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WHY NURTURING EMPATHY IN CHILDREN IS KEY 
Weare raising an 

. ambitious generation. 
Our children want 
to excel, lead and 

-=hieve more than we did. 
--Farents sacrifice greatly to . 

give them good schools, Wider 
exposure and brighter futures. 
Society applauds achievement. 
Schools celebrate distinctions-. 
Universities reward 
innovation. But in the rac~ 
to succeed, one important 
question must 'npt be ignored: 
What happens when ambition 
grows faster than character? 

We are sending our children 
back to school in Senior One 
and Senior Five. Soon, we will 
be preparing others for higher 
institutions of learning. 

However, I want us to keep 
reflecting on our parenting 
journey and the nation we 
are building. What kind of 
soci.ety are we becoming? And 
more personally, what kind 
of adults are we preparing? 
Moments of joy can steer 
good memories, but moments 

. of grief have a way of slowing 
us down. . 

SUCCESS WITHOUT RESTRAINT 
Ambition is powerful. It 
motivates children to work 
hard. However, ambition 
alone does not teach empathy. 
It does not automatically 
produce integrity. It does not 

- cultivate restraint. A child 
can be intelligent and still 
lack compassion. A young 
adult can be strategic and 
still lack moral boundaries. 
A professional can be J' 

accomplished and yet lack 
conscience. When children are 
praised only for grades and 
trophies, they may absorb a 
dangerous lesson: outcomes 
matter more than values. 
Over time, performance 
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becomes the measure of worth 
and short-cuts begin to look 
acceptable if they guarantee 
advancement. The problem 
is not ambition, it is ambition 
without an internal compass. 

WINNING AT ALL COSTS 
Many homes unintentionally 

. communicate that winning 
is everything. We compare 
siblings. We measure 
children against peers. We 
speak of success as if it 
were the ultimate proof of 
.good parenting. In such an 
environment, children may 
begin to believe that falling 
behind is equivalent to 
failing in life. When pressure 
intensifies, some young 
people learn to hide mistakes 
rather than admit them. 
They may compete harshly 
instead of collaborating 
kindly. They may prioritise 
personal advancement without 
considering who might be 
affected along the way. 

If integrity is not 
intentionally elevated above 

A father counselling his child after a clash with his 
colleagues. Nurturing empathy in children turns them 
into responsible and emotionally-Intelligent adults 

applause, ambition can slowly 
detach from responsibility. 

Decisions do not end with 
the individual who makes 
them. They echo into families, 
communities and sometimes 
the lives of children who' 
must carry consequences they 
did not create. Let us teach 
children to value 'life more 
than winning all the time. 

ORDINARY MOMENTS 
Character is rarely built on 
graduation day. It is formed 
quietly in ordinary family 
interactions. It grows when 
a child tells the truth, even 
when it is un~ornfortable. It . 
deepens when parents model 
honesty in small matters like 
finances. It strengthens when 
children see adults apologise 
and take responsibility for 
mistakes. If ambition is loudly 
celebrated, but character is 

we J)ursue 
excellence for our 
children ... may we not 

. neglect the deeper 
work of shaping their 
hearts. Ambition is 
a gift. Character is a 
safeguard. One without 
the other is incomplete. 
The responsibil itY 
with us. 

softly mentioned, imbalance 
begins. An imbalance in 
childhood often becomes 
instability in adulthood. 

Parents must go beyond 
correction and enter 
conversation. When children 
lie, we should not only 
"punish" but also discuss 
trust. When siblings quarrel, 
we should not merely 

separate them, but help them 
understand each other's 
hurt. When society faces 
painful events, we should 
not scroll pa~t ¢em but use 
them p$ opportunities to 
discuss dignity, empathy and 
consequences. 

SHARP MINDS, WEAK 
. CONVICTil:),tlS '--'--
Our education'system does 
an excellent jolT'of sharpening 
intellect. It trains analytical 
thinkers and competitive 
achievers. But intellect without 
conviction can be misdirected. 
History consistently shows 
that intelligence alone does 
not prevent harm. In fact, 
intelligence without moral 
grounding can become more 
efficient at wrongdoing. That 
is why some intelligent people 
are the ones planning evil. 

The goal of parenting 
and education should not 
simply be to produce capable 
individuals, but safe human 
beings. Children must 
understand that success 
without integrity is fragile. 
Influence without empathy 
is destructive. Achievement 
without conscience eventually 
collapses. We must raise 
children who ask not only, 
"How far can I go?" but also, 
"Should I go there?" 

BALANCE AT HOME 
Balancing ambition 
and character requires 
deliberate effort. We must 
redefine success in our 
homes. Celebrate honesty 
as loudly as high grades. 
Applaud kindness as visibly 
as competition wins. Let 
children see that character 
earns approval, not just 
performance. We must model 
restraint. Children observe . 

how we speak about others, 
how we handle conflict and 
how we respond to temptation. 
If they see us compromise 
values for convenience, they 
learn that ambition justifies 

- short-cuts. 

TEACH LONG-TERM THINKING 
Every decision carries 
cPJ!~e~ences beyond the 
present moment. Helping 
children imagine the ripple 
effects of their choices even in 
adulthood strengthell:s their 
conscie.nce. 

It trains them to consider not 
only personal gain but also 
collective impact. Ambition 
guided by character produces 
leaders who build. Ambition 
without character produces 
people who rise quickly, but 
fall painfully. 

THE ADULTS WE ARE PREPARING 
Every generation reflects 
what it was taught to value. 
If we prioritise speed over 
depth, results over integrity 
and recognition over 
responsibility, we should not 
be surprised when imbalance 
appears. 

However, if we anchor 
ambition in moral clarity, we 
raise adults who are both 
capable and compassionate. 
Adults who understand that 
success is meaningful only 
when it does not come at 
the expense of others and 
that human dignity is not 
negotiable. 

Grief has a way of reminding 
us that life is fragile and that 
choices matter deeply. The 
death tragedies we see now 
are a resUlt of ambitions to 
achieve something at any cost. 

The writer is a parenting 
coach 

In most Ugandan primary school 
classrooms, learning is dominated 
by four subjects: social studies, 
mathematics, science and English. 
'These are the pillars upon which 
Primary Leaving Examinations (PLE) 
rest. Parents, teachers, and learners 
all echo the same mantra: aggregate 
four. By Primary Six, most learners 
are aiming at this singular goal of 
passing PLE. 

Uganda needs to rethink PLE teaching format 

When play, music, art, storytelling, 
and imaginative exploration are 
pushed to the margins, children 
can become insecure, timid and 
afraid to make mistakes. They are 
"too shocked to move, too scared to 
speak". 
.,.This is what is lost when the drive 
for measurable results eclipses the 
need to nurture creativity, curiosity 
and social growth. 

The current PLE system 
inadvertently silences the voices and 
visions of young learners. It teaches 
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children to pass, but not to imagine 
or create; to comply, but not to . 
question and to be serious, but never 

. playful. 
Research and lived experience 

agree - play is not a luxury, it 
is a necessity. It is how children 
develop emotional intelligence, 
resilience, empathy, and innovation. 
Artistic expression fosters self­
worth, language development and 
collaboration. Yet in many schools, a 
child who dances freely or sketches 
thoughtfully may be seen as idle . 

Play-based environments help 
children thrive across all domains, 
including academics. They allow 
multiple intelligences to flourish: 
spatial, musical, interpersonal, 
bodily-kinesthetic and more. For 
many children in rura1 areas or low-

income families, this may be their 
only chance to discover who they 
are, recognise their gifts, and nurture 
their talents. . 

Reimagining the curriculum does 
not mean discarding rigour. It means 
redefining excellence ~ not just by 
examination scores, but by how well 
our children engage the world with 
wonder, care and originality. 

Historically, good performance 
in Primary Seven was seen as a 
gateway to good secondary school 
institutions that prized memorisation 
and obedience, hoping to shine in 
Senior Four and Senior Six. 

But the syllabus has changed and 
the tide is turning. Today, schools 
increasingly value learners who are 
expressive, creative, confident in 
discussion, skillful in execution and 

emotionally intelligent in navigating 
life's complexities. 

So, parents should not just ask 
about academics. Ask more pertinent 
questions: 
eHow much playtime does my child 
get here? 
eWhere are the swings and climbing 
frames? 
eWhere is the art and music room? 
eAre the J7s connecting through 
play, or buried in their books? 
eWhere are the signs that remind 
children of their rights? 

The future we want requires 
learners who can think beyond the 
worksheet .- who, given the right 
tools, can shape a better present and .. ~ 
an even bright future. 

The writer is a parent 


