
IT IS POSSIBLE TO 
SKILL CHILDREN WITH 
DOWN SYNDROME 
· By Aloysious Kasoma 

In December 20IO, Rosemary 
Nambooze gave birth to 

· her son while pursuing 
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her 'master's degree at the 
University Gf A1!.tw:er'p in 
Belgium. What shOllld have 
been a joyful milestone quickly 
turned into uncertainty and 
grief when doctors informed 
her that the baby had Down 
syndrome - a condition she 

Experts say autism spectrum disorder· 
affects communication, social interaction and 
behaviour, but manifests differently in each 
child. In Uganda, it is estimated to affect 
about 88 people per 10,000. Although there 
is no cure for autism or Down syndrome, 
early intervention, therapy and edl:Jcation can 
significanUy improve' quality of life. Nambooze (centre) with one of the children with Down syndrome at Angels Centre for Children 

with Special Needs. She says raising a child with special needs requires resilience 

· had never heard about. 
"I had no clue about the 

condition. For a moment, I 
thought it was Dutch that 
possibly meant a disease that 
can heal anytime, but alas, I 
was wrong," she recalls. 

As doctors explained the. 
condition and its possible 
complications, including 
hean problems and hearing 
impamnent, Nambooze 
struggled to process the 
reality. The diagnosis forced 
her to question her faith and 
future. Despite longing to . 
return home after completing 
her studies, she chose to 
remain in Belgium so her 
child could access specialised 
medical care. 

Nambooze says raising 
a child with special needs 
requires patience, resilience 
and continuous support. Many 
parents face anxiety, isolation J ' 

and exhaustion as they juggle 
therapy appointments, family 
responsibilities and work. 

"Raising a child with 

disability can feel like running 
a marathon where the finish 
line keeps moving,~ Nambooze 
says. "Many parents feel 
isolated because society does 
not always understand what 
they go through." 

When she returned to 
Uganda in 2012, Nambooze 
discovered that many children . 
with neurological disorders 
such .as Down syndrome 
and autism were hidden 
from society and treated as a 
burden. 

Determined to change 
this narrative, she began 
advocating for awareness and 
accep·tance. Together with 
her husband, she founded 
Angels Centre for Children 
with Special Needs to support 
children living with such 
conditions. 

The centre, located in Kakiri, 
Wakiso district, rehabilitates 
children with special needs 
from as young as six months 
to adulthood, focusing on 
building social, communication 

and survival skills. 
Over the past 13 years, the 

centre has handled more 
than 400 children, equipping 
them with life skills to live 
meaningful and productive 
lives. 

Parents like Margret Ngabo 
understand this journey 
well. Ngabo, a mother of a 
22-year-old autistic son, recalls 
the moment she realised 
something was different. 

"When my son was two 
years old, I realised he wasn't 
talking like other children. I 
took him to a doctor and that's 
when I learnt he had autism. 
It was difficult to accept, but 
it was the beginning of a 
long journey to find the right 
support," she says. 

Ngabo's experience reflects 
that of many parents who face 
stigma, misinformation and 
rejection. She recall6 being 
turned away by mainstream 
schools that did not 
understand autism. 

"People don't understand 

autism. When I took my son 
to a mainstream school, they 
chased him away because they 
didn't know how to handle 
him," Ngabo says. 

"Society needs awareness so 
that the mindset can change. 
We need acceptance and 
inclusion." 

SKILLING 
Nambooze say~ children with 

, Down syndrome and autism 
can lead fulfilling lives if 
supported early. She believes 
they deserve equal access 
to education, training and 
opportunities like any other 
child. Through structured 
programmes and social 
interaction, the centre helps 

Nalubega says 
cre~tive activities 
such as drawinq and 
craft-making improve 
concentration and 
communication. 

children build confidence and 
independence. 

"People with Down 
sypdrome can live meaningful 
liai've es. Each person has unique 
t .ents and personalities. They 
have dreams and deserve 
opportunities," Nambooze 
says. 

Her own son, Abryl Ebenezer 
Nuwagaba, who inspired 
the creation of the centre, is 
now a student at Kampala 
International School and an 
upcoming artiste who enjoys 
music, dance and drama. His 
progress, Nambooze says, is 
proof that early intervention 
and social exposure can 
transform lives. 

At the Angels Centre, 
social and survival skills are 
prioritised. Children are taught 
how to communicate,interact 
with others and perform basic 
tasks independently. 

Speech and language 
therapist Derrick Kalema . 
says engagement in different 
activities is critical. 

"The most important thing 
is to keep them engaged. ~ -
Some children can express 
themselves, but need 
patience and support to be 
understood," Kalema says. 

Carers also playa vital role. 
Resty Nalubega, a carer at 
the centre, says structured 
learning helps children build 
confidence and focus. She 
says creative activities such 
as drawing and craft-making 
improve concentration and 
communication. 

"In class, we focus on 
early learning, helping them 
settle and concentrate. They 
practise shading, drawing and 
making crafts, which helps - . 
them express themselve~and 
develop essential life skills," 
Nalubega says. 

Recently, the Grant Thornton 
Foundation injected sh600m 
into the centre, to boost its 
capacity to support more 
children. The <mI1ouncement 
was made by Sharon Babirye, 
the foundation's associate. 
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Alebtong district is celebrating a 
significant improvement in Primary 
Leaving Examinations (PLE) 
performance after years of posting 
bad results. 

Alebtong improves after years of poor performance in PtE ",,-. 

In 20~4, Alebtong, which was 
carved out of Lira district 16 years : 
ago, had only 59 candidates in 
division one, 1,362 iii. division two, 
1,084 in division three and 559 in 
division four. The ungraded were 884, 
while 51 were in division X. 

However, the PLE results of 2025 
were different. , 

Out of 3,674 candidates who sat for 
PLE in 2025, 143 passed in division 
one, 1.546 in division two, 799 in 
division three, 472 in division four, 
while 664 were ungraded. Those who 
were in division X were 50. 

"This is the first time in decades 
that the school has registered such 
good grades," he said. 

Alex Acir, the headteacher of 
Okokolako Primary School, said 53 
pupils passed in division one and 51 
in division two. . 

"We introduced a boarding section 
for Primary Seven candidates after 
consulting parents and the results are 
now visible," he said. 

• 
COMPARISON WITH PREVIOUS YEAR 
District leaders said the improved 

. performance is a result of 
strengthened supervision 
and moniforing of schools, 

examiners, as well as partnerships 
with development agencies and faith­
based institutions. 

"As a result, the district has risen 
from the worst IO districts to position 
123 out of 176 local governments," . ' 
Odongo noted. 

The district inspector of schools, 
Pius Okabo, attributed the improved 
performance to mini-boarding 
facilities, teacher capacity building, 
intensified school inspections, 
support and increased community 
engagement. 

Simon Eluk, a parent at Okokolako 
Primary School in Omoro sub-county, 
whose son scored aggregate 18, could 
not hide his excitement. 

improved teacher motivation and 
accountability, Teguiar engagement 
with headteachers and stronger 
:collaboration with parents and school 

management committees. Alebtong LC5 ~hairperson David 
Kennedy Odongo attributed the 
good performan4e to good planning, 
refresher trainin&s by seasoned 

"We administer end of Primary Six 
examinations to prepare learners fOl:.'<1 
Primary Seven. When the term opens; 
learners are given .another assessment 
so that by the time they are registered 
for PLE, they are well-prepared," he 
said. 
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Other contributing factors include 
community mobilisation to promote 
attendance and discipline. 
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