Action Projects and Student Conference in Kibera, Nairobi

A group of students and teachers from Rockbrook Park School spent part of July working in the heart of the Kibera slum outside Nairobi city, engaged in a series of collaborative action-based citizen journalism projects with students from their partner school, the John Paul II Mixed Secondary School. The action projects focused on three aspects of community development, namely teenage life, work and education. These were explored under the title of ‘Perspectives on Potential’, and through this lens the Irish and Kenyan students critically engaged with some of the many development needs of young people in Kibera. 
Nine students from each school were involved, who were divided into three ‘research and action’ teams of six (three Irish and three Kenyan students in each). The nine students from JPII got the entire week off class to be involved, clearly showing the commitment of the school to the partnership.
The action projects were framed as valuable learning opportunities for the students to develop important teambuilding and leadership skills, and they were encouraged at all points to take ownership over the process. The coordinating teachers firmly stuck to their positions as facilitators, not decision-makers. This involved a steep learning curve for the students, not least because they had never even met before and had to begin working together from the first moment. As Grace Muthoni from JPII School put it, “When the guys were introduced to us on the first day, I was thinking: Oh God, whom am I going to start talking with? What am I going to say and how am I going to say it?” She quickly learnt, however, that the Irish are good talkers, and very soon friendships were forming. Over the course of the following week the students got to know each other very well. For Grace, “those days will remain clean and fresh as white paint on a black tarmac road”.

Each team was given a specific challenge, and only four days to achieve it. They were to spend the first three days gathering, evaluating and collating research related to their project area, and on the fourth day the team had to jointly host a student conference in a Nairobi university in order to present their findings! Little wonder they were nervous at the beginning: they really had to believe in themselves to see that they could meet this challenge. 
Each team first narrowed down its preferred methodology: team one would represent a story of teenage life in Kibera through the creation of a photo documentary, team two would profile the working fabric of the area through the implementation of a survey among local working adults, and team three would examine the educational challenges faced in the slum by means of interviews with staff and students in local primary and post-primary schools. For three days the teams walked all over Kibera, interviewing people, recording information, taking photos, and visiting homes. To facilitate the smooth running of the work, the Rockbrook group had brought with them three laptops and a variety of cameras.

It moved the Irish fellows a lot to witness at first hand the situation the people there find themselves in. As John Brady from Rockbrook put it, “The action projects gave us a great opportunity to immerse ourselves – we now have a personal understanding of the challenges and opportunities the students in Kibera face.” As they worked side by side, each group always accompanied by one Irish teacher, the students discussed everything under the sun about Kenya and Ireland, including issues of human rights, education and poverty. It was a perfect way for the Irish to learn about life in Kenya and for the Kenyans to learn about the lives of the Irish. “I now have nine new friends in Kibera,” says John, “They are no longer just faceless statistics.” 

On the fourth day the students presented their findings via multimedia presentations to a group of fifty of their classmates at the 2009 Kibera School’s Conference on Community Development in an auditorium of Strathmore University in Nairobi. This Conference is itself an initiative of the Rockbrook-JPII partnership, created especially to facilitate their ongoing interaction. The conference was introduced by Marcos Migeri, the head of the university’s Community Outreach Programme, who hailed it as a visionary initiative by the schools and one that the university was very happy to support and in time develop by bringing in more schools. In attendance were the principal and some teachers of JPII, some local media, and a group of university students who had agreed to assist.
In addition to opening songs from the Kenyans and a group lunch, there were two sessions during the day. In the first session, the three Kibera teams presented their work, one after another, each facilitating an open question and answer forum afterwards. This was a tough time for the students, as they were now the ‘experts’ and had to step up to the mark.  It was a unique forum for the students of Kibera in particular to voice their opinions about their community and its needs. In the second session, everyone present was involved in an exploration of the three project areas through separate break-out groups, which led to short presentations through art and drama. In the final wrap up, the eighteen students who comprised the three action teams were presented with Certificates of Achievement.
All the students enjoyed the day immensely. None of those from Kibera had ever set foot in a university before, and they were genuinely shocked to see their classmates giving professional presentations with PowerPoint about their neighbourhood! Every team member learned a lot about themselves and their talents. For Enos Koko from JPII, for instance, the experience helped him to learn how to talk publicly; “I always used to fear people,” he said, “but I developed confidence though this event”.  He also pointed out that he learnt how hard one has to work into order to achieve something worthwhile, and that “any second left to pass idly” is a second wasted. “The knowledge and experience we gained,” added Gilbert Omondi, “will help us cope with some of life’s difficult situations.”
On the day after the Conference, the eighteen students and some teachers from both schools engaged in a series of outdoor challenges, which included climbing Mount Longonot in the Rift Valley. It was a great way to relax after a week of hard work, and helped all the students to see each other in another light. As Magdaline Mbithe from JPII summed it up in her farewell words: “We learnt from each other. By now you can say you know something about Kenya. We too learnt from you. We made friends with you, exchanged ideas and our co-operation bore fruits”.
With this pilot event now under their belt, Rockbrook and JPII are already planning the 2010 Kibera School’s Conference on Community Development, which will bring in a number of other schools from the area.
For the second part of their service project trip to Kenya, the Rockbrook students and teachers travelled to an isolated village community in the Meru region, 300km north of Nairobi, and there assisted in the construction a new classroom block and library building for a local secondary school. After the rigours of Kibera, the fellows enjoyed the different challenges now facing them, namely mixing concrete, laying bricks and teaching in the nearby primary school!
The nine Rockbrook students were: John Brady, Gerard Claffey, Darren Clarke, Kevin Curley, Andrew Durrad, Darragh Freeley, Hassan Majeed, Eamonn Murphy, Shane Sheridan.

The nine JPII students were:  Medina Ali, Mary Kanini, Enos Koko, Magdalene Mbithe, Grace Muthoni, Samuel Odhiambo, Boniface Odinga, Gilbert Omondi , Anthony Watila.

