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Introduction 

Greater Kapoeta region is inhabited by the Toposa ethnic group, and it is divided into three 

main counties: Kapoeta South, Kapoeta East and Kapoeta North. In terms of education, 

Toposa have one of the lowest percentages of literacy in the country, with less than 2% of 

educated population. 

Up to the 2013 crisis, most of the schools were supported by teachers coming from Kenya, 

Uganda and other parts of Eastern Equatoria. Many of these schools where faith-based 

founded, mostly supported by the Dioceses of Torit and other local churches. But, after the 

crisis and the continuous devaluation of the local currency, all the teachers left their 

occupation leaving a huge gap behind, that could not be bridged by the local communities.  

Based on AVSI’s study conducted in 20191, currently there are only 36 schools in the three 

counties, of which around half of them could be classified as regularly functioning, while 

almost all of them are located in the main centres of Kapoeta and Narus. The rural areas 

remain completely excluded from the formal education services. 

Since 2017, there has been an increment in the enrolment of Toposa pupils in Greater 

Kapoeta. This is the main result of the successful cooperation between AVSI and the 

education centres, known as boarding schools.  

In 2017, when AVSI started supporting St. Bakhita Girls and St. Daniel Comboni Boys, the 

number of Toposa pupils enrolled in the two schools was less than the 20% of the school 

population. Most of them were coming from Kapoeta, Torit, Juba or other locations in 

Jonglei, like Boma. The local communities around the two schools were not embracing 

education and they were not aware about the importance of educating their children.  

AVSI implemented various strategies aiming to increase the enrolment of the local 

communities. One of them was directly targeting the schools: providing scholastic and 

teaching materials, motivating the teachers and rehabilitating/improving the school 

facilities. Another one was targeting communities through community mobilization and 

sensitization, alternative education for elders and chiefs, as well as awareness campaigns 

promoting girl’s child education.  

In a context in which schools were shutting down because of the lack of teachers and the 

gaps in the government education system, the only remaining schools were the ones  

 
1 AVSI – UNICEF, “School assessment report, Eastern Equatoria State” (2019) at: 

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/assessm

ents/avsi_indepth_assesment_of_eastern_equatoria_state_schools.pdf 

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/assessments/avsi_indepth_assesment_of_eastern_equatoria_state_schools.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/assessments/avsi_indepth_assesment_of_eastern_equatoria_state_schools.pdf
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Figure 1 Lesson at St. Mary Magdalene Primary School. Photo: Aniello D'Ambrosio (2020). 

supported by the church. AVSI has established a good collaboration with the school 

administrations and the County Education Department, and thanks these continuous 

efforts, the enrolment of Toposa children has increased reaching almost 70% of the student 

population in both St. Bakhita Girls PS and St. Daniel Comboni Boys PS. 

Below are some of the strengths that led to the successful intervention in these two 

boarding schools, indicating in blue, the vulnerabilities noticed for each item, and in green, 

the actions taken in response.  

 

 

 

 

What is a boarding school? 

 
One of the priorities for Education and Child Protection programs in any emergency context, 

is to ensure that children have a safe place to resort to. Children affected by crises are prone 

more than anyone else to experience any kind of threat such as physical, psychological or 

sexual abuse, exploitation, hunger and risk of mortal illness. Sometimes health, shelter, 
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feeding and childcaring cannot be guaranteed because of the absence of a supportive 

network of adults either at school or within the communities. 

Boarding Schools are education centres where vulnerable children can access not only 

educational services. They are living-in schools with a whole well-being system capable of 

implementing educational quality programs that guarantee effective learning processes. 

Concurrently, these children receive physical care and emotional support, and they are 

helped to build new bonds with a social-diverse group of peers, so that they can both learn 

and grow safely. 

 

Why boarding schools in Greater Kapoeta? 
 

1. Decentralized resources from urban areas. 
 
In Greater Kapoeta region the number of schools is extremely limited. There are specific 

areas where not even one school can be found in a range of 250 km. For instance, Jie, is one 

of the most isolated and remote communities in South Sudan and it is considered a 

“community without school’’ because of the lack of any kind of education institution. In 

March of 2021, AVSI Foundation conducted a survey2 in this county showing that most of 

the families who are willing to send their children to school, have enrolled them in boarding 

schools in Narus3 and Kuron4, where, presently, the enrolment of Jie children is over 60. In 

one of the largest counties of South Sudan, such as Kapoeta East, these two are the only 

 
2 AVSI, “Multi sector Household Survey Jie Kapoeta counties” (2021) at: 
https://assessments.hpc.tools/assessment/avsi-2021-multi-sector-household-survey-jie-kapoeta-counties-
difficult-reach-payam-1 

3 Narus Payam is the main settlement in Kapoeta East County. It is located around 77 km Southeast of Kapoeta 

and it is the town where almost all the functioning schools in the county are located. Among them it worth to 

mention 9 primary schools namely St. Bakhita Girls Day and Boarding Primary School (PS), St. Daniel Comboni 

Boys Day and Boarding PS, Loolim Ubeo Mixed Day and Boarding Schools Little Lamb Academy PS, Brainstorm 

PS, Narus Mixed PS, Nadapal Comboni PS and 3 secondary schools St. Bakhita Girls Days and Boarding Secondary 

School (SS), St Patrick Boys Day and Boarding SS and Lopua SS. All the above-mentioned schools are faith-based, 

except from Lopua, a government school. It is extremely important to underline the role that the Dioceses of 

Torit played in establishing the two main boarding schools since 1994 and 1997 respectively.  

4 Kuron Payam is an extremely remote area, bordering Jonglei state, around 177 km from Narus. It counts with 

two boarding schools: St. Thomas Kuron PS and St. Thomas Kuron SS. These are the only 2 functioning schools 

in a range of 150 km. Also in this case, the Dioceses of Torit played a key role, establishing the schools through 

the initiative of Emeritus Bishop Paride Taban. 

https://assessments.hpc.tools/assessment/avsi-2021-multi-sector-household-survey-jie-kapoeta-counties-difficult-reach-payam-1
https://assessments.hpc.tools/assessment/avsi-2021-multi-sector-household-survey-jie-kapoeta-counties-difficult-reach-payam-1
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remaining payams with structured and well- established schools. All the others experienced 

the shut-down of the schools, due to unavailability of teachers. 

Boarding schools are key in contexts where access to education is almost unavailable or 

even in those areas where day schools cannot fulfil the local needs. The establishment of 

boarding schools, even if at kilometres of distance, would bring an impact on the local 

development of these remote and high-vulnerable groups, because children would not 

need to leave their communities – and almost never returning – in the attempt to receive 

formal education. 

 

 

2. Educational offer in terms of gender. 
 

Recent research on Pastoralist Education conducted by AVSI Foundation in October 20205, 

highlighted the need for gender-segregated boarding schools for Toposa communities.  

Community members, families and parents openly shared their fears about their daughters 

attending schools in which they could get pregnant because of the mixed attendance of 

pupils. This is a very serious concern because even if it could be such a positive stimulation 

for boys and girls to learn how to interact together during early childhood, the result is that 

Toposa girls are being denied the possibility of accessing formal education. As a matter of 

fact, in the assessment conducted, the majority of the Toposa population stated that they 

would not consider girls formal education if schools remained mixed. This would increase 

levels of non-educated women population, forced marriages and early pregnancies. 

 

There are alternative ways to ensure that girls have access to safe learning without 

challenging their own culture and beliefs. Through the above-mentioned research, applied 

directly with Toposa families, more than 200 participants stated that they would support 

their girls’ education in a different environment that respects their needs of gender 

segregation. In addition, boarding schools have also devised policies (Inclusive Learning 

Policy) that ensure pregnant girls to stay in school until close to delivery and after delivery 

and completion of the cycle of lactation, they are still invited to go back to school and 

complete their studies. 

 

 

 

 
5 AVSI, “Feasibility Study on Pastoralist Education in Kapoeta – EES” (2020) at: 
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/south-sudan/assessment/avsi-feasibility-study-
pastoralist-education-kapoeta-ees 

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/south-sudan/assessment/avsi-feasibility-study-pastoralist-education-kapoeta-ees
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/south-sudan/assessment/avsi-feasibility-study-pastoralist-education-kapoeta-ees
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3. Key to girls’ protection. 

 

Gender-based violence (GBV) is the most pervasive yet least visible human rights violation 

in the world6. In the Kapoeta region as in the whole of South Sudan, girls are victims of GBV 

in their own families who force them into marriages and exchange them for cattle as a way 

of earning a living. Some girls may be at higher risk due to arbitrary factors such as disability, 

ethnicity or location, as in hard-to-reach areas where AVSI Foundation in collaboration with 

the Catholic institutions have intensified the awareness messages and reached out groups 

of young girls at great risk. For these girls, female boarding schools have been considered 

‘safe sanctuaries’ because they are protecting them from actual danger but also giving back 

hope to study and continue with their lives.  

 

 

 

 

 
6 UNICEF “Gender-based violence in emergency. Operational guide.” (2019) at: 
https://www.unicef.org/sites/default/files/2020-05/Gender-Based-Violence-in-Emergencies-Operational-
Guide-May-2019.pdf 

Figure 2 Girls victim of forced marriages in St. Bakhita Ps are entertained with Psycho-social support activities and school 
gardening. Photo: Aniello D’Ambrosio (2020). 

https://www.unicef.org/sites/default/files/2020-05/Gender-Based-Violence-in-Emergencies-Operational-Guide-May-2019.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/sites/default/files/2020-05/Gender-Based-Violence-in-Emergencies-Operational-Guide-May-2019.pdf
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This phenomenon has been witnessed in 4 boarding schools in Greater Kapoeta region: 1) 

St. Bakhita Girls PS, 2) St. Bakhita Girls SS, 3) St. Thomas Kuron PS and 4) St. Mary Magdalen 

PS, where over 150 young girls found refuge after fleeing from their communities because 

of forced marriage intentions. Boarding schools have been taking emergency actions to 

prevent and respond to GBV throughout well-being programs guided by matrons and 

patrons, who act like second caregivers in charge to accompany and supervise girls after 

schooltime within the school facilities. They are constantly supporting girls with recreational 

activities, psychosocial support and mentoring individually as a lifesaving priority. It is also 

worth noting that, once boarding schools have ensured girls survival and safety, 

Government at County levels has accepted to play complementary roles with partners in 

ensuring girls safety. 

 

 

 

4. Food security and well-being programs. 

 

Kapoeta is one of the most affected areas by poor harvests and high levels of hunger, 

affecting mostly the unaccompanied children who are frequently seen in the city markets 

and the surroundings, looking for food in the garbage or stealing it. Sometimes even the 

families cannot afford feeding all their children. When they send children to school, they 

are not just looking for education, but they are also willing to get their children fed. This 

means that for many families their access to education depends on the feeding programs 

offered in schools, as for many children this is the only chance of eating during the day. 

However, there are some day-schools that are still not enrolled in the food programs and 

children in these schools often suffer malnutrition, disease and even death. 

 

While day-schools could apply or not for this kind of feeding programs, depending on the 

enrolment requirements, boarding schools are always supported by WFP (World Food 

Program). They can provide enough food to the learners ensuring three meals a day. 

Furthermore, all the schools are having active agricultural clubs and school gardens. Usually, 

produce and crops are used by the school administration to support the canteen or to 

exchange them with items that can be useful to support children, like soap and other 

hygiene supplies. In addition, the boarding schools have also been offering “healthy outdoor 

active programs”, for children to learn and develop practical skills and so enhance 

sustainable livelihood outside school life.  
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5. Community acceptance. 

 

Toposa is one of the communities who are most affected by poverty, hunger and danger 

and yet they are the most reluctant to have their children enrolled in formal education. 

There are still so many groups and areas for which schools represent a great risk for their 

culture preservation. In some cases, the education provided in day-schools is perceived by 

the Toposa parents as an attempt to change their own children and to separate them from 

their communities. Some other families, refuse to enrol their children in day-schools 

because they think that these schools are exposing their children to bad behaviours, such 

as drinking alcohol, smoking and prostitution. For this reason, they prefer to keep the 

children at home. 

Facilitating meaningful experiences and learning opportunities to promote holistic 

development and engagement of communities in education is among the most important 

objectives of the boarding schools. It has been witnessed all around Greater Kapoeta region 

that parents are starting to encourage the presence of this kind of institutions because they 

are taking care of their children and also changing the “bad” behaviours that some children 

used to have. During the last year Kapoeta boarding schools have increased the enrolment 

of Toposa learners. This might show that Toposa families are starting to accept and 

welcome boarding school centres. 

 

Figure 3 School supported by AVSI with provision of school desks in Kapoeta North. Photo: Aniello D’Ambrosio (2020). 
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6. Boarding school environments: a booster for teachers’ attendance and 

performance. 

 

South Sudan is facing a national crisis in terms of education. It is now several months that 

teachers are becoming the weakest category of civil servants, facing continuous delays of 

their payment and learning how to live with one of the lowest level of salaries, while 

devaluation of the local currency is increasing. They are receiving no government support, 

so they depend almost entirely on private incentives coming from international donors 

through NGO’s. Unfortunately, this situation has started to affect not only teachers’ 

personal lives but also their attendance and performance in the classrooms. Families are 

realizing that there are no well-prepared teachers in the schools, and in some centres, 

teachers have even stopped attending school. 

 

Since boarding schools offer teacher accommodation, this has been a key aspect to ensure 

not only teachers’ attendance and availability, but also their well-being. Educators are at 

the heart of delivering quality instructional services. Teachers need to find decent living 

conditions for themselves in order to positively interact with their pupils, and school 

administrators need to understand the importance of have well-prepared team of 

educators to ensure school sustainability. In boarding schools, teachers have been ensured 

an accommodation and regular feeding. 

 

 

 

7. School ownership and sustainability. 

 

In the Kapoeta region, many schools have been fully destroyed by the local communities 

because of the lack of bonds between the local community and the established education 

system. Thus, there is a big need to support the growth of educational institutions that are 

capable of responding to the needs of the local community and, in this way, develop a sense 

of ownership. Collaboration with families and communities in challenging contexts is key to 

ensure sustainability of schools. When families and communities are active partners in 

children’s learning and development, a shared vision for the role of school programs can 

help the school sustainability. 

 

Boarding schools have understood how much families are reluctant to accept formal 

education. The majority of these centres are faith-based institutions (aligned with family’s 

habits and traditions) and have strong administration teams as well as active Parents 

Teachers Association (PTA) members. These two have become key aspects to develop 
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ownership because, as a matter of fact, thanks to this good administration system, boarding 

schools have been able to sustain themselves with the funds collected from the payment of 

school fees, which at the same time, are used to motivate teachers and pay the assistance 

staff such as matrons, patrons and watchmen. Furthermore, PTAs are very active in creating 

links with local community, they are engaged in community mobilization, fund-raising and 

active participation in school meetings. 

 

 

8. School is a melting pot for cultural diversity. 

There is a real background of different cultures and tribes that is still guiding South 

Sudanese’s’ daily life. This could be an added value for the country if there was the 

possibility of creating a strong sense of belonging. Yet, it appears to be an obstacle for this 

society that is still facing trouble in finding a suitable community organization system for 

all. Some specific tribes still do not consider themselves as part of the country but only part 

of the region where they live. In the attempt to preserve their language, traditions and 

habits, they are not eager to expose their children to some brand-new education principles 

that could change their way of living. 

 

In such a context where ethnicity and sense of belonging play a huge role in people’s life 

and in the definition of the personal identity, the boarding schools offer a safe environment 

where children of different cultures, tribes and beliefs are welcome to live together in a 

peaceful coexistence, without losing their own tradition or being forced into new practices 

and beliefs. Parents are starting to accept boarding schools because they have realized that 

these institutions are listening to their needs. Concurrently, children are getting used to the 

fact of growing up with boys and girls of different cultures and together the strive for a 

better living. 
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Conclusions 

The Toposa community lives a purely pastoralist life and so they value their livestock more 

than anything, even their own’s or their children’s lives. During dry season, the communities 

move their livestock in search of water to what is known as ‘cattle camp’, forcing children, 

youth, women and men to move to stay in cattle camps and in some cases establishing 

there permanently. 

Humanitarian response must pay attention to this phenomenon and develop 

contextualized alternatives for vulnerable boys and girls who are now facing the challenge 

of living in cattle camps with nobody to raise or guide them. This report aimed at showing 

how boarding schools – not only as education centers but as whole well-being support 

systems – are capable to establish themselves in high-to-reach areas (as the example of 

Kuron) providing education, health, shelter, feeding and childcaring services through quality 

programs that guarantee effective learning processes as well as the safeguarding of children 

coming from high-risked communities. 

The county is facing a myriad of educational challenges despite of the construction of nice 

permanent schools, well furnished with great infrastructures like classrooms, latrines and 

kitchens. Barriers to access are still a major problem to children, especially girls: cultural 

norms and social practices, together with the lack of awareness about the importance of 

education and child negligence are among the greatest challenges. Beside the lack of trust 

in the formal school system, the lack of qualified teachers or non-qualified teaching 

assistants, the high levels of hunger, poverty and vulnerability reduce regular attendance of 

the children to school.  

Boarding schools offer the possibility of dealing with some of these challenges. Some 

families have started to approve and support boarding schools because they have seen that 

these schools care for the wholistic development of their children and, concurrently, 

respect their culture and traditional beliefs. Boarding schools are developing innovative 

programs, such as gardening and agriculture as well gender-based activities, that in the 

short-medium run, will boost development of the communities by promoting 

contextualized learning processes. 
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