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Naseemah Mohamed (Harvard '12) implemented Pre-Texts at Nkulumane High School  in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe. 

Here students perform scenes from Achebe's Things Fall Apart  (August 2011). 
 
As a Social Engagement thesis project with the African and African American Studies 
Department of Harvard University, Naseemah Mohamed created the Zilolonge Literacy-Arts 
Project in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe. The goal of this project was to implement and analyze the 
effects of Pre-Texts, an arts-based pedagogical intervention. Naseemah’s project sought to 
combat the community’s high levels of unemployment and illiteracy. 
 
To start her project, Naseemah trained six teachers from Nkulumane High School, as well as 
four professional artists to teach literature using art-making activities. The teachers and artists 
then worked with approximately seventy students (ages 13-18) twice a week for ten weeks in an 
after-school program at the Nkulumane High School. 
 
Using Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart as their foundational text for all of the workshop 
activities, students painted scenes from the text, wrote poems about characters and themes, 
dramatized scenes, and interpreted character movements through dance. 
 
Despite the short duration of the program, it had tangible effects. Throughout the program 
students came to enjoy learning and reading, and to the teachers’ surprise there were no 
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incidents of misbehavior from the students throughout the program. As students became more 
self-motivated, there was less need for negative reinforcement by the teachers.  
 
One teacher noted: 
“I can say maybe 60-70% [of my students] hate reading. They hate reading. You [have to] tell 
them “take this book and read it and stop making noise,” but this program doesn’t specifically 
ask them to read. It first asks them to be involved in some activity that has got some fun in it and 
this fun is what they like. And whilst they are enjoying... do this. Now, let’s go back to the text 
and refer to it, you see. They start to read. Now this fun that is in the program indirectly forces 
the kids to go and read on their own and unconsciously do what they hate. Now let me tell you 
something. That is exciting. That is good.” 
 
Classroom relationships also shifted dramatically. Students collaborated more readily together, 
and teachers began to admire the artistic and individual talents of the students. In return, 
students looked up to their teachers and more readily paid attention to activities.  
 
Another teacher wrote: 
“I was surprised. Even though the atmosphere was relaxed, they [the students] actually adhered 
to instructions and acted accordingly. So I can see the program really brings in an element of 
discipline because we interacted with them and we were sort of peers together, you know. They 
still maintain that discipline as it were. So if this approach is used, it doesn’t necessarily mean it 
weakens discipline on the part of the students or whatsoever, no. I think it’s the other way, it 
does create a relaxed atmosphere where you can easily talk to your pupils and they can easily 
understand you, where they are eager to learn something new. As long as you keep pupils 
eager to learn something new; they won’t have any problems.” 
 
Naseemah measured the effects of the program on 1) student reading engagement and critical 
thinking, 2) student motivation to learn, and 3) promotion of a more egalitarian learning culture 
and dialogue. Using pre- and post-program interviews, reading enjoyment assessments and 
detailed ethnographic fieldwork, Naseemah concluded that the program increased student 
reading and learning enjoyment and ameliorated the fear students had towards their teachers. 
The school has since kept the program, and she is currently working with a district officer for the 
Ministry of Education to pilot the project in a different part of the country. 
 

 


