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Introduction 

 
In the time of January 29 to April 24 2012 I passed an internship at “Thabang- Children’s 

Place of Safety” in Thabazimbi, Limpopo. 

 

I have always been interested in working with children and teenagers and started to gain first 

experiences early during school. 

As I finished secondary school in June 2011, I chose to combine my career aims with my 

wish to travel and explore the world. 

Through a friend of my mother, who is related to Viveka Ansorge, the former manager of 

Thabang, the children’s place attracted my attention and as it seemed to be exactly what I was 

looking for, I decided to apply for an internship. 

I contacted Viveka via email and after sending my application and curriculum vitae she 

offered me the opportunity to start my internship in January 2012. 

 

 

Expectations 

 
To be honest, I had no idea what to expect of Africa in the first place before I went abroad. 

Apart from the general knowledge of poverty and townships and what you learn from 

television, I barely knew much about South Africa’s culture and except for reading the 

“Lonely Planet” about this country I didn’t inform myself a lot. 

Although I somehow “jumped into the adventure” I didn’t come unprepared to Thabang as I 

had already spent two months in Cape Town right before Detlev Reichel picked me up at 

Johannesburg Airport to bring me to the children’s home. 

Working in South Africa’s third biggest township Khayelitsha for two months was quite 

shocking in some parts. Of course I was aware of people suffering from HIV or Tuberculosis, 

of bad living conditions or general poverty, but seeing the reality and being so close to it was 

a big challenge. 

Although the children at Baphumelele, the orphanage I worked in, were supplied with food 

and everything else they needed, there was not much to do for them and especially during 

school holidays they felt bored a lot. It seemed impossible for us volunteers to balance this 

lack of activity. 

So after this great and exceptional but challenging experience I felt a little worried about my 

next step in South Africa.  

I expected Thabang to be similar to Baphumelele, an overflowed place with bored children 

due to missing activities, more like a place the kids have to be, because they don’t have 

anything else, not like a home. 

After having so many opportunities in the Cape Town area I was also worried about 

Thabang’s environment. Viveka had warned me already that the children’s place is far on the 

countryside in an extremely remote area and that I would have to rely on people driving to the 

next town if I would like to do some shopping etc. 

Despite that, three months seemed to be a long time by then and all in all I arrived in Limpopo 

with a mix of emotions. 



But I decided to give it a chance and try my best to make my time with the kids as diversified 

and joyful as possible. 

 

 

 

 

Description and realization of the internship 

 
 My first steps at Thabang 
 
My first week(s) at Thabang were not the easiest. 

Although the management, Detlev Reichel and volunteer coordinator Freda Speelman 

welcomed me very friendly and gave me advice for my future work, I struggled finding my 

place at first. 

Apart from the toddlers I immediately took to my heart, I found it hard to get to know the 

older children, especially the three oldest teenagers at the age of 16 to 17 years.  

I had been aware of the language differences in Cape Town already, but at first nobody at 

Thabang spoke English and that made it even harder to acclimate and integrate and it took 

some time to get a relationship to the care workers. 

After living with many volunteers in Cape Town I felt quite lonely at Thabang as well and 

with some personal problems occurring in my second week I was close to quit and leave 

South Africa to go back home. 

But I decided to stay and slowly got to know everybody in the children’s home. 

 

 My duties 

 
My duties at Thabang included a huge variety of tasks and I basically assisted and helped 

everywhere help was needed. 

My schedule on week days began at 7.00 AM, when all toddlers and care workers met in the 

kitchen to have breakfast while the older kids had already left early for school. 

After everybody was finished at about 7.30 AM, it was puzzle time and we met up in the 

playroom to play with Lego stones until 8.00 AM. 

The next hour was reserved for some education which meant either pre-school led by Freda 

Speelman, or a program on CD called “English in action”, led by the care workers. 

Pre-school took place in a room reserved only for this action, colorfully decorated with 

pictures and former projects of the kids and learning material such as the alphabet or “parts of 

our body”.  

I assisted Freda by helping the children with cutting, coloring and indoctrinating their (fine 

motor development???) or even taking over class when she was tied up with business for a 

brief time. 

If Freda did not have time for pre-school in the first place, the care workers were prepared to 

teach the kids English by themselves, with the help of a teaching program on CD. I therefore 

helped by animating the children or taking care of the two smallest babies, so that the care 

workers could concentrate on the toddlers. 

While care workers and kids went on a walk at 9.00 AM I had an hour of spare time to relax 

and prepare the next half an hour of Gross Motor Development at 10.00 AM. 

This took place outside and included for example slalom runs, throwing bean bags in buckets 

or balancing things on their heads. It was mainly a collaboration of the care workers and me 

and aimed to teach the kids some general balance and coordination. 



After that I worked at the computers with the two oldest toddlers (five and six years old) for 

another half an hour to improve their English and (fine motor development) and teach them 

basic skills in math. 

The time until the school children came home was spare time for me again, just interrupted by 

lunch at 1.30 PM.  

After the school children had changed, eaten and washed their clothes (by hand) we spent 

time together by playing games outside (mainly ball games, such as “fish”) or I helped them 

with their homework. 

During the week there had been certain activities for the kids, such as Drama, Marimba or 

Sewing Class, led by independent teachers and I joined to help out, but even more to spend 

time with the kids and enjoy class together.  

Saturdays and Sundays were my days off, but most of the time I spent them outside playing 

with the kids anyway. As there was no school or homework, the weekends, as well as Easter 

holiday (..?..), were a bit more relaxed, we went to church on Sundays and also watched 

movies in the late evening. 

During my stay at Thabang we also enjoyed a few outings, such as visiting the Marakele 

Predator Center or hiking Mount Sanctuary which were a great change to our everyday life. 

The children’s home even held a “game day”, celebrating birthdays of some kids and playing 

games together. There were lots of visitors, a cake, barbecue and a little drama play initiated 

by Drama Class teacher Lihàni Mueller, where kids, teacher, part of the management and 

myself worked together to present it to our guests. 

As a volunteer there is no certain task you have to concentrate on and Thabang gives a lot of 

opportunities to bring in your own ideas. I was therefore asked to develop some activities and 

games for the school kids and the toddler’s “Gross Motor Development”- time which might 

also help future volunteers to configure concepts and redesign schedules.  

After all, although I had an official schedule I saw myself not just as an additional help for the 

organization, but a friend for all the children living at the children’s home and therefore spent 

my spare time individually to hold my schedule flexible to not just work, but live at Thabang. 

 

 

Personal comment 

 
 Comparison expectations-reality  
 
As I explained before I was a little concerned about my stay at Thabang and although I felt 

quite excited to be at a new place again, I worried whether this children’s place would suffer 

from the same conditions and lack of variety as in Cape Town. 

These feelings disappeared already on my first day.  

I was really impressed about Thabang’s environment, how it is implied in the kids’ everyday 

lives and how much time they spend outside. After the huge lack of activity in Cape Town I 

was also very happy to see that Thabang offers activities for everyone and cares a lot about 

every individual. 

During my time in Limpopo I have never seen a child being unhappy about its life at this 

place and if someone suffered e.g. from homesickness at least social worker Norah 

represented a friend and reference person the children can always talk to and ask for advice. 

The relationship between children and care worker as well as the management was open and 

relaxed and more than once I got the feeling that Thabang is not a cold place where adults just 

come to work and take care of lost children, but a place everybody likes to be and where 

everybody lives together as a family. 



I have to admit that my first two weeks were a bit hard, though. Although the management 

welcomed me friendly, it took a lot more time to get to know the care workers. 

Of course I was aware of the language differences, but the care workers always talk in 

Tswana to each other and the kids and that makes it hard to get involved in the first place. 

But my attempts to learn a bit of Tswana broke the ice and we enjoyed a great time together 

and got to know each other’s culture more and more. 

I also profited from the familiar atmosphere having a good relationship to the management 

wherefore I could always ask for advice or talk about personal concerns. To me it appeared to 

be very flexible and I appreciate its efforts to make my time as enjoyable as possible. 

 

 

 Aspects that can be improved 

 
Despite the heaps of positive things about Thabang I also have a few aspects that should be 

improved in my opinion. 

Children’s education is a very important factor in general, not just in South Africa of course, 

and to allow the best possible future career for those kids, we should already begin working 

on it at toddlers’ ages. 

In my mind Freda Speelman’s pre-school is a very effective way to teach the kids basic skills 

in terms of numbers, colors etc. The “English in action” CDs covering the rest of the 

weekdays can be a small additional help, too, but I found that the kids are always listening to 

the same one or two CDs.  

First of all this means they do not learn new items. They just always repeat known 

expressions in the same patterns, not really understanding the sense behind it and not being 

able to attach their knowledge to new situations. 

Second, I got the impression that the toddlers get more and more bored of always doing the 

same things which causes a lack of concentration and makes it harder for the care workers to 

motivate them to participate. 

By helping the school kids with their homework I found out that they have big problems as 

well, not just in English, but especially in math. 

All kids seem not be able to realize the simplest arithmetic, no matter how old or in which 

grade they are. Especially for the older kids it is getting more difficult when class develops 

more complex, but they still don’t understand the basics. I tried to help them imagining the 

calculation and to not use their hands by talking of examples close to reality, but they need a 

person with teaching experience to help them understand the composition of numbers and 

figures (10=1+9;2+8;2*5;…). 

But they also struggle with English grammar and vocabulary. 

As I mentioned before, most of the care workers always talk in Tswana with the children, 

even when it comes to “English in action”. 

I think, as English is a very important language not just in South Africa, but the whole world, 

the care workers should concentrate more on speaking it. I am aware of the fact that they 

might avoid talking English because it is not their first language and it is easier to express 

themselves in Tswana. But I experienced during my time abroad that you learn the most by 

being confronted with it every day. 

So it would not just help the kids of all ages, but also improve the care workers’ English, 

which would be very helpful when it comes to communication with the management. 

The communication between parts of the management and care workers could be improved a 

little as well in my opinion.  

As I explained Thabang’s employees work in a very familiar atmosphere and I wished that the 

management was more part of it sometimes. The management’s role as the employer and the 



implied responsibilities make it difficult to find the right level of communication with the care 

workers as well as volunteers and lead to an occasional gap. It would be a great advantage for 

the working atmosphere if the management found a kinder base of communication more 

often. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

As a conclusion I can say that I thoroughly enjoyed my stay at Thabang and time flew by way 

too fast. 

In my opinion the organization does a great job with those children and offers a place of home 

and safety, just as its name implies. 

When I left Thabang I had the feeling that I not just found new friends and learned about 

another culture, but also had the chance to grow with my tasks. I learned to become more 

active, bring in my own ideas and also take responsibility for a group of children on my own. 

Although I did not always achieve what I expected from myself in the first place, small 

successes just like teaching a child to play the guitar or seeing children improving in our 

computer lessons made me feel more satisfied. 

My working atmosphere was relaxed and I always had the opportunity to talk to the 

management about my concerns, such as the children’s home’s seclusion and my fear to grow 

lonely, and we always found a common base everyone was satisfied with. 

My work at Thabang was not just work for me, but spending time with great children and 

adults, learning from them as well as handing down what I know. When I left, I felt like I had 

become part of a great family and I wished that I had more time.  

If I had the chance, I would definitely come back to Limpopo and I can recommend this 

program to every possible future volunteer. 

 

 

 


