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Erin Cynkar, fifth-grade teach-
er at Flagstaff Academy, spent two 
weeks in Iganga, Uganda working 
with local teachers at the Musana 
School. There she helped teachers 
develop instruction strategies in 
phonics, reading comprehension 
and writing.

The two-week trip took her 
to a school where technology is 
non-existent and textbooks are 
rare; where teachers teach by 
rote and repetition, and where 
students copy work from chalk 
boards. Even so,Cynkar said the 
amount of teaching and learning 
that occurs at Musana is inspiring, 
because students and teachers 
display such an eagerness for 
knowledge.

Fourteen people from Colo-
rado from various backgrounds 
attended the trip, each holding in-
dividual fundraising events to help 
finance trip costs. Cynkar heard 
about the opportunity through her 
involvement with Flatirons Com-
munity Church. Other teachers 
have gone to the school to work 
on different teaching techniques, 
but this trip specifically focused 
on phonics education.

“The goal was to teach strate-
gies that the teachers in Musana 
could then apply to their own 
lessons and curriculum,” said 
Cynkar.

The Musana Day-and-Board-
ing School is part of the Musana 
Community Development Or-
ganization, which employs about 
20 teachers who instruct 600 
students ages two through 14. 
Originally a home for orphans, 
Musana is now well on its way 
to becoming a self-sustaining 
community extending beyond the 
school’s walls. The intent is to cre-
ate businesses that are owned and 
operated by the community of 
Iganga, creating sustainable proj-
ects in farming, a café/restaurant 
and exportable crafts that employ 
local women. “We saw several 
of the projects they are working 
on, from growing bananas to the 
beginnings of a dairy farm,” said 
Cynkar.

One of the challenges faced 
when teaching phonics and read-
ing comprehension is the lack of 
a history in reading literature. 

“They are not a reading culture; 
they are storytellers, and have a 
strong oral history,” explained 
Cynkar. “They have amazing 
stories and folklore, but none of 
them are written, and it’s hard for 
them to make a connection with 
Western literature.”

Together, the group from 
Colorado and the Musana teach-
ers worked on how to teach 
writing and phonics, along with 
cross-curricular strategies to teach 
writing in math, science and so-
cial studies.

The two groups of teachers 
collaborated to overcome the 
unexpected challenges posed by 
different accents, and the British 
influence on local pronunciation. 
“Their native language is their 
tribal language, and the national 
language is English,” said Cynkar. 
“We tried to work on finding 
sounds in their words that worked 
with the phonic pronunciation, 
rather than our words when 
teaching phonics,” she added.

In addition to limited technol-
ogy, supplies there are few. The 
elements of teaching, however, 
remain the same, with teachers 
there struggling with the same 
problems teachers do here. They 
want to reach every child. “‘What 
do we do with the high achiever? 
How do we challenge the stu-
dents who want more?’ Those 
are the questions they asked us, 
and we told them, those are the 
same things we struggle with,” 
Cynkar said.

The students Cynkar found 
had a great deal of self-discipline 
and a profound sense of responsi-
bility. “This comes from their life; 
at three they have chores to do, 
and if they don’t get them done, 
they don’t have clothes to wear, or 
get to take a bath,” she said.

Two weeks can go quickly, and 
when it was time to leave, Cynkar 

had mixed emotions. She will al-
ways remember the little girl that 
shadowed her during her stay, as 
well as the day the children played 
outside in a downpour; the trip 
she took to the Nile; an amazing 
sunrise run; and the bonds formed 
between the two groups of teach-
ers. Most of all, she will remember 
how hungry the local teachers are 
to help their students learn and 
become leaders in their country. 
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Erin Cynkar, fifth grade teacher at Flagstaff Academy (pictured center, in the blue shirt) along with other area 
educators, visited the Musana School in Iganga, Uganda for a two-week teacher training session. 
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