The Prince Albert Skills School
Small Change, Big Chance Campaign

The Prince Albert Skills School (PASS) will be ten years old in 2027. The school was
started by Hélene Smit (who lived in Prince Albert for many years) after she came to
understand the plight of children in our town who have dropped out of school. She
made a film called Eerstewater in which the stories of two Prince Albert “street”
children, Henry Prins and Wilfred Maarman, were told as part of understanding how
socio-economic and other trauma hampers psychological development. The stories
motivated Helene to try and solve the problem of educating children who could not, for
a range of reasons, remain in the formal government schooling system, and end up on
the streets. These reasons include individual neurodiversity challenges, large classes in
which teachers do not always have the capacity to assist children with special needs,
parents who are not coping psychologically, socially or economically, and classroom
dynamics in which children are bullied or marginalised. After some research, it became
clear that there is no alternative for these children once they drop out. Many of them
end up walking the streets because there is nothing else for them to do, and this often
leads to further problems for both the individuals and the rest of the community.

Hélene started the school as a one-year pilot project, and she raised money from the
Thursday Ladies and some individual donors, notably from Dame Linda Dobbs, a retired
British judge who had a home in PA. Fortunately, the excellent manager of the POP
Centre at that time, Rodine Barends, approached Héléne because she was ready for a
change and asked whether she can have the job of teacher. The POP Centre offered us
the use of aroom, and, in September 2017, Rodine and Héléne opened the school
doors for ten teenage boys.

The first year was very hard, many of the children were drug-addicted and emotionally
lost, and the work was very stressful. The children struggled to concentrate and had
very complicated psychological and socio-economic problems, which made their group
dynamics often harrowing to deal with. Helene’s commercial work includes teaching
companies about psychological literacy and trauma, and this background helped
Héléne and Rodine to develop a model of working with the children that eventually
started bearing fruit.

The Pop Centre was a difficult environment because the children continued interacting
with members of the community through the fence, and we were delighted when
Hoerskool Zwartberg kindly agreed to give us the use of a storeroom behind the rugby
field, far away from disturbance, to set up a classroom. Our home is still on the grounds
of Hoerskool Zwartberg.

In another very fortunate development, Marijke Coornaert started bringing Belgian
Teaching Interns to come and teach at the various schools in Prince Albert. In this
process, two remarkable young men, Roel Noens and Kasper Stockman came to PASS,
and loved the school so much, that, a few months later, they drove all the way from



Brussels to Munich (where Helene was visiting) to suggest that they join the
management team. We were delighted to have them. Not only were they qualified and
very smart teachers who had a deep empathy for our children, they also were able to
raise money in Europe to help fund the school. We no longer had local PA funding and
so this saved the school from having to close. Roel and Kasper are still key people in our
management team, and Kasper and his fiancé, Lina, have now bought a house in PA.

Over the years, we learnt through much research and trial and error how to help our
special students. We also ground our work on a trauma-informed approach that is
based on depth psychology theory (an area in which Helene has a PhD). We are having
increasing success, not only in helping the children heal from trauma, but also teaching
them to develop essential skills such as reading and writing, mathematics, geography,
carpentry, sewing, cooking and gardening.

Our school has grown. We were joined by the extraordinary Mariette Heskwa to teach
the new intake of girls (she also serves everyone coffee at the Saturday market) and by
our beloved Mr K. (Kenneth Myburgh) who brought some necessary everyday masculine
energy to the school. We now regularly have as many as 35 students.

However, to our dismay, we have lost some of our Belgian funding, because the local
government changed some of their funding policies. This leaves us in dire straits. We
have not asked Prince Albert residents for much support over the years. We would like
to ask now. We worked out that, if every Prince Albert resident who can afford it, gives us
R20 a month, or R240 a year, we can continue our work, and keep turning our students
into viable, responsible Prince Albert citizens. It takes a village to raise a child, and we
would like you to help us raise these struggling local children with a small contribution.

We are appealing to ALL Prince Albert residents, if you are willing and able, to help
with R20 a month or R240 a year, as it will save our school that provides a critical

service to the PA community.

You can pay into our bank: Prince Albert Skills School,ABSA Bank, Account number
9330930936.

Oryou can drop R20 into a tin at Mariette’s coffee stand at the market.

Or you can come and visit our school behind the rugby field at Hoerskool Zwartberg. We
love having visitors, and it would be great if you came to see our work.



