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LETTERS 

How Uganda turned 
faith into an exam 
and lost the point 

Uganda's national motto prociaims,"For God and My 
Country."Jn our schools,however,it has quietly been 
revised to "For God,My Country, and Uneb." • 

Religious Education (RE) remains one of the most 
protected subjectsJn the curriculum. It is compulsory, 
~able,and treated with a reverence uSually re­
served for national symbols. 

Question it, and you risk being accused of question­
ing God Himself Yet after decades of compulsory RE, 
Uganda must confront an uncomfortable truth: reli­
gion is being taught, but morality remains stubborn­
lyabsent. 

The proririse ofRE is'Simple and reassuring, teach re­
ligion and society will behave. If that were true, Ugan­
da would now be a moral superpower. Instead, we 
have achieved a different miracle- students who can 
quote Scripture fluently while cheating with biblical 
confidence. 
. RE has become an academic exercise,not a moral 
one. Students study it the same way they study Geogra­
phy: memorise,reproduce,forget. 

Faith is reduced to notes,ethics to bullet points, and 
conscience to"discuss in five points."Holiness,it turns 
out, does not survive marking schemes. 
-Uganda's religious landscape has changed, but the 

RRsyllabus has not. According to the 2024 UBOS Cen­
sus,millions ofUgandans belong to traditional fuiths; 
minority religions, or none at all Yet in our class­
rooms, the choice remains stubbornly binary-Chris-
tian or Muslim. .. 

Everyone else is treated as an administrative incon­
venience-present in the country, absent from the syl-' 
labus. 

This is not inclusion; it is polite erasure.A national 
curriculum should reflect the nation as it is,not as it 
once was. 

There is also a practical question we avoid: why are 
public schools doing theological work better han- . 
dled by homes and fuith institutions? Uganda already 
struggles to deliver quality science, literacy, and digital 
skills. Adding compulsory spiritual formation to this 
list stretches schools beyond their mandate. 

Those called to religious study have seminaries,ma­
drasaS, and thet logical colleges designed for that pur­
pose. For everyone else, ~ompulsory RE is an unneces­
sary burden that delivers grades-but little guidance. 

To be clear, this argument is not an attack on fuith, 
nor a dismissal of religion's vital role in Ugandan soci­
ety.Churches,mosques,and traditional belief systems 
remain among the strongest moral institutions we 
have pr:oduced 

The question is not whether religion matters, but 
whether the state is equipped to examine beliefwith­
out emptying it of meaning. 

Defending fuith does not require defendllg a sylla­
bus, and questioning compulsory Religious Education 
is not the same as questioning God. If anything,it is an 
appeal to. take both fuith and education seriously-by 
placing each where it can do its best work. 

IfRE must remain,it should be radically reimagined. 
Teach about religion,not into religion. Let students 
learn how belief systems have shaped society without 
being examined on personal fuith. That would be ed­
ucation. 
If ~ch reform is impossible, then perhaps RE should 

step aside from the examinable curriculum altogetb­
er.Faith survived for centuries.without Uneb.It may 
yet recover once freed from it. 

Perllaps the most honest reform would be to admit 
what we already know but fear to say: schools do nOt 
manufacture.morals.and examinations do not pro­
duce virtue. A nation that still cheats,lies, and steals af- • 
ter decades of compulsory Religious Education is not 
suffering from a lack of religion, but from a surplus of 
pretence. 

Until we ~paraJ;e fuith from fear offuilure,and mo­
rality from marks, we will continue to worship at the 
altar ofUneb while pretending it is God we are serv­
ing. That conversation may be uncomfortable, but it is 
long overdue. 

Stephen Ssemaala, J.D 
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LETTER OF THE DAY 

Dear M.r President~ I made it ... . 
My name is Paul Oduya from 

Mbale District, and I am writ­
ing to you today with immense 
happiness and profound grati­
tude, on the cusp of a significant 
milestone. I am set to graduate 

.' from Makerere University with 
a Bachelor of Science in Water 
and Irrigapon Engineering on 
FebruarY Z4,2026. 

My entire academic journey, 
from primary to university, has 
been a direct result ofth~ inval­
uable support of government 
schools and scholarshi~. 

This journey has not only 
transformed my life but also 
stands as a living testament to 
Uganda's potential, making me 
a passionate advocate for count­
less others whose dreams still 
hang in the balance across our 
country. 

I was a child in Primary Two 
when I lost my mother, who 
was the sole breadwinner for 
our family. It was through the 
unwavering care of my aunties, 
Cissy and Nakintu, that I found 
the support needed to navigate 
those early, !iifP.cult years. Yet, 
through resilience and the op­
portunities provided, I perse­
vered. 

I wish to express my profound 
gratitude for the invaluable ed­
ucational.opportunities I have 
received throughout my aca­
demic journey. From Univer­
sal Primary Education (UPE) 
at Maluku Primary'School and 
Universal Secondary Educa-

. tion (USE) at Mbale Second­
ary School- both government 
schools that offer a vital life­
line of hope for orphins and 
the poor in our society - to my 
university studies at Maker­
ere, which were made possible 
through a district quota scholar­
ship,I have been a direct benefi­
ciary of government-supported 
education. 

While UPE was a crucial initia­
tive,I reccill. the reality of school 
fees, around Shs10,400 ,along 

with other essential contribu­
tions like brooms and toilet pa­
per. These 'expenses, though 
seemingly small, presented sig­
nificant hurdles at times. De­
spite these challenges, we nev­
~ had to spend a term at home, 
a testament to the enduring 
hope for education. These op­
portunities, irrespective of the 
perceived prestige of the insti­
tutions, have enabled me to 
compete and succeed on par 
with peers who attended more 
expensive schools or studied 
abroad. 

My primary motivation for 
this letter is to advocate for 
many others who, like me, are 
eager for educational oppor­
tunities but do not receive the 
chance. I was incredibly fortu­
nate to be one of just eight ben­
eficiaries from Mbale District to 
receive a district quota scholar­
shi.p. 

While national merit schol: 
arships are commendable for 
recognising top academic tal­
ent, they often benefit students 

from expensive private schools 
who may already have signifi­
cant financial resources .. 

This means they sometimes 
go to individuals who can afford 
the. university tuition regard­
less, whereas the district quota 
system specifically targets and 
supports students from disad­
vantaged backgrounds Who 
genuinely need financial assis­
tance to access higher educa­
tion. 

Imagine the exponential 
growth we could foster if these 
district quota slots were ex­
panded. If the average were to 
increase from seven to a mini­
mum of30 students per district, 
we would not merely be adding 
numbers; we would be multi­
plying hope, talent, and future 
contributions to our nation. 

Each additional s1'ot repre­
sents another Oduya Paul, an­
other bright mind ready to solve 
challenges and innovate for 
Uganda. These empowered in­
dividuals, molded by our public 
education systern,p0sses5 an in-

herent resilience and resource­
fulness that will undoubtedly 
serve our country'well, regard.­
less of the immediate employ­
mentlandscape. 

My own experience at Maker­
ere further solidifies this; I was 
honoured to serve as a guild 
leader on the Students' Parlia­
ment (90th guild house), elected 
by students from diverse back­
groundS. This role unequivocal­
ly demonstrated how access to 
quality education, particular­
ly at university, fosters equ'ali­
ty and empowers individuals 
from all walks of life to rise to 
leadership. 

Furthermore, I urge your gov­
ernment to consider enhancing 
the financial facilitation provid­
ed to university students on gov­
ernment scholarships. The cur­
rent allowance of ShsSoo,ooo 
for a four-month period is in­
adequate. This translates to a 
daily expenditure of approx­
imately ShS4,OOO which is of­
ten barely sufficient for a sin­
gle meal. This leaves students 
struggling to cover basic needs, 
scholastic materials, and es- ' 
sential healthcare. Such finan­
cial strain can ~grettably lead 
to serious health issues, such as 
ulcers, and tragically compel 
some students to pursue alter­
native means of income, which 
can jeopardise their academic 
completion. 
I am confident that a thought­

ful increase in this facilitation 
could significantly alleviate 
these burdens and ensure more 
students successfully complete 
their courses. 

Thank you for 'four valuable 
time and consideration of these 
critical matters that shape the 
future of our nation's youth. 

Paul Oduya, 
oduyapaul1@gm~I.~m 

What special skills are you taldngaway from AgaKban University? 

Gilbert Biryhawoho, 
Master's Degree 
in Education 
When I became impaired, I 
did not think I would go back 
to school but here I am now 
with a Master's degree from 
Aga Khan University,I believe 
the sky is only the beginning. 

A 

DorothyFetaru, 
Master of Education 
I am empowered to lead the 
community because I have 
enhanced roy sense of ser­
vice to community,I have 
been trained howto handle 

• patients hwnanely regard­
less of tribe, religion or skin 
colour. 

Julian Mwine,Executive 
Master's Degree in Media 
studies 

. This course is intended for 
people at management lev­
el in the media industry to 
learn new skills,come up 
with innovations that make . 
the media relevant for the 
21st Century. 

Joyce Akwero,Bachelor 
of Science' in Nursing 
My knowledge and skills 
inmynursing career have 
been enhanced in under­
standing what is meant by 
quality of care of patients. 
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