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Go for Gold: Mediating Opportunity Connections for Youth in the 

Construction Industry 
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Learning from our implementing partners

The Challenge
The Go for Gold Programme was established in 1999 
and is a unique partnership between civil society, 
the Western Cape Education Department and the 
construction sector. The partnership emerged as a 
response to the critical shortage of candidates from 
disadvantaged communities with the necessary 
grounding in science and mathematics for entry 
into the construction industry. 

Despite attempts by provincial Education 
Departments and Sector Education and Training 
Authorities (SETAs), the scarcity of certain skills 
remains a drawback in the quest for development 
and growth of the South African economy. Those 
sectors demanding a degree of mathematical 
and scientifi c profi ciency as a foundation are 
particularly hampered. There is an ever increasing 
degree of reluctance amongst learners to 
include these subjects in their curriculum. This is 
further impacted by inadequate tuition in most 
disadvantaged schools. This situation has resulted 
in the inability of industry and commerce to 
fi nd suitable qualifi ed candidates for technical 
positions. This is aggravated by the loss of skills 
to countries such as the USA, Ireland, Australia, 
New Zealand and Great Britain.  The construction 
industry fi nd the scarcity of suitably equipped 
candidates hugely challenging, crippling eff orts 
to achieve equity targets, signifi cant Black 
advancement and, ultimately, meaningful growth 
of the sector and economy.  

Programme Strategy
Go for Gold not only addresses the root cause of the 
problem, but provides a wide-reaching, long-term 
solution that benefi ts various stakeholders in the 
construction industry. The Go for Gold Programme 
is dedicated to enhancing learner participation 
and performance in mathematics and science, 

promoting computer literacy, as well as identifying 
and nurturing talent and potential amongst 
disadvantaged young people. The programme has 
four phases:

The High School Phase (Phase One)
The High School phase spans a period of two years 
during which participants attend an intensive 
weekly tuition programme (which complements 
the school curriculum), four times a week for 
two hours each day. Participants also attend life 
skills, communication and basic computer skills 
training programmes each week. Participants are 
transported to and from the designated venues or 
campuses and are provided with a light luncheon 
prior to receiving tuition.

Supplementary Mathematics and Science 
classes for Grade 12 learners are off ered at the 
Cape Academy for Mathematics, Science and 
Technology on Saturdays. Grade 12 learners 
participate in an annual weekend camp in the 
fi rst quarter of the year as well as career and 
developmental workshops and fi eld trips during 
the March and July school holidays.  At the 
beginning of October the Grade 12s participate in 
an interview day. Human Resource practitioners 
from participating companies interview them with 
a view to employing them for the Gap Year (see 
below). During the same week the annual Phase 
One Graduation is held. 

The Structured Gap Year (Phase Two)
Go for Gold Programme partners – corporate 
organisations such as construction and civil 
engineering companies – employ Grade 12 
graduates for a one-year period after they 
have successfully completed their schooling. 
Participants spend this time on-site experiencing 
the industry, giving them critical insight to help 
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them confi rm and/or refi ne their career choice. 
They are mentored, their performance carefully 
monitored, and are assisted to make informed 
decisions about their careers and their future. 

The Tertiary Phase (Phase Three)
If participants meet the requirements in terms 
of academic qualifi cations, performance, and 
motivation during the Gap Year, they are aff orded 
the chance to further their education by attending 
tertiary institutions. Those who elect to participate 
in learnerships instead are also assisted to do so. 
Students return to the sponsoring companies 
to complete the practical component(s) of their 
studies. Tutoring and additional support is off ered 
during the fi rst year. 

The Employment Phase (Phase Four)
Once participants have completed their tertiary 
education and have qualifi ed, they are employed by 
the partner companies and aff orded opportunities 
to launch their careers in the built environment.
At each phase the programme addresses the 
critical skills needed to progress to the next phase 
and in this way requirements at entry, intermediate 

and advanced levels, are aligned with the needs of 
both the participants and the industry partners 
who will ultimately employ them. The programme 
is unique and innovative in that it does not focus 
exclusively on hard skills but simultaneously 
incorporates other key success factors such as 
life-skills and communication training, mentoring, 
additional opportunities for further education and 
training and, above all, employment within the 
construction environment for participants.  

Go for Gold Students
Go for Gold Programme benefi ciaries reside in 
areas with extremely high poverty rates. There 
is a very high incidence of unemployment with 
a large proportion of single parent families. The 
infrastructure is under- or undeveloped and 
substance abuse and gang violence is rife. The 
schools which benefi ciaries attend are on the 
lowest levels of what the Department of Basic 
Education calls “Underperforming Schools.” 
These schools are characterized by poor results, 
under-qualifi ed teachers, poor discipline and 
inadequate management. At the majority of 
these schools the teaching of Mathematics and 
Science are particularly problematic. None of these 
schools have functional libraries or laboratories. 
The computer facilities are, to a large extent, 
unavailable to the students. 

Each Go for Gold venue (campus) serves a set 
number of schools that have been selected by 
the Western Cape Education Department. New 
programme participants are recruited when a 
presentation on the built environment and the 
Go for Gold Programme is conducted with the 
assistance of the contact teacher. Applications are 
completed and after short-listing, interviews are 
conducted. Successful candidates start early in 
March of their Grade 11 year.

The following criteria are used to select students:
A fair command of the English language;
Overall academic merit;
High levels of motivation;
Evidence of commitment to studying;
Willingness to make sacrifi ces and work hard;
Strong desire to succeed and secure a better 
future;
Real fi nancial need; and
Desire to enter the built environment.
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A Young Man with a Purpose

In 2005 Ightishaan Groenewald applied to Go for Gold 

with Grade 10 Mathematics and Science marks below 

50%. In the Grade 12 external examination he obtained 

above 80% for those key subjects. We asked him to 

what he attributed this remarkable achievement. 

“During one of the Life Skills classes I realised that 

I needed to be more focussed. I made a conscious 

decision to work hard. I had to sacrifi ce a lot. I lost 

friends, missed out on many outings…..but I had to 

make sure that I got good marks!”

Ightishaan was employed by Power during his Contract Year and completed his fi rst 

year in Civil Engineering at CPUT. He achieved distinctions for 14 of the 18 fi rst year 

subjects and at the awards ceremony he received three awards for the following:

Best Student in Construction 1

Merit award as the best fi rst year student 

Best First Year Student 

About his goals for the future Ightishaan says:
“Next year I’m going to hit third year hard! At the next awards ceremony, I’m taking 

all the awards! I’ll be sticking with Power. I’ll build myself up and become a director.” 

Ightishaan Groenewald 
Class of 2007
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As far as possible, tutors are chosen from community 
schools. Each Go for Gold campus functions as a 
unifi ed body within the community it serves. The 
number of participants is deliberately restricted 
to ensure optimal tutor-student ratio allowing for 
individual attention and quality tuition. Students 
from diff erent backgrounds and cultures are 
successfully integrated into small, intimate groups, 
thus promoting the establishment of strong 
bonds and the creation of a highly supportive 
environment. 

Despite their challenging circumstances, the 
young people who emerge from our programme 
are confi dent individuals who very often take 
up positions of leadership amongst their peers. 
Academically they have achieved results at a level 
which will enable them to enter learnerships or 
tertiary institutions. In the construction industry 
they become valued employees who are respected 
by their employers. They are able to elevate their 
own standard of living as well as their immediate 
family. They become role models to their families 
and communities at large. The Built Environment 
sector in turn benefi ts immeasurably from highly 
motivated, suitably equipped, candidates and new 
talent entering the fi eld. 

Achievements so far
Currently three Go for Gold campuses are 
supporting students from 50 schools in Athlone, 
Mitchells Plain and Cape Town’s Northern Suburbs.  
In total 297 matriculants have participated in the 
programme since its inception.  Below is a summary 
of the educational and employment outcomes for 
these young people:  

The Go for Gold Programme received a Gold Award 

from Impumelelo Social Innovations in 2005.  This 
award acknowledges exceptional projects, which 
involve partnerships with the public sector that 
enhance the quality of life of poor communities in 
innovative ways.  

Advice to others who would like to 
replicate the programme
The Go for Gold model can easily be replicated 
within any other sector, provided that the 
necessary support base has been established. Go 
for Gold recruits and prepares youth exclusively for 
the Built Environment sector. This has been viewed 
as both an advantage and an impediment. It has 
brought us the support of that industry, but it does 
restrict the alternatives for the participants. 

Before embarking on an initiative of this nature, 
all stakeholders need to be convinced of its 
merits. The relevant Education Department must 
be approached for permission to launch the 
fi rst phase which requires access to schools and 
students, and to recruit tutors. In the beginning 
we had to overcome an extreme reluctance on 
the part of the youth to enter into a career in the 
Built Environment. It was seen as inferior, dirty 
work. Particularly high academic achievers would 
not apply. We made a concerted eff ort to improve 
our recruitment presentation and this situation has 
improved considerably. 

The initiative to start this programme came 
from a construction company that funded and 
managed the programme and employed all the 
students during the early years. Other companies 
were introduced gradually, but their participation 
remained very cautious and conservative. Although 
the merits of the initiative were recognised it was 
generally seen as the founder company’s project.  
Once we realised what was behind the reluctance 
to participate, we started to market Go for Gold 
aggressively as an independent, “industry initiative” 
rather than the brainchild of a particular company. 

We made sure that the systems governing student 
gap year placements, selection of bursars and 
employment were very transparent. This made 
all the diff erence. Industry based organisations 
endorsed the programme and made fi nancial 
contributions which gained much publicity. For 
the past four years we have been recognised, 

Status % Notes

Passed matric 98%

Chose to remain in the Built 
Environment Sector

67%

Chose to do Tertiary Studies 53% 80% graduated in minimum time

Chose to do Learnerships 10%

Employed with no formal 
qualifi cation 

4%
With companies in the Built 
Environment 

Chose other fi elds of tertiary study 19%

Left Programme/ De-selected 21%
These are students who decided to 
leave or who were deselected for 
conduct unbecoming to the programme
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The DG Murray Trust encourages its implementing partners to share their experiences and learning in the form of a Hands-on learning 
brief. Download guidelines on writing a Hands-on brief from http://www.dgmt.co.za/what-we-learned/.
For more information visit http://www.dgmt.co.za
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endorsed and supported by a large number of role 
players in the industry. This has been enhanced 
by the formation of the HR Advisory Forum. HR 
practitioners have taken ownership of our initiative 
and go to great lengths to assist us.

We regularly evaluate all aspects of the programme. 
Any shortcomings are analysed and rectifi ed 
where possible. Strengths are acknowledged 
and utilized to our best advantage. Solutions are 
sought for problems which participants encounter 
in their journey to Phase Four. Our present model 
has been developed and augmented as a result of 
constant evaluation. 

The off ering to our participants in all phases is 
vastly enhanced since the programme’s inception. 
In addition we set very high standards for our 
participants and staff . We demand that these 
standards be maintained. Failure to do so is viewed 
as an opportunity to encourage introspection and 
the resolve to strive for better. Only if the individual 
does not commit to this, does punitive action 
follow in the form of de-selection. This has enabled 
Go for Gold to have a strong brand. The majority of 
participants proceed successfully to higher phases 
and emerge as confi dent, highly-motivated and 
committed young people with a strong work ethic. 

It is faith in the Go for Gold brand that brings 
companies on board. It is faith in the worth and 
potential of the young participants that creates 
the situation where they are given gap year 
placements or employment in spite of a down turn 
in the economy. 

Offi  ce:  +27 21 703 0395
Fax:  +27 86 685 7316
Email:  g4gprogramme@gmail.com
Web:  www.goforgold.org.za

This learning brief tells of the 
hands-on experience of:

Postal address: 

P.O. Box 18526, Wynberg, 7824

Physical  address:

Ottery Youth Centre
175 Plantation Road, Ottery, 
Cape Town, 7808


