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Shaaban Robert student Vidya Dondia shares a light moment with PAO Dr. J. Michael
Korff and Cultural Attaché David Colvin. Her heavy bundle of books was her prize for
the winning essay in the African-American Heritage Essay Competition organized by the

Office of Public Affairs.

By Diana Affonso Carvalho

Amidst deafening applause from the early
morning Assembly of over 800 Shaaban
Robert Secondary School students and
teachers, Form 6 student Vidya Dondia
walks up to receive her award. She is being
honored for First Place in the U.S. Embassy-
sponsored African-American Heritage Month
Essay Writing Competition in which she has
won a collection of books for herself and a
computer for her school.

The school’s headmaster Mr. S. D. Ramji says
this is not an unusual event for Vidya or the
school. The student has won prizes in the
past and is expected to win many more as
she goes on to university and builds a career
for herself. This level of achievement is due
in large part to Vidya's own hard work and
interest. However, she has the advantage of
being in an excellent learning environment
where her school recognizes  individual
talent and encourages students to express
themselves, in and out of the classroom.

The U.S. Embassy recognized the school’s
role in fostering this environment and invited
its. A-level classes to attend a film and
discussion to celebrate African-American
Heritage Month (AAHM) in February. “The
Road to Brown” told the story of this year’s
AAHM theme, Brown vs. Board of Education
50th Anniversary, which was also the theme
of the essay competition Vidya won. Fifty
years ago, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that

“separate but equal” segregated schools
provided inherently unqual educations and
could not meet the test of equal rights
provided by the U.S. Constitution.

Vidya says, “This competition has broadened
my knowledge on the theme, of which | had
theoretical knowledge from school. | wanted
to apply my knowledge on what | had learnt
in class, to the theme of the essay. [The film]
gave my fellow students and me a visual
impression of such knowledge [and] my visit
to the US embassy also encouraged me to
write this essay as we practically saw the
things, which we were learning in theory.”

To encourage this learning process, a Gold
Medal is awarded at both the O and A level
to a student with outstanding academic and
non-academic achievement - an honor that
female students have won for three
consecutive years. In addition, the school has
initiated a Special Female Award that
encourages female students to keep abreast
of local policy in Tanzania

The school’s motto “Strive for Excellence” is
evident in its plans for expansion and
investment in its students. It celebrated its
40th Anniversary in October last year and
Headmaster Ramiji attributed its success to
the motivation and dedication of the
teaching staff, the enthusiasm of the students
and the support of well-wishers and alumni.

He noted that alumni who visit the school
usually stand proudly in front of the multi-
purpose hall, which their fundraising helped
to build. As one alumnus who preferred
anonymity puts it, “I helped pay for one
brick, and I am proud to have done so.”

Shanti Shankar, deputy headmistress for
academic affairs, reports that the hall’s
construction was a culmination of years of
savings. She said that the way in which the
hall was built is the same way in which the
school carries out its activities - with
community-based support.

Support also comes from the Chairman of
the Board of Governors, Sir Jayantilal
Keshavji Chande. Mr. Ramiji calls him a great
visionary and Tanzanian patriot and credits
him as being the guiding force behind many
of the school’s successes. Sir Chande was
conferred by her Majesty Queen Elizabeth 11
of Great Britain with a Knighthood in the
Civil Division of the Most Excellent Order of
the British Empire (KBE).

Local companies and higher education
institutions in Dar es Salaam also recognize
the talents of Shaaban Robert students. In a
Career Fair organized by the school recently,
IT companies such as Suram, New Horizons
and CATS offered enticing prizes,
scholarships and rewards for Shaaban Robert
students, and some gave examples of
students from the school who had already
taken advantage of these offers and are
currently capitalizing on the investment of a
good education.

One of these students, now working with
Simba Technologies, showed that alumni
spirit could also play a large role in helping
encourage students to pursue a higher
education. The assembly cheered as he
greeted them with “Asalaam—Aleikum” and
any slightly sleepy Form One students woke
up as he began his introduction with an
anecdote of his own time at the school. The
students were fully awake by the end of his
presentation, and the former student had
proved that coming back to participate in the
fair and provide guidance to his old
community enriched the life of students
hungry to see where they may one day end

up.

The U.S. Embassy also participated in the fair
at the invitation of the school. Shankar, the
deputy headmistress for academics, stated
she wanted to encourage students to think
about an international education. The U.S.
Embassy’s Student Advisor provided
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