
Josephine Huetlin – Kenya, Summer 2013 

Education Partnerships Africa is a student-run charity based in the UK. As a project worker, I 
signed up with the program to invest money in a secondary school in rural Kenya. I spent the 
months leading up to summer fundraising the money for the investment and for my personal travel 
expenses. All project workers had received training and information for the work we were hoping 
to do at our schools. Nonetheless, few of us knew exactly what to expect of the ten weeks where 
we would be living and working in Kenya, which is also what made the whole thing so exciting.  

At the end of June my project partner Joe and I moved to the village just outside Kakamega to live 
with a wonderful woman called Nefreda Alkaya. As chairwoman of our school and the local 
Kenyan Assemblies of God church she was like the godfather of the town. Within a week we were 
feeling pretty integrated, after learning how to slaughter a chicken and being baptized with Luhya 

names by the local community.  

Nefreda Akaya and her family were so 
friendly and did not hesitate to invite us to 
join them for all daily meals and other 
family occasions. On the compound, we 
lived in a mud hut separated from the 
family home, where we ended up spending 
very little time. When we were not 
working at St. Andrews Gimengwa 
Secondary School, we hung out a lot with 
Nefreda's grandchildren. We would play 
games with them but also tried to assist 
with their many chores, such as cooking 
and harvesting.  

The Naming Ceremony at the Greek Orthodox Church 

 



The school we worked at is called St. Andrews Gimengwa School. It is a girl’s boarding school 
but admits a few boys. The school was set up in the 70s by the Greek Orthodox Church, but hasn't 

received funding for the last 20 years, and due 
to the country's recession, isn't counting on any 
in the near future. The school is also struggling 
financially because the principal refuses to send 
children away from school when they cannot 
pay fees, which is a regular practice in Kenyan 
schools. Finally, the money that the school 
should have received from the government is 
often very delayed and usually only half of 
what it is promised.  

Two of Nefreda's youngest grandchildren 
(Bonnie and Princess) 

 
We arrived at the school to find an 
incomplete dining hall, an empty 
classroom block, and the staff on 
teachers strike. After two weeks of 
meeting with the schools 
management, chatting with all the 
students and eventually meeting the 
teachers, we had written itineraries of 
the schools textbooks, laboratory 
equipment and gone through the 
financial records. We assessed the 
situation and decided to put the bulk 
of our money into buying textbooks 
for the school. With enrolment 
increasing from 20 to 60 students per 
year, we wanted to ensure that the 
future textbook ratio would be at 
least 1 book between 2 students in every class. In hand with this, we decided to take one of the 
empty classrooms and set it up into a library and study area, to ensure the books remained in a 
good condition and to allow all students (especially boarders) a private space to work after school, 
where they could do homework and prepare for upcoming exams. 

As well as this, we found that many of the girl students were missing up to 30 days of school a 
year because they were on their period and could not afford sanitary pads. I started running 
sessions on Tuesday afternoons where I taught the girls how to make reusable sanitary pads, 
which they would be able to wash and maintain within the boarding facilities. 
http://www.irise.org.uk/the-mwezi-sanitary-pad/  We spent some money on buying the equipment 
for this scheme. In order to make it sustainable we have now set up an irise society where the girls 
are teaching younger girls how to make the pads with scrap materials that they can bring from 
home. After around a month, the scheme had gotten so popular that several of the ladies from 
church also wanted to learn how to make the pads for their granddaughters! 

http://www.irise.org.uk/the-mwezi-sanitary-pad/


Irise Session with the ladies from the 
Kenyan Assemblies of God Church 

We had heard a lot about problems of 
unemployment amongst youth in the 
area. One thing that factors into this is 
that many kids in school were not being 
told a lot about what their options would 
be once they finished their KCSEs 
(equivalent to abitur or alevels). Most 
were hoping to be doctors or lawyers, 
which was highly unrealistic because 
they didn't have the grades for university 
nor the right subjects at KCSE level to 

study these degrees. In response to this we did two careers workshops where we tried to promote 
affordable and realistic alternatives to university. We had speakers from technical schools, 
colleges and micro finances. We also researched and wrote a paper, which explained what the 
different post secondary opportunities were, and how they could be achieved.  

In the last few weeks, we were renovating and painting the library, haggling for shelves, desks and 
lamps etc. We have employed a really cool librarian, set up the irise space in the boarding house 

and written up guides for the sanitary 
pad scheme and the library system.  

We referenced and backed books like 
crazy. When school reopened we had 
three days to take the books to school 
in the Akaya family wheelbarrow, get 
them sorted in the shelves, and record 
them in the library inventory, 
together with all pre-existing books 
in the school. We completely 
underestimated how long this would 
take us. The library opening 
ceremony was meant to be on 
Thursday morning. On Wednesday 
afternoon we had only accounted for 
about half the books. Thus on 

Wednesday evening, after a super-emotional farewell dinner with the Akaya family, we packed 
our head torches and headed back to school, where we spent the night finishing up the library. The 
next morning the school guard discovered us bleary eyed in our pyjamas, sweeping up leftover 
plastic and packaging.  

In the last week, the kids came back from holidays so we invited some nurses to come and talk 
about pregnancy and contraception. We had a conversation with Mercy, the guidance councillor, 
about how several girls were dropping out of school each year because they were having a baby 
and even getting married. This was a sensitive topic to approach. First we needed the approval of 
the Pastor Mmbye from Greek Orthodox Church. The church emphasized that they did not want 
us to advocate contraception over abstinence, but allowed us to sell contraception as a last 
alternative (“if all else fails”). Pastor Mmbye also told us that we must consider that a few girls 



may also have been subjected to 
rape and other forms of sexual 
abuse. He added that we should 
use the opportunity to address 
the dangers of the often fatal 
“backdoor” abortions that occur 
in traditional villages, where the 
shame of admitting to premarital 
sex and the financial strain of 
supporting a child can drive 
young girls to pay someone 
completely unqualified to inhibit 
their pregnancy.  

St Andrews is a first year school, 
which means it will receive 2 
more years of investment from 
the charity. We have set up some plans for the volunteers next year where we hope that they will 
buy laboratory equipment for the room that is currently being renovated to become a science lab 
and computers for the other empty classroom that we are currently equipping with electricity.  
 
We have visited the schools of some other project workers and have become totally convinced that 
despite being one of the least developed, our school has so much potential for the future. The 
environment is one where the girls are super confidant, clever and independent, while certain 
teachers and the principal take on way more responsibility than their job description would entail. 

 Saturday’s dance club with the boarding girls 
   We’ve tried very hard to make the 

most out of the funds we have had, 
and, despite being plagued by lots of 
doubt, angst, unanswered text 
messages (and endless heat) at times, I 
think its gone relatively well! Many 
members of the charity have worried 
that 10 weeks is too long to spend 
working at one school, when the bulk 
of the resource investment could easily 
be done in 4. However, on a more 
personal note, I would have loved to 
stay for even longer. After 10 week 
Joe and I were so used to living in the 
village and working at the school that 
we were heartbroken to have to leave. 
It was in incredible experience and we                                                    

are already dreaming of going back!  


