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More Good News from Peace High School

By Rebecca Salonen

In the 2007 national “O-Level” examinations in
Uganda, our girls set a new record of achievement
for Peace High School. Five ranked among the top
8.6 percent in Uganda. Our coordinator, Hon. Erinah
Rutangye, writes that school administrators are
“walking on air.” Photos of the four top PHS
achievers are on this and the next page.

The Ugandan education systerfdgandan
education is based on the British system. After 7
years of primary school, students take the Primary
Leaving Examination (PLE), which is the basis for
admission to secondary schools. In the past, the
majority of children never finished primary school,
because of the cost or because parents kept ahildre
at home to help with chores and crops; but since
Uganda instituted Universal Primary Education
(UPE) in 1997, this has begun to change. Now that
the government pays primary school fees, more
parents send their children to school.

Secondary school, long considered “a rich man’s
harvest,” also has many dropouts due to the expense
to parents. In Kapchorwa and Bukwo Districts, as
we know, many girls also do not complete secondary
school because their parents withhold school fees a
a way to coerce the girls into being circumcised at
about age 15. However, for students who find a way
to persevere through the four years of secondary
school (S1-S4), wherever they study, national O-
Level exams loom at the end of S4.

The Uganda
Certificate of
Education (UCE) is
awarded to all who
pass the national
examination given in
November of their S4
year. About half of
those who receive the
UCE leave school
and enter the job
market, though some
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may decide to go to
vocational or technical schools or attend primary
teacher’s or nurse’s colleges. Only about 20 percen
score high enough on the exams to go to “A-Level”
studies, S5-S6, after which they will take another
exam to be qualified to enter university. If they d
well enough on these A-Level examinations,
students may receive full or partial government
sponsorship in their university studies. This s th
hope of all students, including our sponsored girls
Exams scoringDuring the four years of O
Level (S1-S4), students study ten to fourteen
different subjects. When it comes time to regi&ter
the exams in S4, each student chooses her best eigh
to ten subjects, in which she will be tested. Each
year the Uganda National Examination Board
(UNEB) designs new tests, something like our
College Board achievement tests. The exams are
given over about a week’s time and are offered only
at certified testing centers in certain schools$R$i
one), but each Ugandan district has at least one
examination center. A student’s total result is the
aggregate of her best eight scores, with performanc
in each subject ranked from 1 (best) to 9 (failing)
First Grade results therefore range from a perfect
8 (very rare — something like a perfect SAT sctwoe)
32, considered outstanding. Second Grade is also
considered very good. Thus, there are 8 passing
levels, and one failing.
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No. 4 Maket Gladys No. 4 Chebet Esther

Good results for PHSIn November 2007,
fifteen Godparents-sponsored girls and five more on
our waiting list at Peace High School sat for the
national exams. Naturally, all of the Godparents
students aspire to university education, so thegkwo
hard to do well on the O-Level tests, their first
hurdle. This time, based on a grant from the Cissy
Patterson Foundation in 2007, we were able to
support the candidates by adding tutoring
workshops, including practice exams, during school
holidays. Our S4 candidates stayed at PHS and
studied instead of going home for a break. We would
like to hold these workshops routinely, as the top
schools do, but extra funds are required to hire
teachers (we look for the very best teachers we can
find, some from prestigious private schools) for
about two weeks and to cover board and room
expenses while the girls remain at school.

The Uganda National Examinations Board
(UNEB) released the 2007 results on February 1.
Parents, students, and teachers throughout the
country had been anxious for weeks. “Hundreds of
head teachers camped at the UNEB offices,”
according to thé&ew Visiorof February 1, to get the
first results, standing in line for many hours, reve
days. Finally we heard rumors that at least two PHS
students had won First Grades, and all had done
well. Since the whole country was involved,
newspapers reported the final UNEB statistics in
front-page articles.

In the four top places at PHS were Loyoro Alice,
Lowanyang Eva, Namusabi Oliver, and Maket
Gladys and Chebet Esther (tied). All of them
received First Grades, a level achieved by only 8.6
percent of this year’s candidates throughout the
country. Other Godparents PHS candidates had
good Second Grades, with a few Third Grades.

Significance of the girls’ achievementn 1998,
when we began the Godparents program, we first
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intended to bring talented girls from Kapchorwa
District to the elite girls’ boarding schools in
Kampala, where they could study along with the
daughters of Uganda’s political and social leaders.
Bonds last a lifetime among the “old girls” whodiv
together in these schools. We saw this as a sliprtcu
opening the door of Ugandan society to the women
of Kapchorwa, even if we could only afford to
sponsor a few girls at these expensive schools. By
entering the mainstream, Sabiny girls would pioneer
a way of life that did not require FGM. Top school
administrators sympathized with our idea. Once they
saw our girls’ low PLE results, however, these
competitive schools said they could not admit them.

We had to take a different path. We knew that the
girls were intelligent and could be motivated, but
their local schools had not prepared them well
academically. National examinations are executed in
English (Uganda’s official language), and students
can't compete if they do not read and write English
well. Very often the local schools fall back onngi
local languages, and students never become
comfortable in English. (Some schools ban “the
vernacular” at school in order to force the studéat
use English.) Generally, rural schools have a hard
time attracting the best teachers because of dliffic
living conditions and poor pay, and they often lack
facilities such as laboratories and computers. &nle
the girls improved in their studies, we knew that
none of them would go on to higher education, and
that they could not be catalysts for change irrthei
communities. Raising the girls’ educational
standards has been our constant concern.

Over the years Peace High School has attracted
more dedicated and capable teachers. Erinah and
Martin Rutangye have worked hard to improve PHS
facilities. Seeing success, the girls also havelnec
more serious. With the promise of university study
ahead of them, they are today highly motivated.

Alice, Oliver, and Gladys are from Nakapiripirit
District. The UNEB reported that in that distrint i
2007, there was not a single First Grade. This
obviously reflects the education conditions in
Nakapiripirit, not the talents of the people. Estise
from Kapchorwa, which reported a low (2.5 percent)
proportion of First Grades. Only 8 girls in Moroto
District, Eva’s home, achieved a First Grade. By
bringing the girls to PHS we gave them the chance
to study hard. However, the achievement is theirs.
All the girls at PHS, and all the hard-working
teachers, deserve our thanks and congratulations.
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News from Uganda

On February 20, in Kampala, a special workshop
was organized to prepare Members of Parliament for
the debate this month on a proposed national law
against FGM. Over the years, an anti-FGM law has
often been proposed, but this is the first timeadeb
has actually been set in Parliament. Since FGM is
not practiced by most cultural groups in Uganda,
many MPs are not familiar with the practice.

Our coordinator attended, along with about 70
other MPs. The Members of Parliament from
Kapchorwa and Bukwo Districts did not attend, to
the surprise of many. It was speculated that tlais w
because the issue of banning FGM is so unpopular
among their constituents. However, Kapchorwa and
Bukwo Districts’ political and religious leaders,
local lawyers and judges, and all the elders were
present. The medical superintendent of Kapchorwa
Hospital presented a paper detailing the damage and
dangers of FGM from a medical point of view,
including short-term effects such as shock and
hemorrhage, both of which can be fatal; and the
long-term problems including paralysis and loss of
libido.

Beatrice Chelangat, director of the REACH
program in Kapchorwa, which is supported by
UNFPA, spoke about their activities and long
experience trying to discourage FGM in the district
She said that some parents would swear to her that
they would not cut their daughters, only to change
their minds and have the girls circumcised even the
next day. Ms. Chelangat believes that the greatest
problem lies with the circumcisors, or “surgeores”
they are called by the Sabiny. She said that out of
greed these untrained women create mysteries
surrounding the cutting, with the result that gate
afraid not to be cut. In Kapchorwa the age range fo
FGM has now expanded to girls between the ages of
13 and 18.

The Sabiny elders were asked to explain how
FGM started among the people. One elder gave three
reasons:

In the old days, men would leave home and be
gone as long as two years grazing their herds of
cattle. When they returned, they would often find
their wives pregnant or mothers of other men’s
children. They started circumcising women to take
away their sexual desire.
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Second, during a time of drought in the past,
women could not wash themselves because there
was no water. A bad odor was noticed coming from
their genitals, and it was decided to cut awayehos
parts and sew them up, to prevent offensive smells.

Third, long ago a woman had a strange disease
that could not be cured by the local doctors. The
elders called for doctors from far away. One ofithe
said that her genitals should be cut, as was ddthe w
animals who suffered from a similar ailment. Once
the woman was cut, all the “bad blood” was
removed, and she was cured. Thus it became a
custom, and the brave women who were cut were
seen to be as “big” as men who were circumcised.
Thus women achieved equal status.

Many of the MPs spoke up to condemn FGM and
promised to support the bill when it was tabled.
Erinah told the participants about the Godparents
program to discourage FGM through sponsoring the
education of girls who say no to it.

More information on the bill will be available
soon.

A Circumcision Year

One of our goddaughters wrote to her sponsor
recently explaining that 2008 will be a big
circumcision year among the Pokot and that gis ar
already being recruited to go through the rituald a
cutting. She said that on December 26 in her \éllag
the elders called all the girls together and thleht
they were going to be cut this year. The girls were
scared, she said, and many refused. She hergelf lef
home and stayed with a relative until it was time t
return to school, but she is very worried about her
friends left at home. Our goddaughter and all of he
PHS schoolmates from Nakapiripirit District will
stay at school and not go home at all this year, in
order to prevent their being forced into circunmaisi

Among the Sabiny of Kapchorwa and Bukwo
Districts, 2008 is also a circumcision year. The
official season, announced by the elders, usually
begins in November, but girls may be circumcised at
any time. (They may also be cut in any year, but
even-numbered years are especially favored.) It is
ironic that this is also the first year that an FG&h
will be introduced in Parliament. The national
debate, which will certainly be featured in
newspapers, is likely to encourage the propondnts o
female genital cutting in the region to defendthei
culture by any means.
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