Through projects like SUPERGESTURES, Ling Tan aims to learn more about how we navigate our environment – and how wearable tech can
change our interactions for the better

CRACKING THE CODE

Women in tech are shifting the conversation about how
we find innovative solutions to old problems
By CAYLEIGH BRIGHT

W

hat if we stopped seeing tech as an isolated career space, and started to understand it as an
aspect of every industry?
It’s not uncommon to hear talk of the employment opportunities that come with gaining
some tech knowledge, but coding often seems to be discussed in the same terms that you
might treat a driver’s licence on a job application that requires no actual driving: just
another bullet point to add to a CV. It may prove beneficial, but simply doesn’t relate to day-to-day workplace
tasks. This is where a mindset shift is needed: tech skills are not a useful add-on to be used for isolated tasks,
but rather a means to work differently. Straying even further from conventional ideas about what tech-enabled
workplaces will do – namely, steal your job if you’re not careful – thoughtful work with code can create
opportunities for entrepreneurship, more jobs, and more humane workplaces. Out in the wider world, these
skills fulfil an even greater potential – they can be applied to solve the problems that affect communities on a
daily basis.
It might be oversimplifying the situation to say that because women have historically been closest to problems
in their communities, they’ll be the ones to solve them now, but it’s hard to fight the fact that in South Africa
especially women are uniquely equipped to understand the social ills that need to addressed right now –
because they’re the ones most affected.
For these three women, code is a new way of learning, finding ways to look at much-discussed problems
in South Africa, and seeing solutions that are driven by the force of a new generation of female tech experts.
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LING TAN
Empowering individuals and
communities to improve their
cities with wearable tech For Ling
Tan, Senior Designer at Umbrellium,
wearable technology has become a
vehicle for understanding how we
interact with public spaces. During
a residency in Johan nesburg, t he
UK-based architectural innovator tried
to understand more about what makes us
feel safe in a city.
‘I was a lways i nterested i n t he
relationship between people and the
built environment,’ says Ling, ‘and
this relationship is evolving rapidly as
our everyday life becomes entangled
and inter t w ined w it h technolog y,
more embedded into the urban fabric,
interacting with us every second and
mediating our reality.’ In the
work that she does, wearable
technology is a tool to explore
t h is i nterest f u r t her, i n
particular our relationship
with the city. In the Fak’ugesi
Socia l Wea rables project
set in Braam fontein, t he
gestures that people already
intuitively express, such as
clenching their fists when
feeling afraid, were recorded.
Ling’s tech could sense easily
understandable trends, such as women
feeling less safe in downtown areas than
men do. Intriguingly – though perhaps
unsurprisingly – younger participants in
Ling’s research have shown themselves
to be the ones most concerned with
social issues such as homelessness,
rising transportation fees, and a lack of
maintenance to the streets. If technology
can be used to understand the concerns
of youthful city dwellers, then it can also

be used empower them to be a part of
the change that they’d like to see taking
place in their living spaces. This is a key
component in what Ling sees to be the
purpose – and the untapped potential –
of wearable tech.
To enable others already interested
i n t he p owe r of we a r a b l e t e c h
innovat ion, Ling and Umbrellium
have built a prototyping platform for
wearables. What this means is that
those experimenting with wearable
tech now have a considerably easier job
of making sense of the data that their
devices collect. More importantly, that
data becomes a whole lot easier to share,
allowing the tech-savvy to collaborate
on innovations, and taking strides in
ensuring that the average concerned
community member is able to join up
with like-minded individuals to take on
a common cause.

EMMA DICKS
Growing education and
fighting unemployment
through code E m m a
D ick s is t he fou nder
of CodeSpace and the
social initiative, Code for
Cape Town. CodeSpace,
a start-up that uses a blended learning
approach – one involving classroom time
along with online coursework – to create
an accessible model of coding education,
that powers Code for Cape Town, an
initiative using CodeSpace’s methods to
teach previously disadvantaged girls and

young women to code. With a model
of education that can be easily adapted
according to the size of classes or other
specific needs of a group of pupils, Emma
has set out to change the way girls think
about STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering and Mathematics).
For her pioneering approaches to
business and social change, Emma
has been recognised by the likes of
Google, Forbes, Fast Company, The
Queen’s Young Leaders Award and
The Shuttleworth Foundation. Most
recently, Emma was selected to be part
of the Fortune-US Department of
State Women’s Mentoring Partnership
programme. At t he conference in
Washington DC, she spent time with
t h e l i k e s of h e r
assigned mentor –
Alma Scott, Johnson
& Johnson’s Head of
Africa Operations
and Par t nerships.
During her time with
these exceptionally
t a l e n t e d wo m e n ,
Emma realised her
approach to creating
oppor t u n it ies for
you n g women i n
tech is firmly rooted
i n t he ide a t h at
mentorship is not
enough. Sponsorship
and what she calls ‘championship’ are
equally important. What that means
is that in an industry that’s notoriously
closed-off to outsiders, it’s essential
t hat mentors remain dedicated to
providing the introductions that lead to
opportunities for their mentees, and that
securing funding for their next career
steps or investment-worthy big ideas is a
significant part of the process, too.
In South Africa, black women are
still the hardest hit by the country’s job
shortage: 37% of this demographic were
reported by StatsSA to be unemployed
in 2017, with further data indicating that
the youth were even more vulnerable
than older demographics. With statistics
this dire, it seems that there’s no simple
solution to the problem – so skills useful
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REGINA KGATLE
Tackling South Africa’s social issues
through new ways of gaming With a
keen understanding of the needs of her
community – and the country at large
– Regina Kgatle wants to use games
to subtly raise awareness of the social
issues. After all, it’s easy enough to
cancel a problematic fave, but it’s an
entirely different task to educate those
who genuinely want to know how their
way of thinking could hurt others.
Older people with little awareness of
LGBTQIA+ issues can learn alongside
kids who need a careful introduction
to the issue of consent, thanks to the
prevalent love for mobile gaming.
Reg i na’s i nterest i n ga mes was
sparked early: her parents owned an
entertainment centre and rented out
arcade game machines. T he spot
was over whelmingly popular wit h
neighbourhood kids, but parents made
it clear that they took exception to the
amount of time their children were
‘wasting’ on games. What if, wondered
Regina later, the enthralling power
of arcade games could be harnessed
for educational purposes? So began
Educade, feat ur ing arcade games
manufactured from e-waste that teach
kids skills like memory and basic maths.
And yes, they were coded by Regina
herself, who began building games at
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in recent years, what industry isn’t?
For some women, a career in tech will
be a calling, for others, coding will be a
means to an end – but with new femaleled, tech-powered initiatives changing
the world a little each day, it’s clear that
it would be everyone’s loss if women
weren’t encouraged to gain the tools
that allow problem-solving, growth and
development to happen in ways that we
haven’t even imagined yet. £
CODING FOR YOU
If you’re inspired to explore the
opportunities that coding can offer,
here’s where to get started
CodeSpace
http://codespace.co.za/
021 685 0991
Offering part-time, full-time and high
school-level courses, this start-up is
well-suited to individuals preparing for
a career in code or adding to their skills
set, as well as organisations wanting
to partner up to run their own coding
programmes.
Code for Cape Town
http://code4ct.com/
021 685 0991
Introducing high school girls and young
women to coding, this organisation
offers various courses to suit different
needs and budgets – including some
free options!
Quirky30
https://www.quirky30.co.za/
074 375 3767
This non-profit organisation offers a
year of free, full-time tuition to underprivileged youth, teaching them
entrepreneurship, coding and design.
WeThinkCode_
https://www.wethinkcode.co.za/
Aiming to develop Africa’s tech talent,
this organisation provides two years of
free tuition to top candidates displaying
outstanding skills in an online test, then
an in-person boot camp.

PHOTOGRAPHY: SUPPLIED

in employment and entrepreneurship are
set to become vitally important. Along
with a solid tech skills set, the graduates
of Code for Cape Town are equipped
with Emma’s can-do attitude, knowing
t hat for ever y problem t here’s an
innovative solution (and that it usually
involves code).

age 20 while studying electrical and
computer engineering at UCT.
As she works across various platforms,
her projects have proven to appeal to all
ages while serving a variety of purposes.
Regina recently served as the augmented
reality game designer and developer for
Mambokadzi; a cleverly designed deck of
playing cards presented as an interactive
art exhibition. Through an integration
of graphic design, interactive arts, game
design, and augmented reality, the game
culminates in an exploration of modern
African art and gaming experiences.
In another game, There’s a Monster for
Everyone, the objective is to help cute
creatures to match up in pairs. But it
isn’t as simple as pairing two monsters
that look alike: there’s an added element
of ensuring that the creature you’re
seeking out is suited to you, too, or it’s no
match at all. And just like that, the idea
of consent is introduced – learning that
finding a partner isn’t a conquest, but
an exercise in mutual enthusiasm and
agreement – all without even mentioning
the word ‘sex’.
Her current focus? Well, that’s difficult
to say, because it’s clear that Regina’s
mind is always on a variety of ideas at
any given time, but she’s putting a lot
of effort into maximising the potential
of mobile. That’s because, quite simply,
phones are where most South Africans
are gaming and communicating – so
where better to reach them?
The tech industry is often seen as
a male-dominated space and one in
which it’s easier for men to get ahead.
But then, as we’ve had to ask ourselves
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