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A Lasting Legacy
BY MOSES SSENYONJO, HE AD OF SCHOOL

R

wamagana Leaders’ School has a mission statement of providing
high quality secondary education in Rwanda by offering a
“secure and nurturing school environment that transforms
vulnerable youth into future leaders and problem solvers who champion
environmental sustainability and social change.”
From its inception in 2010, Rwamagana Leaders’ School has been
providing a learning environment for students to solve problems within
their school and local communities. Through their experiences at RLS,
our students are transforming the world around them.

ALUMNI ACCOMPLISHMENTS
Irakoze Ornella
Ornella is one of our pioneer students
and Alumni. In the midst of her final
year at University and working as RLS’
librarian, Ornella has also started the
Ikaze Faith foundation to offer home
grown solutions to one of the poor
communities in eastern Rwanda.
Through the Foundation, Ornella
provides children scholastic materials
and she hopes to offer parents financial
stability programs to improve their
welfare in the future. Currently, Ikaze
Foundation is waiting to receive a
certificate of registration after vetting
by the Rwanda Governance Board.
For more information on what
Ornella is doing to transform her

community, visit her page at https://
www.facebook.com/IFaithFoundation/
Amani Simbayobewe
Amani is a graduate of Rwamagana
Leaders’ School and the founder of
Rukundo Foundation Rwanda. He
spent over 6 years on the streets and
felt fortunate to have been given an
opportunity to leave street life and
have an education. Amani decided
to start Rukundo Foundation to help
street kids have an opportunity to
achieve their dreams. You can see how
Amani is transforming lives at https://
rukundofoundationusa.org/

OUR CURRENT SUCCESSES
We are the Winners!
Rwamagana Leaders’ School was the
2019 district winner of the Business
Club competition. The competition
was organized by Educate!, whose
mission is to promote young leaders
and entrepreneurs in Africa, and
was open to over 30 schools in the
district.
RLS Shortlisted for
Top 50 in Pan-African Awards
R wa ma ga na L e a d e r s ’ S ch o ol
was named among the Top 50
organizations that made this year’s
shortlist for the Pan-African Awards
for Entrepreneurship in Education.
T h e P a n -Af r i c a n Aw a r d s f o r
Entrepreneurship in Education is a
competition generously sponsored by
The Saville Foundation in South Africa
and managed by UK-based charity
Teach A Man To Fish. The competition
rewards the most innovative and
inspiring organizations working with
young people in Africa, cultivating
entrepreneurial and workplace skills in
youth or using innovative methods to

fund education. We are happy to have
made it among the top 50.
Better Years Ahead
As we look at educating more
youth, creating more leaders, and
empowering more community impact
transformers, Rwamagana Leaders’
School has embarked on an expansion
plan to increase our enrollment to
200 by the year 2021. However, we
cannot achieve this goal if we do not
increase the number of buildings on
campus. The good news is that we
have a library construction project
coming up. At completion, it will free
up classrooms that are currently
used as offices, create a spacious
environment for reading, and house
a clinic and administrative offices. Our
library will be a resource center where
students and the community can come
and benefit. We are excited to share
this development with our donors,
supporters, and partners, and to make
the library project a success. Together,
the future is bright in Rwanda!
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#LifeAfterWitt:
Robin Strickler ‘83

Wittenberg University Alumna Dedicates Life to Serving in Rwanda

I

n one of the smallest countries on the
African mainland, Robin Strickler,
Wittenberg class of 1983, is helping to
provide high-quality secondary education
as founder of the Rwanda School Project.
Ten years ago, her initiative led to
the opening of the Rwamagana Leaders'
School with a mission to “offer a secure
and nurturing school environment
that transforms vulnerable youth into
future leaders and problem solvers who
champion environmental sustainability
and social change.”
She now takes us inside her personal
and professional journey through a
special Q&A.
Wittenberg: Tell us about working
at the Lutheran school in Rwanda and
founding the Rwanda School Project.
Strickler: My husband, John
Rutsindintwarane, is a Lutheran pastor
from Rwanda. His work is in faith-based
community organizing, empowering
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people to improve their own communities
after the genocide of 1994. He had grown
up in a refugee camp, and secondary
education was only available to him
because of a scholarship. That was what
motivated me to think about starting
secondary education in Rwanda. I
pitched the idea to several Lutherans
and a Rwandan Catholic priest (who is
our principal today). We founded The
Rwanda School Project in 2005.
Meanwhile, someone suggested I
meet with educators from EL Schools
(formerly Expeditionary Learning). What
they were doing in educational design
and pedagogy knocked my socks off, and
I was excited that it was flexible enough
to be used in other cultures. That’s the
model we’ve followed, and it continues to
energize us and help us aim high.
Wittenberg: What makes you
most proud about the school and life in
Rwanda? How did the school develop?

Strickler: I was really committed to
an environmentally sustainable model.
Today we have 4.6 kw of solar power,
110,000 liters of rainwater catchment,
biogas toilets that provide part of the
methane gas for some of our cooking
fuel, and we have cows and chickens
on campus. (Our eggs are amazingly
tasty.) None of that has been very easy
because we’ve had to learn by doing, and
sometimes by failing. But we’ve worked
hard to create a good community at our
school. We started with three teachers
and 24 students - 12 street boys and
several older students who hadn’t been
able to afford school. Our youngest 7th
grader was 16, and the oldest was 20. We
started with a field full of bananas, and
today, thanks to a lot of people who have
helped us, we have a classroom building,
two dormitories, a science lab, and a
dining hall, which triples as our church
and auditorium.
Today, we also have a mix of wealthy
students who arrive in big cars and
students in need who come with
everything packed on their heads. We’re
very thankful to people who sponsor
neediest students. There are a lot of
kids coming from public schools that
are on split shift and still have 60 or 80
students in a classroom - they often are
from homes without running water or
electricity, and school fees are beyond
their reach. We’re proud that after three
graduating classes, all of our students
have passed national exams and about 80
percent are attending tertiary education,
many of them the first generation to do
so. The genocide was very disruptive
to family continuity - a lot of our early
students would ask each other, “Do
you have parents?” Cultural traditions
like crafts, dance, music, wild herb
harvesting, and family history were lost
for many families, so the government
and schools have encouraged culture
clubs and visits with elderly people. Our
school has a culture dance troupe, and it
is amazing.
Wittenberg: What have been the
most difficult parts of working at a
Lutheran school in a foreign country?
Strickler: I guess I would say in the
early years, people were so traumatized,

and there was so much that had to be
done. We’re incredibly lucky to have
a government that has pushed and
pushed us to improve. They say poverty
is a crisis, not business as usual. In the
12 years I’ve been here, Rwanda has
gone from six percent with electricity
to 41 percent. Rwanda has decreased
maternal mortality by 75 percent, and
secondary education access has gone
from 15 percent to more than 50 percent
who start middle school. We want our
students to be strong in character and
strong academically, literally the future
leaders of Rwanda.
Going to a Lutheran (or Anglican or
Presbyterian) service in Rwanda is pretty
different in terms of music. At our school,
Sunday services are full of drumming
and dancing, and when I come back to the
United States, I really am shocked that
people stand still in church.
Wittenberg: What impact has
Wittenberg had on your life?
Strickler: Wittenberg is entwined in
my story in a lot of ways. My connection
to Japan was furthered by my friendship
with Sachiko Kitao (who received her
master’s in sacred music at Wittenberg).
One of the most joyful and heartbreaking
stories of my life is that years later in
2012 when I was in Rwanda, Sachiko
planned to come and visit me and
the school, but that season she was
diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. She
took the initiative to gather [a few close
friends] in New York City, and we spent
three days together. Sachiko’s cancer
was still in the beginning stages, but
we knew when we said good-bye at the
airport that it was really good-bye. A
month later, she donated part of her life
savings to help us build the cafeteria
at our school in Rwanda. When our
students are doing traditional dances
there and the drums are pounding up
to the rafters, I think about how she
would be happy to hear and see that.
Sachiko embodied Wittenberg’s motto
of “Having Light, We Pass It On To
Others,” and that is always a good thing
for me to reflect upon.
Reprinted with permission from
Wittenberg University

The Power of Giving

M

y husband Mark and I recently spent a
week in Rwanda. I was anxious to get
to the school. I had long anticipated seeing
in person the new dorm, computer lab and
basketball/volleyball court, all built since
our last visit in 2015. I could hardly wait to
meet the two students we sponsor. What I
had not anticipated is the overwhelming and
awe-inspiring experience it would be for me.
Our two girls are bright, but have lost their
parents. Because of our sponsorships, they,
like 48 other students at RLS whose tuition,
room and board, uniforms and supplies are
covered by individual sponsorships, will
complete high school and be prepared to
attend university.
These two young women have hopes and
dreams just like our own children did when
they were teenagers, even though they have
already faced many challenges in their young

lives. The supportive school community gives
them the opportunity to realize those dreams
and overcome their challenges.
The gratitude and immediate outpouring
of love Mark and I experienced from them
was life-transforming. It made tangible the
difference our support has made and is making
in their lives. Hugging our girls helped us
to realize just how much of a blessing our
sponsorships have been to them. We thank
God for the privilege of being a part of their
lives.
With gratitude and thanksgiving,
Debbi Holmerud
To become a sponsor for a student
in need, please visit our website
www.rwandaschoolproject.org

MEET OUR ALUMNA

Sarah Dushimimana
Sarah Dushimimana graduated from Rwamagana Leaders’ School (RLS) in 2017.
She studied History, Economics and Geography (HEG) and scored 73 points, the
maximum grade score in Rwanda’s Advanced Level grading scale.
She joined the University of Rwanda’s College of Education to study Education
majoring in Geography and Economics in the 2018/2019 academic year.
Sarah is currently the best academically standing student in her
Department and she was awarded a merit certificate.
Sarah attributes all this success to Rwamagana Leaders’ School
and Rwanda School Project as the school built her confidence,
reading, speaking and presentation skills, all of which make her
better than the majority of the students in her Department.
Using the leadership skills and experience she got from RLS,
Sarah is currently the President of the College of Education Debating
Club and the Vice President of the College’s Governance Club. She helps
tutor her course mates and has also vowed to Volunteer at RLS to give back to the
school that nurtured her.
Sarah highly recommends RLS as the only school that prepares students for
Success at School, University and in life.
Inspired by Sarah? Take action by visiting our website www.rwandaschoolproject.
org to learn more about our work, sponsor a student like Sarah to attend RLS or
take part in our Library construction project.
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HOLIDAY GIFT OPPORTUNITY
A gorgeous 12 month 2020 calendar has
been produced and would make excellent
holiday gifts for family, friends, and
colleagues. Calendars are $25 each with
proceeds used for student sponsorships.

Please send orders with payment of $25 each to:
Rwanda School Project
1300 St. Francis Road
Santa Rosa, CA 95409
Call (707) 829-0606 for more information
Mark contribution as: calendar

LEARN.
EMPOWER.
LEAD. FUND

Three years ago, we announced the creation of an endowment-type fund
that would help our graduates in making the transition from graduation
at our school to attendance at a university. Last month, we hosted our
fifth graduation and the record of our graduates to date is remarkable.
Our fund has grown by 25%, but we still have a long way to go to make
this endowment fund large enough to help the majority of our students.
Will you consider making a donation to the Learn. Empower. Lead. (LEL) Fund?

info@RwandaSchoolProject.org

CONTACT INFORMATION
Moses Ssenyonjo, Head of School
moseskcs@gmail.com
P.O. Box 82
Rwamagana, Rwanda
Tel: +250 (0)78-856-9212
Karl Smith, President
karl@rwandaschoolproject.org
1300 St. Francis Road
Santa Rosa, CA 95409
(707) 829-0606

U.S. BOARD
OF DIRECTORS
Karl Smith, President, California
Melissa Becker, Vice President, California
Libby Bullock, Secretary, California
Joy Petty, Treasurer, California
Moses Ssenyonjo, Rwanda
Sally Bullock, California
Greg Farrell, New York
Debbi Holmerud, California
Margaret McLean, California
Melissa Roussin, Minnesota
Karen Saenger, British Columbia
Robin Strickler, Maryland
Cathy Whitlow, Virginia

RWANDA
EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE
Kazarwaq Francois, President
Moses Ssenyonjo, Legal Representative
Rutamu Augustine, Legal Representative
Karekezi Bosco
Kayihura Alex
Mpamo Andrew
Tuzanesha Daniel

