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Ameena Lalani's journey
from a young teacher to
CEO of Acorns Interna-
tional Schools reflects a
steady, purpose-driven
effort to reshape educa-
tion in Uganda through
inclusivity, innovation,
and a focus on holis-

tic child development,
writes Gloria Irankun-
da

hen Ameena Lalani came to
Uganda 14 years ago, there was
little indication that her jour-
ney would one day reshape ed-
ucation for hundreds of families.

Her passion for teaching had begun
years carlier. At just 20, while still a
college student, Lalani found herself
teaching within her community as a
religious education teacher. That mo-
ment became the first step in a much
Jarger story, fuelling her steady rise in-
to leadership.

From there, she transitioned into
Montessori education, a system that
emphasises child-centred learning.
This early exposure influenced her
broader educational philosophy, one
that prioritises inquiry, critical think-
ing, and the holistic development of
each child.

“I moved to Uganda when Acorns
Schools were still at the preschool lev-
el, and the directors were planning to
launch a primary department,” she re-

calls.

Lalani was tasked with leading this
initiative, starting with just four stu-
dents in a small house in Bukoto, Kam-

pala.

From four students to a thrivingin-
stitution.

The period of building the primary
level was characterised by intensive re-
search and careful decision-making.
Lalani studied several curricula, in-
cluding Cambridge and the Interna-
tional Baccalaureate (IB), before select-
ing a model that aligned with her vi-

sion for educationin the Ugandan con-

text.
“I zeroed in on the IB curriculum.

And the directors were very much in

line with my thought process and vi-
sion,” she shares.

Over the last decade, the school,
which began with four children, has
grown into a campus of more than

800 students. Lalani notes that this

transformation was not driven by ag-

gressive marketing or external invest-

ment, but something more organic.
“We hardly invested anything in

marketing. It was purely word of !

mouth,” she says.
Parents became advocates, students

became ambassadors, and the school's
reputation expanded throughlived ex-
: the licensing process.

perience.
Adapting toanewmodel

One of the most significant challeng-
es Lalani faced was ideological. The
curriculum she championed differed
from traditional education systems in
Uganda.

“To sell the IB curriculum to the par-
ents, students, and the community
was the hardest thing,” she recalls.

In a system where education was of-

ten equated with exams, textbooks,

troduced amodel centred on inquiry,

i ly, and engage meaning-
and measurable outcomes, Lalani in- !
: them. 2

Lalani:

CEO using inclusivy,
education to change hives
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Ms Ameena Lalani, the chief exocutive officor (CEO) of Acorns International Schools Notwork, during an interview

with this publication at the weekend. PH

Lalani’s fulcrum
Driving force.  Curriculum.
“Thechallen-  “Kisaasi offers
gesneverheld 1B curriculum
me back,even  while Lubowa
when lwas and Bunga cam-
overlooked. puses follow
Steppinginto  the Cambridge
the CEOrole  curriculum.
and inter- This dual ap-
viewingmany  proachallows
male candi- the organisa-
datespushed  tiontoservea
metobuildmy broader popu-

. confidence, lation, including
and once I did, | * families with
was able tolead varying educa-
with ease.” tional goals...,”
critical thinking, and holistic devel-
opment. Convincing stakeholders re-
. quired more than explanation.

She found herself engaging not on-
ly with parents but also with govern-
ment authorities, particularly during

“To explain to the ministry that this :

. curriculum is not just about exams :

and results, but focuses on the holistic
development of the child, was chal-
lenging,” she explains.

This shift in mindset was
gradual. It involved demon-
strating value through stu- .
dent outcomes: children
who could speak confi- |
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Building capacity fromwithin

. Another major obstacle was the !
. shortage of educators experienced |
with the IB curriculum. Hiring from |

abroad was financially unfeasible, so

i thesolution wastotrainlocal teachers. |

“Within our infrastructure, we

. trained them, and they became the |
: force,” shesays. H
: Byinvestingin professional develop-
: ment, Lalani created a team that not
¢ only understood the curriculum but !

believed init. These educators became !
i collaborators in the school’s mission, :

amplifying its impact.
!
Crossingborders

Nine years ago, Arcon Internation-

al Schools expanded to Rwanda, a de-
cision that emerged from a communi-
tyneed.

A group of parents, familiar with

: Acorn’s work in Uganda, approached
: Lalani with a proposal. A local inter-
: national school was closing, and they

wanted to preserve access to quality
education.

Lalani and her team evaluated the
opportunity and decided to step in.
They retained a significant portion of
thestaffand rebuilt theinstitution un-
der the Acorn model.

Nearly a decade later, the school is
thriving.

As Acorn’s network has grown, Lala-
ni has adopted a deliberate approach

toexpansion. Rather thanrep-

licating identical models

l across campuses, she

has diversified curric-

ula to meet different
needs.

“Kisaasi offers IB

dently, think independent- I

)
- curriculum while
) Lubowa and Bunga

fully with the world around

T
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¢ ..Cambridge curriculum. .

SUCCESSTHROUGHIMPACT

For Ameena Lalani, success
is measured not by grades, but
by the difference her students
and teachers make beyond the
classroom.

She believes education
should shape individuals who
contribute meaningfully to
their communities, guided by
character, responsibility, and
social awareness.

This vision drives her
commitment toinclusive
education, where every child,
regardless of background, has
access to every opportunity
inlife.

Through scholarships at the:
Kisaasi campus, subsidised
fees, and targeted support
for underserved groups,
including refugees at Bunga
and Lubowa, Lalani continues
to expand access.

*Success is whenteachers
and children go out and make
apositiveimpactin society,
she told the Daily Monitorinan
interview.

This dual approach allows the organ-
isation to serve a broader pqpulanon,
including families with varying educa-

tional goals and international aspira-

tions,” Lalani explains.

- Sheaddstlxatthereareplansto;etup £
© additional campuses, each designed
with specific community needs in

mind. %

Inclusive leadership
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Today, Lalani leads four campuses: ! =
three in Uganda and onein Rwanda. :
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Lifelonglearning

Despite her extensive »
Lalani continues to positie,
alearner.
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