King Edward VII Science & Sport College

and Mushubi Secondary School Link Project

An explanation by Rowan Walker
Background 

In 2008, our school became increasingly concerned about community cohesion issues within our local community. King Edward VII is located in Coalville, an ex mining town with large pockets of deprivation. It is a comprehensive upper school for young people aged 14 to 18 who mainly study GCSEs and A levels. We felt that our students needed to know more about the rest of the world, partly to raise their aspirations and improve their self esteem. We decided to form a link with another school who had experienced similar problems and found a school in Rwanda who was keen to do this. 

In February 2010, two teachers from Mushubi Secondary School came to the UK for a week. Fidele, the project coordinator, is an English teacher and Mathius is the Headmaster. Whilst at the school, they saw our facilities, observed lessons, went to a Leicester City match and held discussions with a number of teachers about joint curriculum projects we could set up. 

Students at King Edward VII also learnt a lot from the teachers’ visit. They had opportunities to ask questions and some were taught by Fidele and Mathius. During the week they were here, we also held the first King Edward VII International Day where students were off timetable for a day and attended workshops on international issues. There were forty to choose from as wide ranging as refugees, nuclear weapons, Indian Cookery and Bavarian Leg Wrestling! It was a very successful day.

Our Visit

In response to Mathius and Fidele’s visit, two teachers (Alice, the international links coordinator and me) from King Edward VII visited Rwanda in May 2010. I would like to thank Leicester Meeting for the financial support they gave me to do this. Mushubi Secondary School is located in the Gikongoro province of Rwanda. Mushubi is a small town, three hours drive from the nearest city and proper road.  It was quite an experience just to get there. 
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When we arrived we were greeted by hundreds of students who were eager to meet us. The school has 500 students, all of whom board. There are 350 boys and 150 girls. 150 of the students are orphans, mainly as a result of the 1994 genocide.  The school was set up in 1997, as part of the President’s efforts to expand free secondary education provision in the country. The official language of education changed in January 2010 from French to English. Therefore, when we were there, the teachers were struggling to cope with the sudden change. I’m not sure how I would cope if David Cameron told me I have to teach all my lessons in Spanish tomorrow!
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We spent the week teaching lessons, answering students’ questions and joining student activities. Everywhere we went, we were stopped by students who wanted to talk to us so they could practice their English. They wanted to know about life in the UK, British football players (of which my knowledge was minimal) and even what my bride price was (I explained the cultural differences)!

Rwanda Today

Rwanda is a fascinating country which has made huge strides since the 1994 genocide. In fact, it is now classed as one of the safest countries in Africa, which is quite an achievement considering a million people were brutally murdered there just 16 years ago. 

Part of its success has been down to Paul Kagame, the President, who has pushed huge social and economic reforms. He has put together a plan entitled ‘Vision 2020’ which includes aims such as universal primary and secondary education, universal health care, 50% female representation in parliament and broadband internet for every house. Every school child will also get a laptop computer. Cheap loans are available for every family to buy a cow so that the milk will stop childhood malnutrition. Plastic bags have been banned to protect the environment and renewable energy sources are being invested in.

The vision is being implemented at speed. Whilst we were there, we saw huge bands of people laying fibre optic cables as part of the effort to provide internet access across the country. Kagame is hoping the country’s economy will one day be able to move away from coffee and tea towards hi tech industries. 

At the same time, the genocide has not been forgotten. There are memorial sites in every town and the Gisosi Genocide Memorial Centre has been built in Kigali in partnership with the Holocaust Memorial Centre in Nottinghamshire. We visited it and it was extremely powerful. People have been banned from distinguishing between Hutus and Tutusis (the two ethnic groups who were in conflict during the genocide). It was a fake distinction anyway encouraged by Colonialists. Citizenship lessons are compulsory in every school where children learn about the genocide and how to stop it happening again.

Unfortunately, Paul Kagame is also facing criticism from Human Rights organisations due to strong evidence that he has been behind violence and murder of opposition leaders. In the election this month, he won with 93% of the vote and was extremely popular with everyone we met. He now has another seven year term but under the constitution, he will have to step down at the end of the seven years when he has served two terms. There are concerns that he will not do this.

The Student’s Visit

In July 2010, Alice returned to Rwanda with another teacher Tim, and twelve students. The students are all in our sixth form. They took a huge amount of school equipment and clothing for the school and a local orphanage.

They had a wonderful time and for many of them it has changed their lives forever. Each student was paired with a student from Mushubi with whom they exchanged letters with beforehand. They spent their time shadowing their partner and teaching English at the school, a local Primary school and to some parents. They also went on a wildlife safari and visited the Genocide Memorial Centre.

They all found the trip hard work but also said it was an amazing experience. Some students want to go back as part of gap years, something they had never considered before, and all of them are interested in development issues. When they returned, they held assemblies for the rest of the school. They were so enthusiastic and looked so much more confident than when they left.

The Future

We are pleased with how the project has developed so far and hope it will continue at the same momentum.  We have set up a number of joint curriculum projects and there are plans for more exchange visits in the future.

Links

More of my photos can be found at 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/10231180@N05/
For some interesting articles about Rwanda today see

http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/aug/18/rwanda-elections-kagame-deliver
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/aug/01/dispatch-rwanda-election-peace-takes-priority
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