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Our Story 

 
The Laura Vicuna Educational Centre, a section of the Don Bosco Educational Projects, was started in 2000 

in response to the need to give out-of-school, marginalised children an opportunity to be educated like all 

other children of their age.  These children live in the surrounding informal settlements and many of them 

come from families who live in dire poverty, too poor to feed and clothe their children appropriately to go to 

school.  Some come from child-headed families; some live with elderly grandparents who do not have the 

means to care for them as they would wish, (an all-too-common situation resulting from the AIDS pandemic 

in this country) while others come from dysfunctional homes and are deprived of the love and care of happy 

families. Many have dropped out of main-stream education because they are unable to keep up, due to mal-

nourishment and no follow-up from parents or guardians who do not understand the value of education.  

 

The Project was originally very informal and classes were held in the Catholic Church in Finetown, which is 

a large squatter camp (informal settlement) in the southern suburbs of Johannesburg. These informal 

settlements mushroomed around all cities and towns in South Africa after the end of Apartheid.  People 

flocked to the towns and cities hoping that their new-found freedom would change their world and there 

would be work and housing for all. In many cases this did not happen and thousands of families were left 

destitute and set up shacks wherever they found vacant land.  

 

Children were taught the basics of reading, writing and arithmetic at the Church and those who achieved a 

reasonable standard were placed in the formal education system.  However, the basic needs of these children 

didn’t change and many dropped out of school again.  It was obvious that a more holistic, long-term 

programme was needed. With the little funding available a group of Matric graduates who didn’t have the 

means to continue their education at tertiary level, were employed and, accompanied by a Sister who was a 

qualified Educator, taught the children the basic Primary school subjects. Through the generosity of private 

donors, especially from Ireland, the children received food twice a day and clothing in many cases, and their 

social and basic human needs were attended to. Home visitation and timely interventions with the parents or 

guardians has become an integral part of the project. A care-giver was employed to liaise with the 

families/guardians of the children.  In 2003 the University of Johannesburg set up a partnership with the 

Centre and final-year medical students from the Department of Homeopathy, supervised by qualified 

doctors, attended to children needing medical care, especially those who were diagnosed HIV positive. 

Parents of the children were also invited to attend. 

   

The need for this kind of care continued to increase and the Church building became too small to cater for 

the numbers needing special care. Hence, through the hard work of Management and the help of many 

donors such as the Irish, Spanish and German Governments as well as private organisations and individuals, 

mostly from overseas, proper classrooms with all the necessary furnishings were built. It took many years 

before the buildings were completed.  In January 2013 our new school was registered with the Ministry of 

Education. To date we do not receive any funding from the Government. No such funding will be given until 

the school has a fully qualified staff and the National Primary School Curriculum is successfully running.  

The staff that started teaching and caring for these children, for a very small remuneration, are now training 

to become qualified educators, assisted financially by the Centre.  This, together with the small salary these 

educators receive, places a heavy burden on our meagre finances. These young people are now capable 



educators, in practice, but do not have the means to pay college fees in order to receive a Government 

qualification.  They have been faithful benefactors of the project all these years and they deserve to retain 

their posts at the school and be enabled to achieve qualifications acceptable to the Education Dept. Four 

educators will have completed the Primary Teachers Diploma at the end of 2016 while three others should 

qualify over the following two years. 

 

I am appealing to your generosity to help fund our efforts to maintain the school and to upgrade our 

educational programmes and staff in order to provide quality education and care for the most vulnerable 

children of this area. Through the dedication and hard work of Management and Staff and your help we 

hope to reach financial sustainability for this project in the near future.   

 


