
TEACHING DEVELOPMENT STUDIES AT SWANENG 
HILL SCHOOL. 

‘By the lively, lovely lass from Lancashire Alison Kirton,’ (now Dr 

Alison Kirton)  

That is how Patrick described me when I arrived on January 12th 1968 at 

Swaneng Hill School as a Volunteer teacher of Geography. I considered myself 

very lucky to have been sent by International Voluntary Service to Swaneng – a 

school based on the principles of self - reliance and really relevant to the needs 

of a developing country like Botswana. Looking back on that time now I realise 

what a formative period it was for me and how much I learnt about education and 

teaching from it. The school had evolved from a very small project started by Pat 

and Liz Van Rensburg where Batswana and overseas volunteers built their own 

school with innovative aspects, with students running their own cooking coop and 

a student council, manual work was part of the curriculum, vocational training 

was provided through the Brigades and finally my focus of this short piece – the 

introduction of Development Studies. This subject evolved and became an 

important part of the curriculum not only in Botswana but also in many other 

developing countries. It grew out of the philosophy of the school where Patrick 

and others realised that students needed to understand the processes of 

economic development and their own role within it.  I taught Geography and 

History but also Civics which was to become Development Studies. The 

secondary curriculum content at this time was very colonial and there was an 

urgent need to make it relevant to the culture, interests, history and needs of 

Botswana. In discussion with staff Robert Oakeshott then developed the syllabus. 

Its aim was to contrast essential characteristics of less developed economies of 

with their opposites in highly developed modern economies including the USA 

and Cuba. It was an excellent synthesis of economics and history.  There was 

also a section, I remember, that recognised the quite high degree of civilisation, 

and technological know-how, achieved in earlier times, of some of today’s poorer 

countries in Asia, Arabia and North and West Africa. Students were also to 

understand socio-economic conditions prevailing in Botswana and to consider 

appropriate development strategies. I remember Robert buying two huge books 

on the history of technology, which were invaluable sources for teaching about 



the agricultural and industrial revolutions. Teachers had to learn about the 

economies of countries like Cuba very quickly in order to teach about them. 

Robert was working on the textbook for Development Studies, which we all read 

and reviewed as he wrote it. The draft textbook was crucial in providing material 

for lessons on his new syllabus and he had to keep ahead of our teaching of it. It 

was very exciting and taught me that collaboration amongst teachers has many 

positive outcomes, for example, learning from each other, producing excellent 

resources and developing a school subject that was both rigorous and relevant. 

Some of those teachers, with whom I shared ideas and had constant debates 

about the aims of education, and what economic development is all about, are 

still very good friends. For example, Jackie Cock, John Fanshawe, Romain de 

Cock and Robert Oakshott until his death in 2011. 

Students had responded really well to this new and innovative school subject. 

That is another of my vivid memories of Swaneng – how well motivated and lively 

our students were. We had good debates in class and students were very serious 

about their studies. I remember spraining my ankle and students arriving at my 

rondavel with a wheelbarrow filled with rugs to take me to my class!  Students in 

London would have been delighted not to have a lesson! Many students also 

applied the practical side of the message of Development Studies by engaging in 

voluntary work and work camps to build other schools in Botswana as well as 

having a real commitment to social justice. I remember travelling up to Shashe for 

weekend work camps on the back of the school lorry. Students had made a large 

flag and they sang all the way and worked all weekend – it was very inspiring as 

well as really good fun. Writing this piece made me re-read the letters I sent to 

my parents from Botswana. We were short of teaching resources forcing us to be 

very creative in the classroom. I was constantly writing to my parents to send 

books, pictures, photos and filmstrips to use in lessons.  I also reported progress 

to them-  

 ‘Our Cambridge O level results are very good and the 

whole staff and especially Patrick are delighted. Development 

Studies has just been accepted as a Junior Certificate by the 

University of Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland. Patrick now 

wants it accepted as a Cambridge Overseas O level. He is 



always moving on, developing new projects. It is very exciting. 

A new school is to be  built at a place called Mahalapye and 

Shashe River School has only been open a term! ‘Letter to my 
parents 25th March 1969 

It was crucial for the school to have excellent examination results so that 

its important message about rapid socio-economic development that 

benefited, as many people as possible, would also be taken seriously. 

Development Studies did become a Cambridge Overseas examination 

subject and still is. Swaneng was a very good environment to learn the 

craft of the classroom with students who really wanted to learn. I 

acquired my love of teaching in Botswana and for that I am eternally 

grateful to all the students I taught and the staff I worked with. 

London, November 2013. 


