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Building a Culture of Reading

M

any of us have vivid memories of
browsing the books in our school’s
library. But in Rwanda, the typical school
library may contain only a couple dozen
books. With titles like Beginning Skiing
or the Texas Tax Code of 1973, they have
no relevance to a 15-year old Rwandan
student. These donated books are so precious that they are often kept under lock
and key. For most Rwandan students, a
visit to the school library means viewing
a book for a few minutes, but never borrowing it and taking it home.
From the outset, RLS has had a different vision. A small classroom currently
houses nearly 3000 books that students
can borrow for two weeks. The most
popular books are dog-eared and cover a
wide range of interests. “We try to select
engaging and well-written books and
add books that students ask for,” says
School Director Robin Strickler. “One
of our students just requested The Boy
who Harnessed the Wind, a biography of
William Kamkwamba, who built his own
wind generator in Malawi from bicycle
parts and scrap.”
The RLS library is opening the door
to new worlds and changing students’
expectations of their future. Five years
ago, Penninah had never read a whole
book. She started out reading simple
Bible stories and books by Beverly Cleary.
Today she has moved on to biographies
of famous women and history books.
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Students browse in the RLS library.

When he first came to RLS, Andrew
read elementary level books on science
and animals. He is now requesting books
on economics and writing, and often
talks about becoming a writer. Volunteer Karen Saenger, a teacher at the
Abbotsford Senior Secondary School in
British Columbia, Canada, describes the
students’ consuming curiosity for books,
“When I arrive at the school with African
journals, the students practically tear
them from my hands.”
“We are starting from scratch,” says
Robin, when describing the challenge of

e have big plans, but we need your help. We
have 107 students. Of that, 22 pay tuition, 40 are
sponsored and 45 are in need of financial assistance.

building a culture of reading in a country
where few homes have more than just
a handful of books. “We have built 80
minutes a week into our schedule where
everything stops and the whole school
reads – whatever they want. This is unprecedented. Teachers read too. Some of
our teachers are reading the young adult
literature that they didn’t read when they
were young.”
Boxes of donated books arrive and
immediately students from the library
“Building a Culture of Reading”
continued on page 4

O u r 2 0 14 s t u d e n t b o d y s e n d s y o u c h r i s t m a s g r e e t i n g s !

Immediate needs:

Full sponsorships, $120/mo
Half sponsorships, $60/mo
Quarter sponsorships, $30/mo
Long range needs:

Boys’ dorm
Library
Solar panels (existing panel on roof)
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New Science
Laboratories for RLS

I

n order to receive full accreditation, one of the urgent needs
for our school is to offer biology and chemistry classes. To
accomplish that goal, we need
to build a science laboratory.
After reading our December

newsletter, we received a phone
call from a donor who told us
that the Holy Spirit had led her
to The Rwanda School Project.
She was born in Germany during World War II. With
millions of others, she and her

Robin’s Letter

2014:

A look back

F

or the first time this month, the Council
of International Schools came recruiting
in Rwanda. They included the University of
Colorado, Carlton University of Ottowa, Agnes
Scott College of Georgia, and several European
schools: twenty institutions in all. Six of our top
Senior 5 students came to browse, ask questions and learn about what people are studying
worldwide. George and Derrick, who just gave
a presentation about landfills and pollution,
discovered that there are many schools offering
degrees in Environmental Sciences and Environmental Studies.

family became refugees. They
were very poor and her father
remembered the last name of
a distant relative in America
who might be able to help their
family. So he wrote to the DMV
in Madison, Wisconsin, for the
address of his American relative. His letter came to the desk
of Hazel Taliaferro, a lady with
German ancestors who felt sorry
for this man because there were
about 270 people in Madison
with his relative’s last name.
Hazel wrote back to our donor’s
father with this information, but
said she would send him something anyway. And she did. For
a number of years. Our donor
grew up in the clothes sent by
Hazel, and her husband Odell
Taliaferro, whom everybody
called “Tally.”
Tally was an African-American, who worked in the science
lab at the University of Wisconsin. A condition of his employment was that he would never
be promoted, so he spent a
lifetime demonstrating science
experiments at the University.
Times got better for our
donor, and at some point there
were no more parcels, still a
little correspondence, finally
nothing. The family lost contact

Meanwhile, ten of our rising Senior 4s,
about to become Senior 5s (11th graders) had an
opportunity to attend a 5-day Christian leadership conference in Kigali. For Cynthia, a little
nervous and breathless, it was her first time
going to anything like it. For Joselyne, it was a
chance to hone skills already gained.
Another student, Ignace, has stayed behind
on campus, taking care of our chickens over
break. We had a scare when five birds sickened and two died, leading us to re-evaluate
how we administer their medications. “I really
hope I can start my own chicken project when
I am working,” Ignace says. He has recently
concluded a deal with a bakery that’s opening
soon, so the steady business may help pay for
chicken food.
In all these situations, I am struck by how
much students are thinking about their futures
compared to ten years ago. Back in 2004, people told me they never expected to get through

Page 2 • The Rwamagana Lutheran School Newsletter

with Tally. Our donor grew up,
met an American as she says,
“under circumstances that only
God could arrange,” they married and together they moved
to California. She got a job at a
university. One day, soon after
she started, her boss asked her
to get an address for him out of
a telephone directory and sent
her to the reference department
of the library. There were rows
upon rows of telephone directories! “I wonder if they have a
telephone directory for Madison, Wisconsin” she thought.
They did... there were only two
Taliaferros in the phone book
and she wrote to both of them.
She got a letter back from “her”
Taliaferro and they were able to
talk on the phone. They kept in
touch until Tally and Hazel died
in the 1990s.
From this experience, from a
victim and refugee of the German Holocaust, our donor, who
asked to remain anonymous,
told me she wanted to donate
a science lab to our school to
help survivors of the Rwandan
genocide. She asked if this lab
could be named Tally Labs, to
honor the man who had helped
her and her family.

each day. Students would say things like, “In
my future, I want to take care of my parents,”
or “I hope to have a good house,” or “I hope to
graduate high school.” Now they talk about
careers they hope to follow, places to visit, and
the impact they hope to have on Rwanda and its
development.
Soon we’ll start receiving science equipment
for our new Tally Labs! The furniture I drew on
paper but have not seen in actuality is starting
to arrive. It has been very nicely made and our
YAGM Volunteer Sarah Brock is inventorying
all the new science supplies. Near the end of the
term, we brought upper-class students to see the
labs and they were very excited to see them.
Some students have overcome such odds
to be where they are today and we celebrate
their achievements. God be with you in all
that you do and we thank you for your support
and prayers for our students and teachers in
Rwanda!

Meeting
“Dr. Gloria”
b y Ell i e P e t t y

W

hat does it feel like to
meet the student you
sponsor?
Meeting Gloria for the first
time, after three years of communication and sponsorship, was
a novel experience. I had no idea
how to act or what to expect.
Her picture hangs on the wall of
my room along with the letters
she has written me telling of
her family and how she enjoys
school. Before meeting her, I
knew her name, her grade, and

her hobbies. After meeting her, I
know what she truly enjoys, what
she aspires to be, and most importantly, I know her as a person,
not just a name.
When we first sat down at the
restaurant, it was a little bit awkward, as expected, but we began
to ask each other questions about
school. As it turns out, we both
love chemistry and enjoy all the
sciences. Not only this, but she
aspires to be a neurosurgeon
while I want to be a neurobiolo-

gist. In fact, she makes her family call her “Dr. Gloria” at home.
It was incredibly strange how I
had a sense of pride that she had
high ambitions. We spent much
of the night sharing pizza and
showing each other pictures of
our families and videos of our
activities, including her walking in a fashion show at school
and me competing in a high
school diving competition. It
was shocking how much we had
in common and how much we

laughed! At the end of the night
I gave her a present from my
bag- one of my favorite books,
Dr. Dolittle. She began reading it
immediately and had almost finished the first chapter by the end
of dinner. She gave me a black,
green, red, and yellow bracelet
off her wrist. I wear it almost
every day now.
Gloria and I are almost the
same in the way we talk and
the things we do. Meeting her
made we want to support her in
every way possible because she
has so many hopes and dreams
that she wants to accomplish. I
feel honored that I am able to
be with her along this journey.
I was also very blessed to get a
warm embrace from her mother
who thanked me for helping her
daughter get an education.
Now when I look at the picture hanging on the wall in my
room, I see it a little differently.
Now it is a source of inspiration
to know she is working for the
same goal as I am, just half way
around the world. As it turns out,
teenagers are the same, despite
whether we grow up in the
United States or Rwanda, full of
dreams and ambitions. I believe
one day we will meet again, and
I am excited to see what she has
accomplished!

As we come to the end of the year, here are some snapshots from 2014:

Students try out engineering
skills with vistors from Engineers
Without Borders (UK)

The whole school seated to listen to
four debate teams face off

Students visit the National Library
in Kigali

Mr. Tumusiime’s (Economics) class
meeting in the cow shed
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Girls’ Faith Encounter

I

carried a little notebook with me
everywhere. I tried to write down all the
memories and experiences, to capture
every moment; however, in reality it is
the intangible feelings that have come to
rest deep in my heart.
The Girls’ Faith Encounter started as an
idea to deepen relationships, learn and
share cultural differences and similarities,
and empower young women to take
action in their communities. Eleven of us,
eight high school girls and three dedicated leaders, traveled from San Francisco
to Kigali to spend ten days living at the
Rwamagana Lutheran School. We slept
in the dormitory, ate in the cafeteria,
learned in the classrooms, and got to
know ten of our Rwandan peers.
Our first stop was a genocide memorial site to remember the past as we began
to talk about the future of these women

by Joy Pe t t y

of the world. We heard from
female leaders of Parliament
and community organizers on
overcoming stereotypes and
having the strength to walk
through the doors of change,
in spite of fear or feelings of
inadequacy. We studied the
Bible, shared our faith, and
discussed how it leads us to
be who we are. We envisioned
the future: what we wanted
our societies to look like, and
how we could live out our
faith in action. We promised
to stay in touch and encourage each other as we navigate
our futures on both sides of the Atlantic.
I am so proud of the depth of spirit
in all of the girls who participated. They
were open to new experiences and

“Building a Culture of Reading”
continued from page 1

club start unpacking them. Karen Saenger
has worked with these students, training
them how to catalogue books, check them
in and out, and write book reviews. As they
rummage through the boxes, they find
treasures: “ Oh, look at this! How to Start a
Creative Business!” “ Here’s a book on dinosaurs.” “Ooh, Nigeria.” They can’t begin to
limit themselves to display just five books.
The RLS library is in constant need of
more books. Director Robin Strickler wants
to expand the collections in Social Studies,
Science, Technology and Environmental
Studies. “As an Expeditionary Learning

relationships; they looked deep in their
hearts, and challenged each other. When
people ask what we built when we were
in Rwanda, I say, “We built the future.”

U.S. Board Of Directors
School, we want our students to have
access to real materials and authentic texts
so that they learn to be expert researchers
– with the know-how to develop bibliographies and cite reference for their Senior
Projects. “ One day, Robin hopes to move
the library to its own building, one that
might be student-designed as a green
architecture project.
Donating books is one way you can inspire our students
and empower them to make choices in their own learning.
We can supply you with booklists and more information
to make it easy for your books to reach Rwamagana. For
more information, contact School Director Robin Strickler
at robinrutsi@gmail.com.

Send Us Your E-Mail Address!
Please send us your current e-mail address to help
us complete or update our records. We would love
to reduce both our paper consumption and our
printing and mailing costs by offering an electronic version of the newsletter. If you would like to
continue receiving a paper version we are happy
to continue to mail. However, if you would prefer
to receive our quarterly newsletter by e-mail,
indicate that preference. The full version of the
newsletter will be sent as an e-mail attachment.

info@RwandaSchoolProject.org
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Robin Strickler, Program Director
Karl Smith, President, California
Melissa Becker, Vice President, California
Libby Bullock, Secretary, California
Joy Petty, Treasurer, California
Jeff Biber, Virginia
Lili Brown, Maine
Sally Bullock, California
Greg Farrell, New York
Hetty Irmer, Maryland
Val Jennings, California
Elizabeth Petty, California
Karen Saenger, British Columbia
Cathy Whitlow, Virginia

Rwanda Governing Board
Kazarwa Francois, President
Rutamu Augustine, Treasurer
Lengema Leonard
Muhire Eugene (teacher rep)
Ramurangwa Stephen
Rurangwa Meshack

Contact Information
Robin Strickler, Program Director
robinrutsi@gmail.com
P.O. Box 82
Rwamagana, Rwanda
Tel: +250 (0)78-856-9212
Karl Smith, President
karl@rwandaschoolproject.org
1300 St. Francis Road
Santa Rosa, CA 95409
(707) 829-0606

