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· Thank you Programme Director and Dean of Learners, Jerome September, as well as your office, 
· Members of the Senior Executive Team, who are interspersed in this room today,
· Dr Leila Abdool Gafoor, Head: Wits Disability Rights Unit, and our guest speaker,
· Members of the Schools Liaison Office,
· Colleagues in functions and events, and
· Distinguished principals and teachers, colleagues.
Good morning, and a warm Wits welcome to you all on this somewhat cool autumn morning. It is wonderful to have the opportunity to spend the morning with you this year and to continue to recognise and foster the deeply important, reciprocal relationship that we have had with our feeder schools over many years.
I hope you have all, or will, have the time to walk through the Origins Centre and its wonderful exhibits and installations. This room is what we refer to as the tapestry room - Tamar Mason's incredible The Thread of Knowing was created in 2005 with a team of 80 women embroiderers, and details the history of the San over the past 2 000 years, from a decline in the hunter-gather period and the arrival of colonial settlers, to genocide and brutalisation, cultural appropriation and later, the devastating AIDS pandemic. 
My name is Prof. Garth Stevens, and I am the Deputy Vice-Chancellor for People Development and Culture, and it is my great pleasure to welcome you all this morning on behalf of our Vice-Chancellor, Prof. Zeblon Vilakazi, who could unfortunately not be with us today because of travel commitments.
Let me begin by acknowledging the reason why you are in this room.
The schools you lead are not represented here by accident. They are here because, year after year, you are producing learners who do not simply complete matric, they excel! They compete at the highest level, and they secure places in one of the most competitive academic environments in the country (for example of the 77 000 learners who applied, 6 200 learners were eventually registered, but close to 200 000 programme applications were received).
We see your charges at Wits, and we notice them! We see it in the calibre of the learners who arrive from your schools - learners who are capable, disciplined, academically skilled and beginning a journey of maturation as adults, as they engage the world in this new phase of their lives - brain development and executive functions peak at 25-30 years of age, with the last part of the brain to fully mature being the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for executive functions such as planning, decision-making, emotional regulation and impulse control – one reason why insurance companies charge us higher excesses when we are drivers under the age of 25!
But let me return to your learners. So, this morning I would like to say a few words, not simply about enhancing this level of excellence that you have incubated and cultivated… but rather something else ….. It is about asking, at the highest level of performance, what “readiness” is, what a “state of preparedness” is in this current climate of uncertainty, volatility, and increasing complexity, and what it really means for our young charges. What I am of course referring to is the importance of nurturing an intellectual, social and emotional agility and plasticity in the face of this rapidly changing world.

Because what we are seeing, very clearly, is that the bar has, and is, shifting.
Academic excellence remains essential…. that pursuit does not change. But it is no longer sufficient on its own. Increasingly, the learners who succeed, and sustain that success, are those who are able not only to perform, but to navigate complexity, adjust their thinking, and regulate their emotional worlds. 
They are able to manage pressure, adapt to new environments, and engage with ways of thinking that are often very different from what they have experienced before. 
And this is perhaps one site where your world and our worlds converge.
From where many of us sit, both as educators and as executives within the university, we are seeing a growing intersection between two realities. On the one hand, we are seeing highly capable learners, many from schools like yours, arriving exceptionally well-prepared, academically. On the other hand, we are also seeing that even these learners are navigating increasing levels of pressure, uncertainty, and, in some cases, high levels of anxiety – not because they are not capable, but because the environments that they are entering, and the demands placed on them, are becoming more and more complex. The rapid development  and uptake of AI, machine learning and deep learning, for example, has started to penetrate every aspect of our lives. As educators, we are having to confront this daily, initially often engaging with how these new phenomena could be proctored in educational settings, how we could prevent academic misconduct or cheating, but very quickly shifting to a discourse on how we integrate these tools into education, teaching and learning, in ways that are ethical and do not undermine foundational educational elements. [Note: between 2025–2026, ChatGPT saw just under a billion weekly users. This does not include those using other tools like Google Gemini, Microsoft Copilot, Claude, Perplexity AI, etc. 
Alongside this, there is something else emerging. We are becoming more aware that even among high-performing learners, there is a wide range of ways in which young people think, process, and engage. Some thrive in structured environments. Others think more laterally, more intuitively, sometimes less predictably. Increasingly, the learners who will shape the future are not only those who fit established systems easily, but also those who are able to think differently within them. Learners are already consuming information differently, they receive it differently through a range of modalities, they integrate and translate information into knowledge differently, whiles some cognitive processes and skills are increasingly being offloaded (for example tools to augment your memory) or outsourced (for example tools to completely replace personal essay writing) and others are emerging in this context (e.g. Conversational Querying and AI Dialogue Management which is learning how to phrase, structure, and refine prompts to elicit the best possible responses from Large Language Models (LLMs).
So the question is not whether your learners are succeeding. They clearly are. The question is how we prepare them not only to enter institutions like Wits, but to thrive, adapt, and lead within them – how do we try to ensure a seamless transition from their schooling to the university environment. Agility and plasticity in learners will have to be matched by agility and plasticity in educators with regards to pedagogies, instructional design, technology, developing critical skills differently, assessments, and so on. This will also require a degree of attunement to the social and emotional changes and challenges that they are facing. 
Returning to our learners, this is also where the intersection between mental health and neurodiversity becomes relevant, even in high-performing environments. Pressure does not only exist where there is underperformance. In many cases, it is most intense where expectations are highest. And difference does not only exist at the margins. It exists across the full spectrum of ability, including among the most capable of learners.
While the changes in our society can sometimes be seismic, what is called for now is not a fundamental change in what you are doing. It is a refinement, a sharpening, a recognition that alongside academic excellence, there is a need to attend to how learners experience learning, how they understand themselves, and how they engage with challenges. Perhaps the shift we are being invited to make is a nuanced one – what it means to prepare a learner not only for exams, but for complexity, not only for achievement, but for adaptability.
At Wits, we are thinking about this very deeply. The learners you send to us do not arrive as blank slates. They arrive shaped by your systems, your cultures and your expectations. Increasingly, we are asking how we can work more closely with you, not only to attract the best learners, but to ensure that they are prepared for what comes next in a more holistic sense. This is not about lowering or elevating  standards. If anything, it is about recognising that the standard itself is evolving. The schools represented in this room are well placed not just to respond to that shift, but to lead it.
At Wits, we see you as partners in that work, not simply as feeder schools, but as institutions that are shaping the future of the learners we will teach, and ultimately, the society of which we are all a part.
As we move through the programme this morning, you will hear more about how we are thinking about these issues, particularly in relation to mental health and neurodiversity. My hope is that this does not feel like an added demand, but rather like an extension of the work you are already doing, at a very high level.
Thank you again for your leadership. Thank you for the standard you continue to set. And thank you for the role you play in preparing learners not only to enter Wits, but to contribute meaningfully once they are here, and prepare them for the world. I believe that what we all aspire to in this room, is to ensure that we optimise the experience of our learners to reflect that they are indeed the best and brightest of their generation - a generation whose future we eagerly anticipate.
Welcome again, and we hope that this morning will be a productive engagement for all of you. Thank you.
ENDS
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