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Leila Mpanga (second right) and Yasmin Katushabe (middle) founded Harmony International School to create an education model that goes beyond exams to prepare children for a changing world. 
PHOTO/COURTESY . 

How two women are rethinking school 
Leila Mpangaand Vas­
min 1<atu8habe are 
transforming education 
at Harmony Intemation­
aJ Schoof, focusing on 
Ufe skills, criticaJ .think­
ing, and WaJU8S beyond 
exams. 

BY EDGAR R BATTE 

• Foundations built on experience 
~ Mpanga'S engineering background,spe-
• cialising in mechatronics, an interdisci­
~ plinaIy engineeringfield rombiningme-
• chanical, electrical, compu~ and soft­
! ware engineering, which gave her Skills 
! in systems thinking and problem-solv­
• ing. Yet education entered her life much 
: earlier."My grandfather built cormmmity 
~ schools,"she says."! grewup visitingtheni 
~ with my fatha;interacting with learners 
! and teachers.Educationstayed witbme." 
• For Mpanga, education is about conti­
: nuity and responsibilit¥She pursued en­
: gineering abroad but returned with the 
: belief that beth protessions,engineering 

lj. a Mpanga trained as an engineer; • andeducation,couldcoexist."!didnotsee 
Yasmin Katushabe as a communica- : it as a trade-off,"she explains. "Engineer­
tions expert. TogetheI; they applied : ing was an achievement; eduC<!tion was 

eir professional experience to ad- • a caDing." 
dress a question theyfirstasked asyoung : Katushabe's path was different. With a 
mothers: What kind of edu.cation pre- : background in comlnunication,she un­
paresachildforafuturethatkeepsevolv- . • derstoodhow people learn and express' 
ing? - . : "ideas.Motherlloodsharpenedherfucus; 

Their answer was Harmony Interna- : shewantedhercbildrentogainskillsthat 
tionalSchoolinKansangaAtthetimeof : extended beyond academics,including . 
the interview,the school is quiet. It is the : confidence, creativity, and practical ap­
holidays, and the rlIythm oflessons has : plication.Schools that aligned with these 
paused. Under a mangotree, they talk ! valueswereeithertooexpensiveortoofo. 
about how the school started. and the • cusedongrades. 
philosophy that guides it. : "We saw children performing well on 

Hannony Openedin2012 withjustfour • paper but struggling to adapt or express 
children, mostly their own and those of ~"shesays. 
stafIWithinsix months,enrolrnenthad : The two women met through a mutu­
grown to 20. Growth was deliberate,fo- • al connection, discussed their concerns, 
cusing on systems, values, and purpose : and decided to start a school reflecting 
ratherthanscaleorflashyinfrastructure. : theirvision.Earlyyearsinvolvedleaming 

: on thejob,observing children,aqjusting 

Uganda's private education 
sector has expa.nded steadily 
over the past two decades, driven 
by rising urban populations and 
parental demand for alternatives 

. togovemmentschools. Many 
. priva~e institutions compete 
on performance in national 
examinations, marketing high pass 
rates and visible infrastructure as 
markers of quality. 

However, educators and 
policymakers increasingly 
acknowledge a broader challenge: 
how to prepare learners for 
a labour market shaped by 
technology, automation, and 
global competition. Discussions 
around competency-based 
learning, digital literacy, and soft 
skills, such as communication 
and critical thinking, have gained 
prominence . . 

While exams remain central to 
progression within Uganda's 
system, some schools are 
experimenting with blended 
curricula, project-based leaming, 
and stronger-parent partnerships 
in response to changing 
expectations. 

practices, and refining systems. They be­
gan with early childhood education, be­
lieving strong foundations were essen­
tial. 

Leamingforachangingworld 
Today, Hannony serves children from 

'six months to 12 years, offering both 

losophy is grounded in faith and moral 
~shaping leadership,discipline,and 
relationships. Teachers-modehespect, . 
honesty, and responsibility. Parents are 
partners in education,creating a triangle 
ofsupp6rt: cbild,schoo~andhome. 

Clearroles 
national and international curricula. Running a school together for more 
Yet.the founders view curriculum as a than a decade has required clear roles 
framework rather than the core focus. and trustKatushabe manages finance; 
"What matters is what you do with it," Mpangaleads administration. Decisions 
Katushabe says. Education, they argue, are guided by principles, debated open­
shoulddevelopthinking,socialskills,and ly,andresolvedcollaboratively.Financial 
adaptabilitylotjust exam performance. discipline is strict: Harmony has grown 

Exposure outside Uganda influenced without commercial loans, reinvesting 
their approach. While the Ugandan sys- profits intothe scboolratherthandistrib-· --~ . 
tern fosters discipline and resilience, utingthemaspersonalincome. 
the founders observed that academic The founders have resisted competing 
achievement alone does not ensure ad- on visible infrastructure or marketing. 
aptabili1¥Childrenmayexcel on tests but "We are building for the long term, not 
struggle with communication,~ trends,"Mpanga says.Man)r of their first 
and problem-solving. leamersarenowin secondary school,yet 

"By the time our children are adults, fumiliesremainconnected,reflectingthe 
somejobs may not exist,"Mpanga notes. (]811;1 Qlily thefoonders value. 
"Preparing learners solely for existing Success, for theni,is measured less in 
protessions is no longer enougb." ~ awarthorrankingsthanincharacter."We 

Hannony integrates life skills,Cl~ • hear how rur children interact and how 
and critical thinking alongside academ- l theycarrythemselves That tells us some­
ics. Childrefl. are encouraged to ask que;- ~ thingisworlting, "Katushabe says. 
tions,collaborate, won with their ~ ~ TIle school in essence, represents a de­
and reflect on values. nrlmoIogy ~ used ~ liberate response to a changing world It 
deliberately: ICT tools support learn- ~ prioritises adaptab~critical thinking, 
ing, and students discuss global issues in l and ethical engagement, alongside aca­
clubs and structured diSClJssjons Digital • demics. Mpanga and Katushabe aim to 
responsibility and ethics are emphasised : produce learners who can navigate un­
alongiidepracticalskills. : certainty, think independen~ and up-
YdbJfS..J'f'Illaincentral.'Jbe.~..P9!: Lhold values in their actions. .. ~ 


