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Rebecca’s dream propels her from one reality to the 
next  
By: Julie DeSoto, October 2017 

Background 

I was standing in a swept dirt courtyard in northern 

Uganda. Hung laundry was gently waving in the 

breeze alongside a low, unfinished house made of 

cinder blocks. Some small chickens were scratching 

for food nearby. Rebecca sat in front of me, torn 

between the old and the new: her parents who are 

homeless day laborers who dig the community’s 

fields for 60 cents per day, and Rebecca’s standing 

as St. Catherine’s top performing Senior 5 student 

at a clean and orderly boarding school several 

kilometers down the road. 

“We thought that they were coming to arrest us, and 

we almost ran away,” Rebecca’s mother says, from 

her seat on the dusty mat. She’s referring to the 

time several weeks ago that the head teacher, and 

two other teachers showed up unannounced to 

Rebecca’s family’s shelter. They thought that they 

were coming to collect Rebecca’s past-due fees at 

the school. It was a big surprise when they found 

out that the teachers were there to take their high-

performing daughter back to school. “It was a 

miracle, we didn’t expect it at all…” Her mother 

beamed proudly at her daughter who sits in a 

beautiful white and yellow school uniform beside 

them. 

Story 

A few months ago, the school administration and 

teachers received training on World Vision’s early 

warning system: a register that tracks student 

behavior, performance, and attendance in order 

identify girls who are at risk for dropping out and 

prevent it from happening. 

As with most girls her age in Uganda, Rebecca has 

the odds stacked against her. Nearly seven out of 

ten girls her age have experienced school-related 

gender based violence. Nearly 4% of her age group 

have HIV, and girls her age are between two and six 

times as likely to be infected than boys in the same 

age range. School can protect her from HIV 

infection, but often community norms keep girls in 

the home, pressure them towards early marriage, 

and don’t see the value of girl education. 

Rebecca, St. Catherine High School, Lira Uganda    
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Rebecca considers herself lucky: she has two 

parents who support her education, a bright mind, 

and a cheerful attitude. 

However, a few months ago the school notified her 

that she had three years of overdue fees, and she 

wouldn’t be allowed to continue studying and living 

at the boarding school. She was crushed, and 

returned home. “Before the project intervened, I felt 

bad because I have the potential to perform well, but 

there was no-one to support me” she said, with tears 

in her eyes. 

A few months went by, and Rebecca spent her time 

making bread to raise money for her two younger 

sisters’ school fees. In the meantime, a teacher 

using World Vision’s project’s early warning system 

identified her as an at-risk adolescent girl. She was 

referred to stay in school committee members 

(including the high school head teacher) who came 

up with a plan of action to get her back into school. 

The head teacher drove several kilometers on a 

rough road, then walked another kilometer on a dirt 

track to seek Rebecca out at her home and bring her 

back. The stay in school committee identified a 

sponsor to pay her fees. 

Rebecca continues to feel a lot of pressure. She’s 

the first one in her family to nearly reach completion 

of secondary school. Her father only finished 

primary 6, and her mother primary 2, she is illiterate. 

Rebecca has consistently been testing at the top of 

her class, and her teacher and the school love her, 

but there is more at stake than Rebecca’s own 

future – her education and career are the only things 

that will break her family out of a cycle of extreme 

poverty and homelessness, and she is painfully 

aware of this fact. I could see the tension in her eyes 

as she sat with her family – no doubt wishing she 

could help them with the day-today challenges now, 

instead of being at a distance as she earned her 

education. 

With fierce determination and a smile, Rebecca 

climbed back into our vehicle to ride back to school 

after we had a chance to meet her family. She is 

throwing all her strength into her dream for her and 

her family’s future. 

Outcomes 

Rebecca is back in school, thanks to the 

Strengthening School-Community Accountability 

for Girls’ Education (SAGE) project under the 

DREAMS Innovation Challenge. She is consistently 

testing at the top of her class, and her teachers and 

the school love her. Each girl that Rebecca interacts 

with sees her as a role model, and the peer 

educators that helped advocate to keep her in 

school are empowered to help others like her. To 

date, over 120 girls have been returned to school as 

a result of the EWS. 

When I asked her what she hoped to do once she 

finished one more year of high school, she said that 

she wanted to become an accountant. That way, 

she explained, she could build her family their first 

house, and make sure her sisters attended school 

too. 

 “Now, I’m so happy and relieved. I want to 

encourage the girls suffering like me that they 

should not lose hope. I want to appreciate the 

donor (PEPFAR) and World Vision and encourage 

them to continue programs like these because I 

was suffering and they have given me the capacity 

to achieve my goal and helped me believe that life 

can change.” – Rebecca, 16, Lira Uganda 
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