Statement by Miss Mabel Shaw, of the Girls’ School Mbereshi, a station of the London Missionary Society in Northern Rhodesia, printed in Thomas Jesse Jones, Education in East Africa: A Study of East, Central and South Africa by the second African Education Commission under the auspices of the  Phelps-Stokes Fund, in cooperation  with the International Education Board (Phelps-Stokes Fund, 1925), pp. 344-346.
Here we have a large compound, containing ten small one- roomed houses of sun-dried bricks, also stores, a block of burnt brick comprising a large schoolroom, classrooms, kitchen and store; also a missionary’s house. In reality it is a small village run entirely by girls. In the midst of the compound is the ordinary village usaka, a circular grass roof supported on poles, such as is seen in all our villages here. It is the general meeting place or town hall; the girls also use it for a dining room in wet weather. In the dry season they eat outside, seated on mats round the common pot, just as they do in their villages. At the head of each house is a house mother, a big girl. She has in her care eight children of varying ages, and she is responsible for their general well-being and behaviour. In this way the ten oldest girls in the school have training in the care and disciplining of children. They look after them in sickness and prepare special food for them; they wash and mend their clothes; they give to each child her own particular duty and shoulder the whole responsibility of the house. Many of them do it amazingly well. They work together excellently, and are really concerned about the well-being of the children and that of the school as a whole.
We work largely through these house mothers. They are in close and constant touch with us, working with us for the good of the school. Often they hold this position for two years or more before leaving. Our endeavour is to instil into them a sense of mission, the serving of others. It is to girls trained in our schools that we look largely for the salvation of the African village - spiritually, mentally, morally.
The girls live as nearly as possible an ordinary village life. The work of the whole compound is done by them; They draw their own water, get their own fire word, prepare their own food. We have two very extensive gardens in which considerable amount of time is spent. We grow a great quantity of cassava, the staple food of this people. In time we hope to grow enough for all our needs, also enough green food, nuts and beans. A considerable amount of flour pounding is done; each girl takes her turn at this. Garden work is developing rapidly. In future we shall have a large fruit garden - bananas, pawpaws, mangoes and other fruits. All the work except the actual digging is done by the girls. A certain amount of time is given to pot-making and before long we hope to be doing really useful work in this department. All the girls from the oldest to the youngest make their own garments.
School hours are from 9:00 to 12:30 daily. The curriculum is based upon the Nyasaland Code. I am not eager to take the girls beyond Standard III. At present we have one unusually intelligent girl in Standard V, who will be a teacher, we hope. Organised games, singing, drill and dancing are great features. There are also games and dances in the moonlight several nights every month. Netball is played remarkably well, with great vigour and keenness.
I have found that the secret of the happy, contented school is to keep the girls healthily employed. The younger children go to bed just after sunset, the elder ones a little later. Sleep comes at once. So far, we have had no trouble of any kind in the houses. There is absolute silence until the rising bell rings before dawn.
The more definitely religious exercises consist of prayers at sunrise and sunset; religious instruction is given in school every day, and in Sunday School, where the house mothers are teachers. They have a preparation class every week. Our school life centres in a little devotional and intercessory service held weekly for the elder girls in the school and the old girls in the village. In this way we keep in close touch with the old girls, all of whom are married.
The children come to us quite young. Most of them are the children of Christian parents and they stay until they are married. In this district girls are married as soon as they are mature. In the school they are not married until at least two years afterwards. At this present time we have girls of seventeen and eighteen with us, girls who have been in the school for seven or eight years.
We make use of the dramatic sense which these girls have in common with all their people. Where we can dramatise we do so, even in our religious teaching. The chief example of this is in scenes, historical and symbolic, representing the birth of our Lord. These are done year-by-year at Christmas time, not only as an act of worship and adoration for the girls who take part, but for the vast number of people who come to see them. In all the rehearsing and preparation beforehand there is a sense of reality and reverence which is quite amazing. We make use of this gift of theirs in many other ways.
There are no quick results in the school, though one sees clearly the growth in responsibility, cleanliness, intelligence, self-control and thought for others. The test of the school work is to be looked for in the lives of the old girls. There are only about twenty at present, and all of these have left fairly recently - within a year or two - so it is not yet possible to judge. But one sees clean houses, healthy, clean, well-cared-for babies, and desire to keep in touch with the school and to share its life wherever possible.
Occasionally one gets a gleam of new life stirring in the hearts of some, and such gleams, however transient, make one feel that it is all worth years of toil and patient waiting. There is one thing these children are most certainly learning, and that is joy - joy unshadowed by fear; and insofar as God himself is joy, they are receiving Him.
It seems to me that the only way to set about such work is to begin where the girls are. Their village life is the best they have known and it is good in many ways. To start with a series of negative commands, to endeavour to make a complete or even partial break with life as they have known it, may prove disastrous. I have found it wise to ignore certain things until I have won the girls’ confidence, and they come willingly to talk of these things with me. Positive teaching, not negative, is going to help.
The whole question of sex and the terrific part it plays in an African girl’s life has to be faced fearlessly, reverently, sanely. European conventions have simply got to go. There is no place for them here. A recent number of the International Review of Missions reminds us that scientists have warned us of the danger of interfering with primitive customs and tradition, of depriving the Natives suddenly of their usual vehicles of self-expression. One has to remember that the strong physical instincts of the African girl are as much part of her humanity as the spiritual consciousness with which she has been endowed, and any sort of undue repression is harmful. Our task is to give spiritual life its true place; then the physical and sexual will assume their true places. To the African it is a normal thing to prepare even from childhood for marriage, which is to them the one a man meaning of life. If we tell our girls that all the customs in which they have grown up are sinful, and forbid them, they will soon get an artificial conscience, and unless we give them greater and more absorbing interests they will probably go on practising these customs with guilty consciences, Or continue, even if giving them up, still obsessed by sexual instincts. We shall have done no real good.
What we have to do, I believe, is just to go on giving them the offer of the life that is in Jesus Christ, teaching them that the Spirit of God is for them; that their bodies are His Temple. It is new thoughts, new ideas, new conceptions of life that matter. Thoughts and ideals are more powerful even than custom. It is the expulsive power of a new affection that they need. There must be a new Master, all the sweeping and garnishing we attempt to do will only lead to new devils entering in, and the last state will be worse than the first, for they will be sinning knowingly.
The whole subject should be brought into the daylight, but this cannot be until one has won the girls’ confidence and they come of their own accord to think of these things. I talked to the girls freely and naturally about their bodies and God's interest in their development, and the large part of physical natures play in God's purpose for mankind. I try to show that if our vital energy is all used up in one way there is little left to nourish our mental powers, and God's purpose is that our threefold nature should be evenly balanced, body, mind and spirit all keen and alert. If these girls learn to ponder these things in their hearts instead of gossiping with their companions, if they are taught the sacredness of the body as the vessel of the Divine Nature, if they are given happy and absorbing occupations and interests, the abuses now so prevalent will in time die out. Repression will do little; a new obsession is the real cure. To me, one woman pure in heart is worth a hundred pure in body. It is new, sweet, true thoughts of life we need to give them.
Here again it is the teacher who is going to count far more than her teaching, and it is for us who would lead these African girls out into sweet and holy ways to feast our eyes on the beauty of holiness, rather than let our souls be scared by the sordidness of African life. A glimpse is enough to reveal to us from what Africa is to be saved. Holiness is health, well-being, sanity, wholeness, joy; our very lives much must preach this to others. It is the vision that matters; The heart and imagination fired by the high adventure of life. For only a heart on fire with a high and holy passion can ignite the spark in other hearts, and lead them out onto the high road that leads “to the City of God and the haunt where beauty dwells”.
Questions
· What are the physical features of the school (buildings etc)?
· What are the main features of the curriculum?
· Why do you think the school is structured like a ‘native’ village? How far do you think ‘village’ life in the school really represented local practices?
· Are there contradictions between the work expected of girls and the aims of mission education?
· How long does Shaw think girls should be educated for?
· How are former students kept involved with the life of the school? Why do you think this was important?
· What does Shaw have to say about ‘traditional’ or ‘customary’ practices?
· What does Shaw have to say about African girls’ sexuality?

