cycle if

1000 Futures will connect female

mentors in April 2015. All mentors are

we truly want to support this

high school-aged students with

exceptional young South African

programme.

passionate, female STEM mentors

female scientists. These mentors

(who are professionals in STEM

were then screened by NYAS. South

areas) and will include South Africa

African citizens are currently

and several other regions/cities

undergoing security checks.

including Austin, Baltimore/DC,

Confirmation of mentorship is likely

Bangalore, Barcelona, Chicago,

to take place in the next few weeks.

London/Cambridge, Mexico, New

In May 2015, we approached

York, San Francisco and Shanghai.

several schools around South Africa
to nominate potential mentees for
the programme.
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Some funding for this programme would

Working group: Interdisciplinary
Research Methodologies

Project leader:

Anél du Plessis

A project that seeks to create improved interdisciplinary
research methodologies in South Africa.

Funders and research institutions in South Africa and

An invitation has been extended to SAYAS

abroad increasingly support and even require inter-

members to become involved in this project. One

disciplinary and multi-disciplinary research that demands

SAYAS member (Jo Vearey) responded and is

the integration of concepts and techniques and/or data.

actively participating.

Such research does not necessarily demand research
teaming but it is often the case that in larger research
projects, inter-disciplinary and / or multi-disciplinary
research entails teaming between researchers from
different scientific disciplines and scholarly backgrounds.
The main purpose of this project is to produce an
informative report that reflects on the current
understanding, practice and needs among young
scholars in South Africa as far as it concerns individual
and/or team-based inter-disciplinary and multidisciplinary research.
This will be achieved through: 6-months of desktop and
‘case-study’-based research by interested SAYAS

During August 2015, preliminary interviews were
conducted with four researchers from different
scientific backgrounds involved in multi-disciplinary
research at the University of Cape Town, the NorthWest University (Potchefstroom Campus) and the
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University. These
interviews provided valuable input in the design of
a questionnaire to be distributed among
researchers at universities across South Africa
between October 2015 and January 2016.
A draft questionnaire has subsequently been
developed (September 2015).

members among researchers in their immediate work
environment and in their national and international
research networks. A comprehensive questionnaire will
be developed for this purpose.

However, SAYAS experienced a budget deficit,
and could not continue funding this project in 2015.

Secondly, the working group will host an inter-active
workshop / colloquium in Gauteng involving research

In order for the project to continue, funding will

experts from South Africa on inter-disciplinary research

have to be made available early in 2016 for a)

and the use of hybrid research methodologies to solicit

statistical analysis of questionnaire feedback and

additional input on the strengths and traps of inter-

b) the hosting of an interactive colloquium. In an

disciplinary and multi-disciplinary research

ever-changing funding landscape, this project

Finally, the dissemination of a consolidated SAYAS
project / working group report.

could make a meaningful contribution towards
growth in young scientists’ research practices,
keeping South Africa at the forefront of research
and development on the African continent.

SAYAS blog
www.sayasblog.com
A blog with a difference: four PhD students from across
South Africa write every month about their experiences as
postgraduate students in Africa.

In March 2015, SAYAS launched a
blogging competition with the aim of
giving a very real voice to young
researchers in South Africa.
This was in response to the lack of a
strong online presence coming from

A team consisting of Caradee

Site statistics:
- >3,000 views since the
inaugural blogs in April 2015.
- Viewers stem from 56
countries.

Wright, Genevieve Langdon, and
Aliza le Roux assessed the
competition entries, selecting four
very capable winners: Ruenda
Loots (microbiology), Davide
Gaglio (ornithology), Yonela

South African postgraduate students

Njisane (meat science), and

in particular. Science communication

Keafon Jumbam (behavioural

is on the rise as a discipline especially

ecology).

in social media such as blogs, twitter,
Each month, students were guided

and Facebook. Amidst the clamour

throughout this novel writing

for developed countries to show a

process in a structured way, and

basic understanding of the scientific

they all signed up for an online

method (exemplified by the current

blog writing course at the SA

ebola panic erupting in the USA),

Writers’ College (funds provided by

there is an even poorer

SAYAS). They have all reported

understanding of the process and

much more confidence in both

practice of science in developing

academic writing and writing to a

countries such as South Africa. Young

lay audience.

South Africans lack local role models
in most scientific disciplines, and few

Challenges to the project’s

ordinary South Africans understand

continued success include fees for

what it means to be a scientist.

the professional writing course, and
a small monthly stipend paid to

An exceptional opportunity therefore

each blogger. We are also hoping

exists to raise the profile of science

for more SAYAS

and awareness of science using

members to

social media – not simply having a

give voice to

presence on Facebook and Twitter,
but by giving a voice to the very
young people who are practicing
science.
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Project leader:

Aliza le Roux

young scientists
already in the
profession.

SAYAS member activities and
accolades: 2015 in brief
SAYAS IN THE NEWS

African Leaders network:

Next Einstein Forum
Prof. Avinash Govindjee has
SAYAS co-chair, Dr Tolullah Oni, has

accepted an invitation to join the

been awarded the Next Einstein Forum

African Leadership Network (ALN).

(NEF) fellowship. The NEF Fellowship is a

Prof. Govindjee will be part of the

flagship program of the Next Einstein

ALN for a period of five years. ALN is

Forum. The NEF unites over 500

has over 1500 members and alumni

outstanding thinkers and distinguished

from 40 countries who represent

stakeholders from around the world

top leadership in the private sector,

together in Africa. NEF ‘s biannual

government, civil society and

Two SAYAS members have been

global gatherings showcase Africa’s

academia.

awarded the 2015 AU-TWAS Young

top young scientists and connect them
with leaders from Africa and the rest of
the world in high-profile forums. These

Future leaders Program:

AU-TWAS Young Scientist
National Award

Scientist National Award in the
categories of Earth and Life Sciences

Prof Avinash Govindjee, Dr Aliza

and Basic Sciences, Technology and

Le Roux and Dr Tolullah Oni

Innovation. This award honours and

represented the NRF at the 12th

motivates scientists to further excel in

Science and Technology in

their field. The award has been

Society forum, held on 4 - 6

formally awarded to Professor Yahya

October in Kyoto . The meeting

Choonara (Basic Sciences, Technology

was attended by South African

and Innovation) and Prof Marlien

minister of science and

Pieters (Earth and Life Sciences) at the

technology, Naledi Pandor, and

annual Awards Ceremony of the

many other important

Academy of Science of South Africa

Two SAYAS members were awarded

international role players in

on 14 October 2015 at Spier Hotel in

the South African Research Chairs

Science and Technology. The

Stellenbosch. Prof Choonara has

Initiative (SARChI) as part of the DST

future leaders networked with

coined the term 'PharMATHaceutics',

and NRF initiative to promote women

Nobel Prize winners, and Dr Oni

for implementing unique

in research. Prof. Amanda Weltman

also represented all Future leaders

computational algorithms that assist in

holds the Physical Cosmology chair at

during a presentation on the final

the optimization of drug delivery

leading scientists, policy-makers,
business people, journalists, civil-society
representatives and entrepreneurs will
highlight breakthrough discoveries and
catalyze scientific collaboration for
human development.

SAYAS members awarded
SARChI Chairs:

the University of Cape

day of the forum.

systems. Prof Pieters is a co-chair of the

Town and Professor Penny

Factor XIII and Fibrinogen Scientific

Moore the Virus-Host

and Standardisation Subcommittee of

Dynamics for Public Health

the International Society of Thrombosis

chair at the University of

and Haemostasis and is also a board

the Witwatersrand.

member of the International
Fibrinogen Research Society.
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SAYAS member activities and
accolades: 2015 in brief
TWAS-ROSSA Prestigious
Regional Award
The World Academy of Science

SAYAS OFFICIAL STATEMENTS:
Xenophobic attacks in South
Africa

Regional Office of sub-Saharan Africa

SCIENTISTS’ CONFERENCE 2015
“Inspiring change post-2015: The role
of science, technology and innovation

(TWAS-ROSSA), hosted by ASSAf,

SAYAS members expressed their

announced the winner of its annual

shock at the violence that has been

Regional Young Scientists’ award.

directed at fellow Africans living in

The annual YSC was held in

South Africa. Members issued a

Johannesburg 15-18 September 2015,

statement that rejects any form of

and a number of SAYAS members

Xenophobia. The statement was

participated and facilitated this ASSAf-

disseminated to all SAYAS

led conference. The conference is

stakeholder nationally and

aligned to the 2015 African Union year

internationally on 21 April 2015.

theme, ‘Women Empowerment’

Professor Alta Schutte from North-West
University is the recipient of the award
to an outstanding young scientist from
sub-Saharan Africa who has
contributed to the development,
mentoring and training of

in empowering women in Africa”.

focused on four key issues relevant in

postgraduate students in various

The current funding crisis in

the area of women’s empowerment

disciplines in addressing the challenges

Higher Education in South

and the inter-relations between them:

Africa is facing.

Africa
Following on national student
protests in response to, amongst
others, inadequate government
funding for Higher Education, SAYAS
issued an official statement on its
website. This widely disseminated
statement called for urgent and
indepth engagement by all

Schutte holds the SARChI Research

stakeholder, to stave off a crisis in

Chair in the Early Detection and

education and scientific research in

Prevention of Cardiovascular Disease

our country. The impact of student

in South Africa, hosted by the

actions and the #feesmustfall

Hypertension in Africa Research Team

movement suggests that the time is

(HART), ultimately seeking to prevent

right for a meaningful revision of the

cardiovascular disease in the black

way South Africa manages its

South African population in particular.

significant intellectual potential.

You can read more about Prof
Schutte’s numerous awards and
achievements on our website.
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ASSAF-TWAS ROSSA YOUNG

• Promotion of gender equality in
science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics
• Feminization of poverty
• Women and health
• Women and leadership

SAYAS member activities and
accolades: 2015 in brief
SAYAS MEMBERS IN ASSAf
STUDY PANELS

NEW MEMBERS

•

Several SAYAS members are currently
serving on ASSAf study panels:

University of Fort Hare specializes in

During SAYAS’s general assembly, we

Teacher Education, Teacher

inaugurated our newest members
Voster Muchenje – Committee of

into the society. We welcome the

Publishing in South Africa (CSPiSA)

following people to the fold, and

Bronwyn Myers – Mental Health

hope to see great things from them,

Standing Committee

Professional development, Teacher
Leadership.
•

•

Microbiology, Water Chemistry and
Community Engagement.

Prof David Bilchitz from University
of the Johannesburg specializes

Dr Nosiphiwe Ngqwala from Rhodes
University focuses on Pharmacy,

serving science and society:

Budeli Mpfariseni – Humanities

Prof Matseliso Mokhele from

•

Dr Natasha Ross from University of

Tolu Oni – Standing Committee on

in Fundamental/Human Rights –

Western Cape researches Electro-

Science for the Reduction of

Socio-economic rights, Business

Analytical chemistry,

Poverty and Inequality

and Human Rights, Rights of

Nanotechnology, and develops

Non-Human Animals, LGBT rights,

polymers and novel battery

rights to freedom of religion;

cathode materials (synthetics).

Amanda Weltman- STEM standing
committee

limitations of rights and

•

Dr Srila Roy from University of the

SAYAS 2015 SELECTION

proportionality; right to privacy;

Witwatersrand specializes in

COMMITTEE

separation of powers and

Gender; Social movements;

constitutional law more

Violence and Conflict;

Nominations for new members

generally; political philosophy

Development; India/South Asia.

reached a record of seventy-one in

•

Dr Karen Cloete from iThemba

2015. The selection committee for 2015

Laboratory, whose research

comprised of:

centers on Microbiology, and

Prof. Shadreck Chirikure (Chair) –SAYAS
Dr. Aldo Stroebel- SAYAS
Prof. Joseph Francis- University of
Venda
Dr. Choice Makhetha- University of
Free State
Prof. Albert Modi- University of Kwazulu
–Natal
Prof Catherine A. Odora HoppersUniversity of South Africa.
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Psychiatry.
•

Dr Makondele Makatu from
University of Venda, who focuses

•

Dr Mpho Tshitangoni from
Department of Environmental Affairs
focuses on Environmental waste
management and Rural
Development

on Psychology and Community

Read more about all 60 SAYAS members

development.

on our website (www.sayas.org.za )

SAYAS member activities and
accolades: 2015 in brief
MEMBER IMPACT

MEMBER IMPACT

MEMBER IMPACT

Genevieve Langdon

Jo Vearey

Bernard Slippers

In addition to her already mentioned

In addition to Jo’s involvement

Bernard was a very active participant

involvement, Genevieve was on the

in many SAYAS activities, she

of the Global Young Academy,

“Ask a Scientist” panel for the Science

has also recently won a

evaluating projects, participating in

and Society symposium, and served as

Wellcome Trust Investigator

the five-year external review of the

a Famelab judge for the Western

Award.

GYA, and implementing a project to

Cape regional heats. She also helped

advance young academies of science

developing the career pathways

in Africa. IN 2015, he helped launch

booklet.

the Africa Science Leadership
Programme (ASLP), as well as the Tuks
Young Research Leader Programme.
http://www.up.ac.za/aslp
Bernard further served on the Science
Committee for the Next Einstein Forum
- http://nef.org/about-us/spc/ and
participated in the ASSAf/ SAYAS
Young Scientist Conference

Jeff Murugan
Some papers related to his outreach
In 2015 Jeff formulated a course based
on Harry Potter fanfiction called
“Rationality and the scientific method”
that will be given initially at UCT’s
annual summer school. I intend to use

activities include:
Slippers B, Alisic E. (2015) Leadership
training for African scientists. Nature
519:414.

this as a pilot to roll it out to a much

Slippers B, Vogel C, Fioramonti L. (2015)

wider audience next year. The course

Global trends and opportunities for

covers basic logical reasoning, rational

development of African research

arguments and how these culminate in

universities. South African Journal of

the scientific method. He hopes to use

Science 111

the course to reach out to the broader
lay community and increase
accessibility to scientific reasoning.
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SAYAS member activities and
accolades: 2015 in brief
NETWORKING MEETINGS

SAYAS BRANDING

THE CONVERSATION - AFRICA

SAYAS hosted three networking

Production of collateral and

Several SAYAS members have

meetings in KwaZulu-Natal, the

branding material for SAYAS has

contributed pieces to the newly

Western Cape and Gauteng in March

been completed. These include

established African branch of The

and April. The meetings focused on

stock standard writing pads, folders

Conversation, discussing topics

developing working relations,

and Science Spaza manuals to be

ranging from stress and cognition in

brainstorming on potential SAYAS

disseminated to school clubs where

wild animals to women in STEM

projects and providing a platform for

SAYAS works in Limpopo in

fields and the importance of meat

building cohesion among SAYAS

partnership with Jive Media.

science.

members.
At the Gauteng meeting, SAYAS

SOCIAL MEDIA
PRESENCE

members had interacted with Prof
Howard Alper, former Co-chair of the

Under the leadership of Sahal

Inter-Academy Panel (now: Inter-

Yacoob, SAYAS’s twitter activities

Academy Partnership). Bernard

increased significantly this year,

Slippers was instrumental in arranging

gaining vital local and international

this meeting. During this event, SAYAS

exposure for the society. @SAYAS_SA

members also issued a statement on

has posted 668 tweets, and is

xenophobic attacks, which was widely

followed by 523 users.

distributed.
Initiatives identified in the networking

are also much more active, thanks

meetings were:

to Sahal and also Ntambudzeni

• Developing a student-supervisor

Tshiswaise’s involvement in our online

guideline booklet, which will be

activities. SAYAS’s Facebook page is

distributed to universities in South

“liked” by 623 people to date.

Africa.
• Discussing the importance of
encouraging trans-disciplinary science
to postgraduate students
• Assisting postdoctoral fellows in
setting up science discussion forums.
• Brainstorming on potential SAYAS
projects, including energy security,
transport, and public health.

12

Our Facebook page and website

