
Former volunteer thanks VSO for 
inspiring his award winning 
book, 'Teaching English in Africa' 

Jason Anderson, a teacher trainer and 
educational consultant from London, 
volunteered in Eritrea and Rwanda nearly a 
decade ago with leading international 
development charity, VSO. This summer, his 
book won the 'British Council Elton Award for 
Local Innovation'. Jason talks about his 
inspiration behind the book. 

'Teaching English in Africa' has been nearly ten years in the making and 
has drawn on best practice from African teachers and teacher trainers 
who I've had the privilege to work with, initially for VSO and later for 
UNICEF. 

I first travelled to Africa in 2007 to volunteer with VSO in Eritrea as an 
English methodology trainer in an area called Adi Keih. I noticed a 
significant difference in the quality of teaching between the local town, 
which had more experienced teachers, and the more remote locations, 
which had more newly appointed teachers. 

I began to build links and explore ways to support and improve the 
local professional development network that existed. I felt that the 
biggest gains could be made from encouraging the more experienced 
teachers to work in small mentor groups with the less experienced 
teachers. As a result, we introduced 'Teaching Buddies' and non­
supervisory lesson observations. 

I directly embarked upon my second VSO placement in Rwanda, where 
I worked with just four primary schools this time. Despite the 2000 km 
between these two locations and the differences in language, culture and 
history, there were a number of common challenges that teachers faced. 
Much of what I had learned in Eritrea was useful in Rwanda. I also 
noticed a similar gap between the more and less capable teachers which 
became the focus of the teacher development programme which we set 
up at the four schools. 

I was still in contact with my old colleagues in Eritrea and found 
opportunities to share innovative ideas from the Rwandan teachers with 
the Eritrean ones. It was at this time that one of the head teachers 
suggested it would be a good idea to produce a booklet of lesson plans 
that drew upon expertise from both countries. This was the starting point 
from which my book would gradually develop. 

Rwanda was switching from French to English-medium education, so I 
found myself involved in national curriculum development projects and 
English language training projects for teachers. While working with both 
Rwandan and Ugandan English Language teacher trainers, I had often 
noticed them using Harmer's 'The Practice of English Language 
Teaching', a good book, but one written for a very different world. 

Subsequent work in other parts of East Africa, Southern Africa and 
North Africa, provided opportunities for me to compare contexts and 
recognise the commonalities of socio-economic challenges. During a 
UNICEF project in Kenya, I met a member of the East African Educational 
Publishers team who suggested a potential collaboration and that's how 
'Teaching English in Africa' came about. 

Africa has many contexts, especially in education. Significant 
differences often exist between rural and urban schools within the same 
country. Yet, while there is much cultural, social and linguistic diversity in 
Africa, there are socio-economic challenges which are common in 
classrooms across the continent - large dasses (sometimes over 100 
pupils), a lack of resources, inadequate training and the challenge of 
trying to teach English to children who are still struggling to read and 
write in their mother tongue. 'Teaching English in Africa' provides 
support to teachers working in the most challenging circumstances. 

Over the last nine years, I have been able to work in a wide range of 
African contexts, both longitudinally at dassroom level with teachers and 
also with methodologists, materials writers and consultants. 
This combination is something that few teacher 
trainers ever get the opportunity to experience. 
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