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SOUTH AFRICAN VISIT IS GREAT SUCCESS

Last week David Geldart, Assistant Headteacher at St. Mary’s, Menston travelled to South Africa at the invitation of the South African Government as part of a Youth Sport Trust delegation.  The South African government have been impressed by the impact of the School Sport Partnerships in the UK and are keen to develop a similar system.

St. Mary’s was one of the first schools in this country to premier such work and now leads one of the most successful School Sport Partnerships in the country being described as ‘inspirational’ by Tessa Jowell, Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport and by the former Chairman of Sport England, Lord Carter.  St. Mary’s now works with 52 schools and has provided valuable evidence to the Government, which has contributed to the initiative being extended throughout the country.

Mr Geldart spent the first day of his visit in Johannesburg in discussions with the British Council and the South African Department of Sport and Recreation.  The Department of Sport and Recreation intend to pilot a School Sport Masi Participation Project based on developing six sports in school collaboratives.  Initially eighteen areas have been selected for the pilot; significantly in the most depressed and challenging areas of South Africa.

Mr Geldart then travelled to Durban and then 150 miles north to the Nkandla district of Kwa Zulu Natal (Zululand).

Rural and remote the hilly Nkandla area faces major challenges.  The area is extremely poor and is ravaged by HIV / Aids and other major health conditions including TB.  More than 90% of adults are unemployed, adult illiteracy levels are greater than 60%.  Twenty percent of children do not attend school and many others do not complete school; the cost of sending a child to school is 100 Ran per year – about £7.00!  Much of the traditional round grass-roofed housing does not have electricity or water.

During his stay Mr Geldart was based at the Mnyakanya High School as the guest of the Principal Mr Lucas Dube.  Set amongst the rolling hills on an unmade road the school is more than 20 miles away from the nearest town.  The school serves the scattered rural community with many children walking 2 hours and more to school for a 7.30am start.

Mr Geldart was inspired by the children’s commitment to education and learning “Despite basic school conditions with very limited resources I was staggered by children’s desire to learn.  The majority of children walked about four hours a day for education.  One evening I met two students who had returned to school to revise for forthcoming matriculation exams who would have walked six hours that day.  I did not speak to one child who did not have ambition and a desire to do well.  Education is valued.  The school is an oasis of hope and a great credit to all those associated with it.  Despite being poor, somewhat remarkably all children attended school in a uniform.  Education is valued and regarded not as a right but a privilege.”

Mr Geldart was warmly welcomed into this Zulu Community and was able to have meetings with the local Zulu Chief, Mayor, Chairman of Governors, ANC Chairman, Councillors and Municipality officials.

“I was overwhelmed by the welcome and hospitality given by the local community.  They are trying desperately hard to improve living conditions and the quality of life of community members.  The interest in the Mass Participation Sports Programme was truly remarkable with the wider benefits of sport in society being recognised and appreciated by all.”

Mr Geldart found that local children loved football “ Children play football every day after school on rough ground close by shared by cattle.  Few children have footwear and play with a ‘ball’ made out of tightly compacted plastic bags.  Whilst the material deprivation was heart-breaking, the joy of the children playing was uplifting and demonstrated the power of sport and all that it can bring to peoples’ lives”.

Mr Geldart regards education as key to breaking the cycle of ignorance, deprivation and poverty.  He believes that the School Sport Masi Participation Programme has a significant role to play.  Currently there is little or no PE or sport in the local schools.

Eighteen ‘School Sports Assistants’ (similar to School Sport Co-ordinators in the UK) have been appointed to work in local schools managed by a cluster coordinator (similar to Partnership Development Manager in the UK) based at the Mnyakanya High School.  Mr Geldart spent some time training this newly appointed team and his committed ongoing support to the scheme both at a strategic and operational level.

“St. Mary’s School Sport Partnership now has international dimension and has now grown from 52 to 70.  This programme has already created new jobs in the area.  The team are full of enthusiasm.  This investment in people will build expertise, confidence and capability in the local community.  Local Principals and newly appointed Sports Assistants recognise the research from the UK that indicates that young people involved in high quality PE and sport programmes tend to attend school more regularly, behave better and achieve more.  There are major issues and challenges ahead by having people in place now is a major step forward.”

Mr Geldart was clearly delighted with this emerging international link.  “I am looking forward to working with the South African Department of Sport and Recreation and the Mnyakanya High School Sport Partnership.  We all have so much to learn from working together.”

Two young people from the St. Mary’s School Sport Partnership will visit South Africa as part of the Youth Sport Trusts ‘Young Ambassador’ programme.  Mr Geldart looks forward to developing the link so that more students can visit South Africa.

“I am interested in creating situations where students from both countries can work together developing their sports leadership skills with a view to them providing sports festivals in the local community.”

The Principal of Mnyakanya High School, Mr Lucas Dube will visit St. Mary’s and other schools in the St. Mary’s partnership this week to develop this exciting international development.

END

Note to editor

1. Also see pre visit Media Release (attached)

2. See Photographs of visit (attached)
3. Photo / interview opportunity with David Geldart and Lucas Dube this week.
4. Please contact David Geldart at St. Mary’s Tel 01943 883000 (school)
for follow up info.
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