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It is the rainy season in Rwanda, a time of dramatically stacked clouds of white and silver
and black and streaky pink and orange sunsets, a time when mornings are chilly and you need
blankets at night. Everything is lush and green and misty, and the mountains have a sparkly
edge to them. Storms are sudden and mostly short-lived, and the rain comes in driving sheets
that wash away everything in its path and makes turgid waterfalls in the streets. For me in a
secure house, it is a season I love, but for many, the crops are not yet grown and it’s a time of
food scarcity and colds, leaky roofs and sick children.
It has been a season of difficult stories at our school. Mr. Muhire and I went to visit one
student who went through an agonizing decision to withdraw after she realized that her
family desperately needs her labor in order to make ends meet. The girls in her class cried the
day she said good-bye, and while we’ve assured her that the door is still open, she is 18 and
sees that she has to shoulder adult responsibilities sooner rather than later.
Another talented girl of 14 has missed school relatively often, because she lives alone
with her grandmother, and her grandmother is ill and requires her care. We went to visit her,
too — an austere and clean home sparsely furnished, her dignified grandmother carefully
dressed but speaking softly, because it was hard for her to breathe easily. It helped us to
understand why her granddaughter is serious and self-disciplined at school. On October 24,
her grandmother passed away, so many of us at school went to visit her home during the
bereavement.
For me, one of the hardest stories has been that of the widowed mother of four sons, aged
6 to 17, who is nearly frantic with worry, because she has cancer and doesn’t have easy
solutions for how to care for her sons as she gets sicker. She has relatives with means who
refuse to take care of them and she doesn’t have enough money to pay her medical costs, her
rent, their upkeep, and their school fees. I’m reminded again and again in Rwanda that the
pressures even on wealthy families from those friends and relatives who are poor is often real
and painfully personal. Decisions to be selfish or helpful are not abstract but very real.
We cannot fix all ills, but one of our students in S2, a
former street boy named Bruno, who lost his father years
ago and whose own mother is ill, went to the clinic one day
for medicine. He came back to school and said, “There are
some really desperate people there. We should try to help
them.” He urged his classmates to donate food, cash and
used clothing and he wrote a letter to the hospital to request
that students could visit. After three weeks of preparation,
a delegation of about 20 students went to visit the hospital,
visiting the various wards, talking to sick children, singing
and, giving their gifts. Hospital administrators were
pleased and promised to continue the relationship. We
were proud of Bruno’s thoughtfulness to others and his
initiative.
We have less than two weeks to go before the end of
our school year, and students will be giving presentations
on November 4. We are urgently hoping that we can make
ends meet for a new dormitory that will house 30 girls
starting next year in January. We’ve had a generous offer
Students tour hospital ward
from an anonymous donor to match all donations up to
$20,000! Our timeline is short, but the plans are simple: a large room that will have 15 bunk

beds and a separate building with pit latrines and bath “rooms” (no hot showers in our budget
yet!). A dormitory will enable us to attract parents from Kigali and Uganda, who can afford
to pay the tuition for school — which will help us to be sustainable as an institution. Please
check our website (www.rwandaschoolproject.org) if you’d like to help us reach this goal.
Thanks to Wheat Ridge Ministries and Rotary Clubs International, we are becoming
sustainable in some other ways, too. Work on ten new latrines is nearing completion, and
everyone will be glad when we don’t have to share 2 toilets among 48 people! In addition,
we’re about to begin construction on the first part of our biogas digester, which will
eventually provide methane gas power for cooking and in our science lab (as opposed to the
firewood we are using now!). We also spent an hour the other day shoveling chicken manure
to be carried out to our gardens, and we’ve experienced the biogas in chicken manure
firsthand: That stuff was hot!!
I was very excited the other day when the six students serving on the Chicken Committee
came back from their research on chicken care. Strongly motivated by questions like “How
much should I feed my chickens?” and “How do I care for a sick chicken?” and “What is the
best diet for my chickens?”, they had used the techniques they learned in English class to
make notes and distill their ideas. It was truly Expeditionary Learning in action!
Finally, as the year comes to a close, we have continued with our beginning Step and
Double Dutch sports program. The ropes were flying the other day after school: It was lovely
and mild and sunny, and the students were experimenting with how to jump in to the double
ropes, and they found that it’s not easy! Three students have managed to jump ten times
before getting caught in the ropes, but I didn’t manage to catch it on film. I was impressed
that they tried so hard and didn’t give up. But we are still looking for a Double Dutch coach
or a Step coach who might be willing to volunteer with us for two months. If you think you
know that person — or if you think you are that person — jump up and tell us!
I’d like to say a special thank you to many people in Sierra Pacific Synod who sponsored
and hosted the first Lutheran Church of Rwanda Youth Delegation (which included four of
our students) in July. It was a no-holds-barred trip: high ropes course with Lutheran youth in
California, beach clean-up, prayers together, retreat planning, goal setting, visits to churches,
a food pantry, Yosemite, and more. Youth came back determined to introduce more
volunteerism to Rwandan churches and are organizing a December Lutheran Youth
Gathering. It was very much Faith Active in Love, and those who went have continued to
demonstrate their leadership in school, and the youth are keeping in touch via Facebook and
e-mails.
And THANK YOU to everyone at the close of our third year for making so many
amazing things happen. In 2005, this school was just an idea. Now we have parents from
Kigali asking about our program and people in government wanting to know what we are
doing. Twenty-two students are singing in the choir with the Rwamagana congregation.
Three more of our girls were chosen for the Peace Corps G-L-O Camp this year, and we
know that we are profoundly changing young people’s lives. Thank you for supporting my
work as a Lutheran Missionary with ELCA, for sponsoring students, for sending books and
materials, praying for us, and offering advice. Please continue to walk with us in 2012 —
the journey is exciting!
Blessings and peace,
Robin Strickler
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In Expeditionary Learning, students use Post-it
notes to write down important questions or points
they find in their reading, which helps them to learn
note-taking skills. We are finding that students’
reading level is improving.
We also find that students have a high level of
reading motivation, even to tackle difficult
vocabulary, when the reading is related to something
that matters a lot to them.
Our students study all classes in English and
they also study Kinyarwanda and French. It’s a
demanding task in a country located between
diverse cultures!

Amani and David spend two hours a week
organizing the library, reading the shelves and
monitoring use by other students. At a recent
Morning Circle when the student leader asked what
students wished for, Amani said, “I wish students
would return their books on time!” Students are
beginning to refer books to each other and
recommend what they like — a new experience
for them.
Things are jumping after school on Wednesdays,
when the anti-AIDS club meets. Activities center
around STDs, health, gender equality, relationships,
conflict management, and self-expression. Afterward,
it’s time for Double Dutch practice! So far, four
students have successfully jumped using two ropes at
the same time.

Ten youth and two advisors, including four of our students, arrive exhausted but excited
at Dulles Airport after 18 hours of travel and 6 more to go. Both Rwandan and California
youth were deeply moved by the opportunity to continue building their partnership.

