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Background and Introduction

The Ulwazi Programme is an initiative of 
the eThekwini Municipal Library to 
preserve the indigenous knowledge of 
local communities in the greater Durban 
area. This innovation is based on a 
bottom-up model through which online 
indigenous knowledge resources are 
established as an integral part of local 
Public Library and Information Services.  

The main objective of the programme is 
the provision of a sustainable 
environment to enable ordinary 
members of Durban communities to 
preserve the knowledge about their culture, history and environment.  The programme relies on 
community participation for the collection of information and makes use of volunteer "eldworkers to 
drive the programme at ground level.  Local indigenous knowledge is captured through the full spectrum 
of social media technologies and is made available online through the Ulwazi website www.ulwazi.org. 

Existing library infrastructure in the eThekwini Municipal area is used to carry the programme to local 
communities.  The library acts as moderator and custodian of the online resource which forms the 
platform for a digital library of local indigenous knowledge. 

A second objective of the programme focuses on transferring IT technologies and skills to local citizens.  
This allows the people of eThekwini to become part of the global information society; it bene"ts them 
through economic advantage and contributes to the building of a caring and empowering city. Sharing 
of knowledge strengthens social cohesion within communities and enhances intercultural tolerance.  

The programme also celebrates our cultural diversity, arts and heritage and aims to promote Durban as 
an international tourist destination by pro"ling places of interest, local culture and history of the area and 
its people.  Latest development on the programme sees the establishment of a mobile interface for easy 
access to the website by means of the omnipresent mobile phone, which is widely used in local 
communities.  Through a dedicated email address contributions to the website can now be made via 
wap-enabled mobile phones by sending text and images to post@ulwazi.org.   
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The Ulwazi Schools’ Project

Through funding assistance from the Goethe 
Institut the programme is being rolled out to 
township and rural schools in a bid to create 
opportunities to enhance ICT skills among 
the youth and generate interest in their own 
history and culture. The School's project was 
run at four township and rural schools where 
there were computer laboratories, two 
schools during the 2nd semester 2011 and 
two schools during the 1st semester 2012. 
The pilot project was run with a practical 
task-based section and an online e-learning 
component.  This report looks at the second 
half of the project, recently completed.

Task-based section
In a change from the "rst half of the project, both mentors worked with a group of 10 students, from one 
school at a time. They introduced the programme, showed students how the website works, provided 
training on interviewing and story-writing and provided mentorship to the students with regards to their 
story writing. Working with the teacher responsible for this project, the mentor also set weekly themes for 
story collection (e.g. the story of my family, the area I grew up in, etc.) and helped mark the stories.  

Online e-learning section 
Students loaded their own stories and images onto the Ulwazi website and learnt to assign appropriate 
categories to them. They also completed an online test at the end of the eight weeks, with questions set 
that required the student to use the Ulwazi wiki to answer. There were also a number of questions on the 
ICT skills that students picked up through the programme.

Mentors Report 
Overview

The participating schools for the Schools’ Project were Sibusisiwe High School in Umbumbulu and 
Amatshezulu High School in Georgedale outside Hammarsdale.   Sibusisiwe is a well established school in 
the rural town of Umbumbulu, with a proud history of more than 50 years.  Amatshezulu in contrast is 
situated in an extremely poor area in Hammarsdale where unemployment "gures are estimated over 
60%. In this phase we worked with 33 learners from the two schools - 15 from Sibusisiwe High School and 
18 from Amatshezulu High School. Educators were encouraged to select learners not based on their 
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academic ability but to give a chance to all 
learners that are willing and interested in 
participating in the programme.  

Because of the larger numbers of students we 
had to employ both mentors at each of the 
schools, thus the programme could not run 
concurrently. At Sibusisiwe High School the 
project ran from the 26th of January to the 23rd 
of March 2012, and at Amatshezulu High School 
the project started on the 8th of March, and due 
a two week interruption during the Easter 
holidays, only "nished on the 18th of May 2012. 

The "rst week of the programme was dedicated 
to an introduction to the programme, an overview of the Ulwazi website and memory database as well as 
the project outline and work plan. Email addresses and logins were created for participants. They were 
also introduced to the School’s Project blog and taught how to post their own pro"les. For more, see 
http://ulwazi.org/school.

For the following weeks participants were allocated speci"c themes around which they had to conduct 
research, collect information, and then type up stories and post them to the memory database on the 
Ulwazi website, together with photographs. They were also taught how to use the mobile interface of a 
cell phone, how to submit stories to the website via a cellphone and how to operate a digital camera.

Themes
Main themes centered around school history, family history, historic environments and culture.  Each 
theme was introduced on Friday for the learners to work on during weekends and by the next meeting 
be ready to upload to the web. They were encouraged to use or sacri"ce their school breaks to type up 
their stories to save time that could be better used learning web skills. 

For the popular school history theme students were divided into small groups of four to "ve learners and 
each group given a sub-theme to work on: Past Principals and Eminent Teachers; Past Pupils who have 
excelled in life; History of sports at the school; History of school grounds and buildings and Chronological 
History of how the school developed. For each group a leader was chosen to facilitate the process with 
the group members. The leader was also responsible for making sure that the story was typed and 
uploaded to the community memory. Participants enjoyed working on this theme and interacted well 
with the teachers who encouraged them and assisted with information.

Theme 2 focused on learners’ individual family histories. Learners had to talk to their family members 
about their family history. Some learners were reluctant to open up or share information about their 
backgrounds, while others were able to write their stories. Mentors suggested ideas of how the learners 
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could approach this theme and reassured 
students that they could write stories that 
they felt comfortable with. The mentors had 
to be sensitive to the tragic circumstances of 
some of the students, because some come 
from broken families, where there is no 
mother or father etc.

Themes 3 and 4 were on Historic 
Environments and Culture respectively. 
These themes were challenging to the 
learners and the trend was that they were 
not submitted on time.  The assumption is 
that the learners had to go out to their 
communities to get information compared 
to the "rst two themes that could be done in 
their comfort zones, school and home. Most 
stories are not of good quality and mentors 
spent a lot of time editing.

Sibusisiwe High School learners did these 
themes individually and most of their stories 
were not good enough, so they were 
compiled into one comprehensive story. The 
mentors decided to divide Amatshezulu 
High School learners into small groups with leaders to facilitate work. This strategy was not altogether 
successful.

Activities 
Creating email accounts and Ulwazi logins

Learners were taught how to create email address accounts and Ulwazi logins to enable them to upload 
their stories to the website. They were introduced to the Community Memory and the Ulwazi School’s 
Project blog. The highlight of this exercise was when the learners achieved the goal of creating their own 
email addresses and were able to email their pro"les that were posted to the blog and they see their own 
work on the blog.

Uploading stories, pictures and categories

After completing the stories students were handed activity sheets with instructions to follow in 
uploading stories to the website and adding pictures and categories. Some students struggled uploading 
content to the website.
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Online e-learning test
The test results below allude to the success of the students learning new ICT skills:

Sibusisiwe High SchoolSibusisiwe High School Amatshezulu High School Amatshezulu High School 

Names Test Names Test 

1. Sibongeleni Mkhize 17, Male 70% 1. Lungelo Mndaweni 18, Male 80%

2. Ndumiso Mbanjwa 16, Male 60% 2. Gxalaba Monwabisi 17, Male 90%

3. Nompilo Mbatha 16, Female 40% 3. S’thembile Mkhize 18, 
Female

95%

4. Ntombizodwa Makhanya 16, 
Female

75% 4. Nonkululeko Makhubo, 19, 
Female

95%

5. Neliswa Mkhize 16, Female 75% 5. Noxolo Ntaka 18, Female 90%

6. Smangele Chiliza 15, Female 20% 6. Nhlakanipho Radebe 18, MaleAbsent

7. Lindani Gumede 16, Male Drop out 7. Nonkululeko Ngcobo 18, 
Female

100%

8. Sipho Zaca 16, Male 45% 8. Zola Mofokeng 18, Female 95%

9. Lungelo Mnganga 16, Male 60% 9. Noluthando Khonza 20, 
Female

80%

10. Zamani Shange 17, Male 65% 10. Nokwanda Biyela 18, Female100%

11. Avela Mvuselelo Zuma 15, Male 65% 11. Thobani Mnguni 18, Male 90%

12. Xolile Njapha 15, Female Absent 12. Nkosikhona Ludidi 19, Male 85%

13. Nonhlanhla Myeza 16, Female 45% 13. Siyabonga Shezi 18, Male 90%

14. Nontethelelo Makhanya 16, 
Female

45% 14. Bonginkosi Mncwabe 21, 
Male

Absent

15. Sandile Maphumulo 60% 15. Vukani Mancaku 18, Male 95%
16. S’phelele Mnambathi 20, 
Male

90%

17. Sanele Ndlovu 21, Male 80%

18. Lindokuhle Mbatha 20, Male Absent
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Challenges and Lessons learnt
At Sibusisiwe the internet connection was very slow. Viruses were corrupting "les which required 
reinstallation of the internet connection every week.  On occasion learners’ work was deleted because of 
the continual formatting of the system.  Electricity outages delayed work on two occasions. Some days 
the programme was delayed when other classes were using the computer lab.

At Amatshezulu High School there was no network coverage and learners were kindly allowed to use a 
computer lab at the nearby Elangeni FET College, Mpumalanga Campus.  Delays occurred due to poor co-
operation from college staff in scheduling of classes, and also due to taxi violence in the area, with 
intimidation of mentors. During the course computers were stolen from the computer lab at 
Amatshezulu High School, where learners were typing their stories, further delaying the programme.

Absenteeism of learners participating in the programme delayed progress at both schools. Learners at 
Amatshezulu were more reserved compared with other groups or schools and most needed one-on-one 
help from the mentors in completing their activities. 

Highlights
At Sibusisiwe 

• Learners sharing with each other what they have learned or researched in their communities during 
group work. 

• Support from other teachers/educators in the school history theme.
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• Effort and commitment from some of the learners to go an extra mile for the bene"t of the whole 
group and for themselves individually. 

• The group did their best in "nishing their work despite the challenges i.e. deletion of their typed work. 
They were motivated enough to do their work again. 

• The support from the computer teacher and his availability for the duration of the project. 

• Some learners opening up about their personal stories which helped the mentors in dealing with them 
in a sensitive way. 

Respect was observed with this group. 
Most of the learners were eager to learn 
new things and were able to grasp new 
tasks easily. For those who struggled, 
other learners were able to assist in this 
regard. Sometimes this added pressure 
onto the mentors because they had to 
"nd ways of keeping them busy.  Others 
grasped more quickly hence they did 
their work in minimal time while others 
took longer. Delegation of work among 
themselves without being supervised by 
an adult was also observed.  Some were 
able to send a message when they were absent. We had one drop-out and there was no reason given for 
this. The educator was informed and he was to address this but no feedback was given. 

On the day scheduled for the test some of the computers that were used during the duration of the 
programme did not work so that new computers had to be  identi"ed onto which the software had to be 
installed. Learners’ patience and commitment was also noticed. It did not take the learners long to "nish 
their test. The results re$ected above can not measure their performance in regards to their commitment. 
The observation was that they did not give themselves enough time to understand the questions before 
choosing an answer. In overall, this group did well. Two learners, Neliswa Mkhize and Avela Zuma, were 
selected by the mentors to get class prizes for their commitment and in submitting their work on time. 

At Amatshezulu 

• Availability of internet connection 

• Classes were conducive 
• Commitment and enthusiasm of some students 
• Support from the teacher/educator
• Doing well in their tests

• Support from the technician of Elangeni College, Mpumalanga College. 
• Availability of the learners’ transport
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• Commitment of the educator in organizing reliable transport for the learners and being able to 
facilitate the process in his absence. 

As mentioned above, some learners showed more commitment than others. On the scheduled day of the 
test there were sports at the school and some learners were left behind at the school by the transport. 
They walked from school to the college which showed determination in learning new things. It is 
important to mention that the school did better than expected in their test in spite of above-mentioned 
challenges. Mentors decided to take the learners through each question and translating to isiZulu which 
made things easier and they were able to "nish their test on time. 

On the day of the test most of the stories were not completed but the learners were able to upload the 
outstanding stories. As mentioned above mentors decided to group the learners for themes 3 and 4 due 
to time constraints and because some learners struggled in writing their stories. The best two learners 
were Monwabisi Gxalaba who was able to share his knowledge with his peers and Siyabonga Shezi who 
was able to type other learner’s stories for a packet of potato chips. 

Total number of stories submitted for this phase is 43. 

In Conclusion
Dealing with different characters demanded a huge amount of patience and tolerance to successfully 
execute and accomplish the initial objectives of the programme. The running of programmes which 
equip the community with skills of research and writing plays a big role and in$uence the future of our 
communities and our country. The great need for the continuation of such programmes in the 
communities was expressed over and over by the school communities. 

Recommendations

• To get good results the programme should be run over a longer period. 
• Learners should be identi"ed per grade i.e. from grade eight to twelve (3 per grade) to go through the 

programme to be equipped to pass on the skills they have learned to other learners 

• An additional focus of the programme should be to create blogs for the schools that they can run for 
themselves 

• After the scheduled period of the programme at the school, themes should be given to each grade in 
relevance to their school calendar per term e.g. School events; Top Achievers; Sports etc.

• The school should receive a follow-up visit from the programme at the end of the term to see the 
progress, thus creating continuity for the programme.  

Technology Report
The Ulwazi Programme uses a combination of open-source frameworks to run our online components. 
These include MediaWiki and WordPress. Both are browser-based and work well on high and low-end 
computers. One of the criteria we set for schools participation in the project was the existence of a 
computer lab. However, what we didn't take into account was the fact that the computers could be slow 
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or in need of maintenance. The two schools selected for the second part of the project were in remote 
areas, with the 3G internet connection proving patchy at best. In Sibusisiwe High School, we made do 
with the slow internet connection but at Amatshezulu High School we couldn’t receive a 3G connection 
so had to run the project from the close-by Elangeni College, which had computer lans with ADSL 
connections.

• All the articles for Amatshezulu High School are collected under the category http://wiki.ulwazi.org/
index.php5?title=Category:Amatshezulu_High_School

• All the articles for Sibusisiwe High School are collected under the category http://wiki.ulwazi.org/
index.php5?title=Category:Sibusisiwe_High_School

Extracts from the project blog
These give a $avour of the challenges and day 
to day activity of the project:

“We are working with 15, Grade 10 learners and 
what is different about this group is that even 
the computer educator Mr Ngubane gets 
involved in the activities e.g. Create Your Email 
Address Activity.” from Keeping You Posted About 
The Project at Sibusisiwe CTH School

“We were both not aware until last week that 
our time was up at Sibusisiwe High School. 
When we shared these news with learners 
everybody was sad and they said they were 
going to miss us.” from Our Last Day and Test at 
Sibusisiwe CT High School

“Bad news is that Amatshezulu High School’s 
computers were stolen and with all the work that they have done and were about to save it on the discs.” 
from Stolen Computers and Taxi Violence

“We wish them all the best as they are doing their "nal year at school” from Test at Amatshezulu High 
School, Georgedale

Project Closure
The Ulwazi Schools’ Project was concluded on in May 2012. 
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More Information

• On the schools’ project: www.ulwazi.org/school
• Ulwazi Programme: www.ulwazi.org
• Goethe Institut: www.goethe.de/johannesburg

• McNulty Consulting: www.mcnulty.co.za 
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