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The challenges of growing up in rural 
Limpopo

Children and youth between the ages of 0-29 
constitute the highest percentage of the population 
in Limpopo (3.7 mil of a total of total population 
of 5.5 mil1) and are also the most vulnerable. 
Hundreds of youth matriculate each year with 
very poor education results who have little or 
no opportunity to receive any tertiary training 
and end up unemployed with little prospect of 
ever changing this. Many are dependent on their 
parents and more often the elderly, with very little 
guidance to assist them to make the right relevant 
choices for their future.

In the Ga-Mamabolo area of Limpopo Province 
there is a particularly high rate of young people 
between 18 and 30 that have not got a matric 
certifi cate or have a very poor pass. Jobs of any 
sort are scarce in these rural areas. This leads 
to extremely poor self-esteem and a feeling of 
hopelessness, demotivation and an inability to 
eff ect change amongst the youth. 

This predicament starts early with extremely low 
literacy levels (average pass rate of 30% in grade 
3 and even lower at 21% in grade 62) in the early 
grades resulting in poor academic performance 
at high school level. There is little or no access to 
extra mural activities and most children are left 
unsupervised after school leaving them vulnerable 
to abuse and older children often look to their peer 
group for inappropriate entertainment. 

Many youth drop out of school after grade 9 and 
10. In the three high schools that Bjatladi works, 
the numbers of grade 12 learners are less than half 
the number of grade 10 learners! Many children 

1 Stats SA Mid -Year Population estimates 2011

2 Annual National Assessments in 2011 in Limpopo

repeat grade 9 once or even twice before either 
progressing to grade 10 or dropping out entirely. 
To try and address the above issues Bjatladi Youth 
Development (BYD) embarked on setting up Youth 
Development centres in a number of communities. 
A village-based Youth Volunteer training and 
development programme was launched to help 
identify and train young people who would run 
these centres and be responsible for implementing 
a number of after-school enrichment activities for 
the children in their communities (extra-murals 
as well as assisting them with literacy challenges 
and helping them improve their academic 
results). In this way Bjatladi hoped to address both 
unemployment and disillusionment amongst 
young school leavers as well as the low academic 
achievements and self-esteem of young learners.

The Mashupa Tsela Volunteer Programme evolved 
organically over a two year period and has slowly 
become a structured programme which off ers 
young people a chance to become meaningful 
change agents in their communities. By gaining 
skills and knowledge through the training received 
and by helping younger children to transform and 
realise their potential, the volunteers themselves 
begin to transform and realise their own potential.

The development of the youth centres

Bjatladi Youth Development’s initial vision was 
to create one youth centre in the Haenertsburg 
farmland area, to serve children of the 
Haenertsburg farm schools. An application was 
submitted to the Lottery but the money only came 
through four years later, completely unexpectedly! 
By then things had changed and once they had 
rallied everyone together, the original plan to 
build one centre was disputed as it was not easily 
accessible to rural children in the surrounding 
villages. Instead they decided to split the money 
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received between three communities and together 
with community stakeholders, identifi ed three 
rundown unused school and church buildings that 
could be renovated (using the same budget). 

From the beginning it was the intention that this 
should be a community driven process. Meetings 
with community role players were held that led to 
the establishment of local advisory committees 
that could help to guide and inform the process. 
Volunteers were identifi ed at each of the proposed 
centres and renovations began. The volunteers 
worked in an informal, voluntary basis and mostly 
in the school classrooms after hours, as they slowly 
began to transform the old buildings into multi-
purpose centres. 

Towards the end of 2010 the renovations were 
well underway and they had 15 volunteers on 
board to assist between the three centres. They 
realized that the volunteer programme needed to 
be formalised and so, in 2011, started to formally 
interview volunteers and began a structured 
training programme (including a week long 
orientation and a number of other modules). Each 
year BYD trains young unemployed school leavers 
from rural communities to lead and run the youth 
development centres and enrichment programmes 
aimed at children in their communities. This 
enables these young school leavers to become 
change agents in their communities and act as 

positive role models to children, and also to learn 
skills that will better equip them for the future.

Each of the communities has its own dynamics 
and the youth development programme in each 
has organically evolved accordingly. This ability 
to keep the programme fl exible and adaptable to 
the particular community has been a strength of 
the programme. In one, the advisory committee 
was already established; in the other two, advisory 
committees had to be established which would 
select young people from the community to 
become volunteers at the centres. The latter 
proved problematic however because of nepotism 
which made it diffi  cult for volunteers to voice their 
opinions and act independently. They moved to a 
more formal application and interview process at 
the beginning of 2011. 

The Challenges of establishing volunteer 
driven youth centres

Establishing and running these volunteer (and 
youth) driven centres has not been without its 
challenges. One of the biggest challenges BYD 
encountered has been the dynamics between 
the various stakeholders (volunteers, educators, 
advisory committees). A series of workshops 
was eventually built in to the volunteer training 
programme to address this. Unpacking the 
diff erent dynamics, learning how to communicate, 
looking at how the past aff ects the future and 
understanding how personal behaviour and 
beliefs aff ect the children they work with, are 
all now part of the training and have really 
helped. Network meetings are also scheduled 
for volunteers and advisory committees to share 
successes and challenges and to meet with various 
stakeholders and organisations that can partner 
with them. These are extremely valuable, allowing 
strong bonds to be formed between volunteers 
and communities. 
The relationships between the volunteers and 
educators has also been challenging. In most 
cases the volunteers were taught by the very 
teachers at the schools they were now working in 
and they often felt educators did not take them 
seriously, looking down on them as “uneducated” 
youth. Regular meetings between educators and 
volunteers have now been implemented allowing 
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both parties to understand their roles and receive 
feedback from one another. 

They have also struggled with losing volunteers 
(and all the training they have received) to paid 
jobs; with dynamics between volunteers as to roles 
and responsibilities and work load in carrying out 
the programmes and centres; and with centres 
churches or schools thinking they “owned”  the 
centres that were based on their grounds, resulting 
in a misguided belief that they had an exclusive 
right to the volunteers.

Each one of these issues has had to be resolved and 
it has taken time to identify what to standardise as 
part of the volunteer training programme in order 
to properly support the volunteers to understand 
their roles and responsibilities and into becoming 
leaders and change agents in their communities. 
Volunteer training now includes self discovery, 
understanding education, working with children, 
organisational development, entrepreneurial 
skills, IT development, understanding literacy and 
creating a literate environment for children and 
environmental awareness amongst other modules. 
As systems and training have improved, becoming 
more focussed and streamlined, they have begun 
to see higher quality in the programmes delivered 
to the children. 

Critical to the successes of their programmes 

has been the demographic make-up of the BYD 
staff . Bjatladi Youth Development is driven by a 
dedicated and passionate team of mainly young 
people who have grown up in the area. They have 
a real understanding of the challenges faced by 
the young people they teach and are the best 
examples of how young people, given the right 
chances, can go on to become leaders. 

Over the past three years they have renovated 
three derelict buildings turning them into multi-
purpose hives of activity which serve not only the 
youth of the area but also the broader community 
who use them for community events and meetings. 
BYD aims to support these centres towards 
independence with full community support and 
the capacity to operate self-sustainably in the 
future.

They are now also actively involved in 15 schools 
in 5 communities with a total of 2209 learners. Of 
the 2209 learners, 1160 primary school learners are 
directly involved with BYD programmes while a 
further 123 high school children participate in the 
arts and literacy activities. 

The impact of youth volunteers on 
outcomes for youth

In Limpopo, as in many other provinces, there 
is a shortage of teachers. Pupil teacher ratios are 



very high and in smaller schools, where numbers 
are low, teachers are forced to teach multi-grade 
classes. Almost all the teachers in the area are over 
the age of 40.  The few young teachers coming 
through the system often prefer urban placements. 
“South Africa needs to produce some 15 000 more 
teachers per year to reach the necessary annual 
number of 25 000 new teachers. The teacher age 
profi le suggests a looming shortage, and a growing 
need for greater numbers of younger teachers.”3

The high pupil-teacher ratios in rural schools 
mean that teachers often cannot give the kind 
of individual attention needed to overcome the 
literacy problems. There are many unemployed 
young people that are desperately looking for a 
way out of their situation who are a potentially rich 
source of help to assist with this crisis and through 
their exposure of working with children, are often 
motivated to become teachers themselves.

BYD’s youth centres off er among other things: 
literacy programmes (including intervention 
programmes for children really struggling at 
school, reading clubs during and after school 
hours, as in “I love to read and count” grade R to 
3 programme and family literacy campaign), many 
arts and music activities (such as marimba, guitar 
and keyboard instruction, singing, arts, traditional 
dancing), science and technology support, and 
sport activities. They also run a number of annual 
events such as their career guidance day and 
Annual Youth Festival of Arts and Music.

The Department of Education has just recently 
acknowledged the role that BYD is playing in 
assisting with literacy levels and and has allowed 
them to conduct literacy classes for a one hour 
period during school hours. Literacy and reading 
clubs are also actively off ered in 13 schools.

3 Centre for Development and Enterprise: http://www.cde.org.za/print_version.php?a_

id=408

BYD believes that the volunteer programme has the 
potential to alleviate the current educational crisis 
as well as off er many rural youth an opportunity 
of meaningful employment, impacting positively 
on many children’s lives in the fi ve communities 
in which they work. Well-trained youth volunteers 
off er the support needed to younger children 
through acting as their tutors and mentors. Children 
respond well to these young people as role models, 
identifying with them and looking up to them as 
they come from their own communities. Long-
term they would like to develop the volunteers into 
“teacher assistants” to further support the schools 
and youth. The volunteers themselves learn so 
much from the training they receive but also learn 
from the children themselves and they feel proud 
to see young children achieving great results from 
their input. It’s a win -win situation all round.

Tel:  +27 87 751 4073

Email:   denise@bjatladi.co.za
Web:  www.bjatladi.co.za

This learning brief tells of the 
hands-on experience of:

Address: 

161 Rissik Street 
Haetnertsburg 
0730
Limpopo
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The DG Murray Trust encourages its implementing partners to share their experiences 
and learning in the form of a Hands-on learning brief. Download guidelines on writing a 
Hands-on brief from http://www.dgmt.co.za/what-we-learned/.
For more information visit http://www.dgmt.co.za


