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South African spaza shops are renowned for many things, most 
notably for their unique community service. So, it should come as no 
surprise that Prof Dustin van der Haar, who modestly describes 
himself as a “curious computer scientist”, tells us that his earliest 
interest in Computer Science was sparked in just such a shop. As a 
young boy, growing up in a township, he was fascinated and, he says, 
“hypnotised” by old arcade games and challenged to understand their 
inner structure. 

In his insightful and reflective teaching portfolio, Prof Van der Haar 
illustrates how his early experiences have been transformed through 
several phases into a finely nuanced teaching philosophy, which has 
at its heart his belief in the transformative power of education. It 
offers a skilful blend of attribution learning and student-centred 
experiential learning, linked to agile project management concepts. 
These principles are applied to real-world situations and 
complemented by technological support. 

Prof Van der Haar is acutely aware of students’ learning needs, and 
their diverse personal circumstances. He recognises that many 
students have not been exposed to the necessary technological skills 
and ensures that they get the support necessary to close any 
knowledge gaps. All his students then have the same opportunities to 
succeed as emerging computer scientists.    

Students in Prof Van der Haar’s classroom are exposed to complex 
social, issues which need critical thinking and problem-solving skills to 
identify possible solutions. These collaborative and reflective 
activities result in increased technological skills, which build students’ 
confidence and inspire them to attempt incrementally more 
challenging problems and to share their skills with others. Their 
projects are often aligned with the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals, which alignment further enhances the relevance 
and potential application of students’ classroom activities. Prof Van 
der Haar’s students are quick to recognise the expertise and calibre 
of their lecturer. He has been described as an “incredible lecturer” 
and a “brilliant supervisor”, doing a “stellar job”.    

Prof Van der Haar tells us that his “future aspirations include creating 
new technologies that make people’s lives easier at scale, staying in 
the front of the technological frontier and teaching others to do the 
same”. Congratulations on receiving this award, Prof Van der Haar – 
you have already had a major impact on the lives of your students, 
and we look forward to celebrating your long-term goals in the 
future. 
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