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A s doctors, we are a fortunate group. 
Every day we can affect the lives of 
others. It is likely that we grew up in 

a family that valued education, and that we 
were given opportunities to learn, grow and 
develop. Our salary starts 50% above New 
Zealand’s average wage. We do work hard. But 
we are also in very privileged positions.

In the midst of long study and working 
hours, it can difficult to stand back and 
appreciate our position. But when I took 
time off between my third and fourth years 
of medical school, this realisation came 
crashing down on me. In my ‘gap year’ I 
completed a BMedSci(hons) and a Masters 
in Entrepreneurship. My entrepreneurship 
research showed that in New Zealand over 
10,000 students leave school every year with 
no qualifications at all. That is one in every 10 
students. Without educational support, these 

students do not have future options or the 
chance to live their dreams. 

Determined to do something, my partner 
Dave and I started ‘LearnCoach’ with the 
vision of changing lives through education 
by making study fun, free and effective. We 
set up an online platform (learncoach.co.nz), 
where we deliver free tutorials to NCEA 
students. The LearnCoach website has been 
supporting NCEA students for nearly four 
years and during that time we have helped 
over 50,000 NCEA students and had more than 
3 million free tutorials watched.

This year we started the LearnCoach 
Charitable Trust to further address the 
heartbreaking inequalities in education—
offering support to students from low-
income families, minority groups and people 
in remote areas. The goal is to share our 
teaching systems, training and technology 

with community groups in this space. This is 
exciting because our technology can massively 
increase the educational impact of groups, 
allowing them to reach thousands of students 
simultaneously and provide educational 
support where there was none. 

Using technology to scale is important, but it 
is also important to spend time with students 
on the ‘front lines’. With this in mind, we 
spend time at Ngāti Toa marae every week 
taking tutorials in maths and science. It is our 
privilege to be working with these rangatahi 
(youth). The diversity of background in this 
iwi is astounding. There are extremely talented 
students and athletes who have families who 
are making every opportunity available to 
them. There are other students who come from 
huge disadvantage, like the boy I asked ‘what 
subjects do you study at school?’ who responded 
‘I don’t go to school’, or the girl who I was 
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teaching statistics using a calculator who told me ‘I don’t have a calculator’, 
or the young girl who told me ‘my dad was murdered by his best friend’. These 
beautiful souls are more resilient and determined than I have ever had to be 
and I have so much respect for them. 

A few of the students have told me that they want to be doctors and have 
asked me all about what it is like to study medicine. Inevitably, this follows 
with ‘I’m not sure if I’m smart enough’. I’m sure that they are and that they 
have the resilience and determination they need to make outstanding 
doctors, teachers, lawyers or engineers. That is why I am trying do my 
small bit through LearnCoach to help them make their dreams reality. 

Studying medicine is a challenge. It can be easy to fall into the trap of 
taking the good parts for granted. We are the synthesis of the gifts passed 
down through generations in our families and the gifts we have been given 
growing up in a country like New Zealand. I believe that we should be 
grateful for these gifts and keep working to pass those gifts on to others. 

To visit the LearnCoach website go to www.learncoach.co.nz
If you have ideas or would like to get in touch about this project, we 

would love to hear from you. Contact deb@learncoach.co.nz.
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