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FROM WALKING 10 KM TO SCHOOL
TO IMPACTING THOUSANDS

i - THE STORY OF JAMES OTAI



BACKGROUND

Born in rural northeastern Uganda, James Otai grew up during the
insurgencies of the late 1980s and early 1990s. Rebel groups, including the
UPDA, UPA, Alice Auma'’s Holy Spirit Movement, and later Joseph Kony’s army,
frequently clashed, committing gross human rights violations that harmed
civilians. The Uganda People’s Army (UPA) was particularly active in the Teso
sub-region, where James’ family lived.

Adding to the turmoil, the Karimojong tribe regularly raided cattle, stealing
the livestock that formed the backbone of the Iteso people’s livelihood. James’
early years were spent moving between their home and Internally Displaced
Persons (IDP) camps. He remembers the constant cycle — returning home for
a few weeks, only to be rushed back to the camp at the sight of approaching
soldiers or raiders.

With such instability, education seemed like an impossible dream. His family,
struggling below the poverty line, could barely afford food and basic needs,
let alone school fees. Nursery school was out of the question.




James finally got the chance to enroll in school in 1997 when the government
introduced Universal Primary Education (UPE). He first joined Kalungar Primary
School and later transferred to Bukedea Demonstration Primary School.
Sometimes, when asked where he studied, he jokes that even Google doesn't
know his primary and secondary schools.

Without a kindergarten background, learning to read and write was a struggle.
However, most of his classmates faced the same challenge since nursery
schools were scarce in the sub-county. Those who had attended kindergarten
were admired and envied, as their English proficiency set them apart. The

rest had to work twice as hard, but James was only able to read fluently by
Primary Six. So he isn’t sure how he managed to perform well in class without
extra coaching. In his Primary Leaving Exams, James scored a whooping 11
aggregates — a solid first grade!

Every day throughout primary and secondary school, James walked over 10
kilometers to and from school. At times, the journey felt unbearable; the
routine was often irritating, but he rarely missed a day — a testament to his
unwavering commitment to education.But perhaps there was another reason
he committed to the daily commute. His
parents, determined to give their children
a better future, relied on a small 1.5-acre
rice farm to pay school fees. But even
with their sacrifices, tough choices had to
be made. One of the hardest was halting
his elder sister’'s education. James still
agonises over this today. James and his
sister were both in O'Level, but their
parents couldn’t afford school fees for
both. Perhaps believing that a boy had
better chances in life, his father prioritized
James’ education, forcing his sister to
pause her studies for two years.

Determined to justify his family’s sacrifices, James worked hard, pushing
himself to excel. His efforts paid off — he was the only student in his class to
achieve a first grade in O’Level. This outstanding performance earned him a
school bursary for A'Level! With such unimaginable success, James’ confidence
and excitement for the future was boosted.



However, success is hot always mountain tops. There are valleys in between.
James had always dreamed of becoming a scientist, but his school, St Theresa
SS Okunguro, lacked science teachers. His headteacher, Sr. Salome Aguti,
advised him to take an arts combination instead, for the sake of continuing

his studies. His cohort was the pioneering

A'Level class, so the school had not acquired
enough resources yet to successfully educate
them in the sciences. With no other options,
James embraced the path laid before him,
waking up at 3 a.m. to study, determined to avoid
a life of farming on his father’s land.

Despite the limited school resources, James
passed well enough to secure a government
scholarship at the prestigious Makerere University
in 2010. He pursued a Bachelor of Social Work
and Social Administration, completeing his
semesters and final internship in 2013, then graduating with his class in
January 2014. He later earned a Postgraduate Diploma in Project Planning and
Management from the Uganda Management Institute (UMI).

Despite his academic achievements, James’ transition into the workforce was
not easy. During his first degree, he had to complete an internship each year. In
the first year, he did one with Red Cross — Uganda. In his second year, he did an
internship with Baylor - Uganda. In his third year, he did an internship with a
local NGO in Soroti.

After graduating, he knew waiting at home for a job wasn’t an option. So he
returned to the local NGO where he had interned and began volunteering as a
Community Mobilizer. His work involved riding a bicycle long distances to check
on children’s education progress, their involvement in NGO-supported activities,
and the state of peace in their communities. He was given a lunch allowance of
UGX 5,000 per day, amounting to about UGX 110,000 per month if he worked
every day from Monday to Friday. This amount was far from enough to help
cover rent and essentials. However, he believed volunteering would build his CV
and eventually lead to a paid job. His cousin, Tom, offered him a place to stay.



For 14 months, James worked tirelessly
without a salary until he finally secured a
job at Bridge International Academies -
Uganda as a Research Associate. However,
he was posted to Kampala, where Luganda
was the dominant language — a language
he struggled with given it's not his mother-
tongue. The communication barrier made
his work difficult, especially in rural
communities.

Fortunately, within four months, he
transitioned to a new job that would shape
his future. James joined Educate! Uganda, where he quickly rose through the
ranks from Program Officer to Senior Program Officer, and later, Regional
Officer for Eastern Uganda. He worked with over 180 secondary schools,
mentoring students in leadership and entrepreneurship while training teachers
in student-centred learning. His expertise in curriculum design and human
resource management deepened, preparing him for the next phase of his
career.

Because of James’s continuous desire to improve himself and the need to
support young entrepreneurs while working at Educate! James applied for
and participated in YALI in 2016. This is the year he co-founded Imagine Her.
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A GAME-CHANGER:

THE COMMONWEALTH SCHOLARSHIP

What started as a dream to study abroad became a defining moment for
James when Windle Trust International advertised scholarships for studies in
the UK. Having worked extensively with youth in entrepreneurship, this
opportunity became a turning point in his career.

In 2019, he was awarded a Commonwealth Shared Scholarship to pursue an
MSc in Environmental and Business Management at Bangor University.

Arriving in North Wales on a chilly autumn day, James marvelled at how far
he had come. It was hard to believe that the same boy who once lost hope of
studying sciences was now flying across the world for further education. More
determined than ever to climb the ranks of success, James thrust himself
into his studies with the vigor of a matador grabbing a bull by its horns. And
all went well, until his studies were disrupted by the outbreak of COVID-19.

The psychological torture of a young, optimistic international student being
slapped in the face with early January lockdowns and restrictions in a foreign
country is unimaginable. James will never forget the crippling fear that he

was going to die. Day after day, the horror stories of undignified deaths round
the world, let alone in the UK, tried to kill his zeal for life. James was particularly
shaken by a speech from Uganda’s President, who told Ugandans abroad that
if they died, they should not be brought home. The thoughts of never seeing
his family again, of dying alone and being buried in a foreign land, were
terrifying.



Amidst the chaos, universities transitioned to online learning, forcing James to
adapt. Online discussion groups with fellow students became his lifeline.
Eventually, restrictions eased and he was able to go back into the streets and
visit the shops that sold food similar to what he missed at home — posho, fish
and goat’s meat. He was once again able to interact with the locals in
restaurants. They were warm and friendly. He was reunited in person with his
network of fellow African students who gave each other a shoulder to cling on.
As physical classes were slowly integrated back into their learning system, the
course provided him with hands-on learning experiences, including field trips,
guest lectures, business analysis, environmental management, people and
organizational leadership, and research. These skills proved invaluable upon
his return.

Despite the challenges, James graduated with distinction and returned to
Uganda in October 2020.

FROM VOLUNTEER TO CO-FOUNDER OF A SOCIAL ENTERPRISE

James had co-founded Imagine Her in 2016 with Nathan Okiror and Fiona
Komugisha. What started as a menstrual hygiene initiative soon evolved into
a women and youth economic empowerment program.

Imagine Her developed a Social Enterprise and Innovation Program, equipping
rural women and youth with skills, resources, and mentorship to start
sustainable ventures. With his newly acquired knowledge from the CSC-
sponsored master’s degree, James re-designed the program, incorporating
modern training methods.
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To date, Imagine Her has:

*Trained over 2,300 young women and youth

*Helped them create 700 enterprises

*Provided over $290,000 in returnable capital

eSupported entrepreneurs in raising an additional $150,000

As Director of Business Development and Operations, James now leads the
organization’s sustainability strategies. For the organisation’s own sustainability,
Imagine Her also offers social consultancies to generate revenue for the

organization while enhancing the capacity and impact of other social impact
organizations.

Recognition and Impact
James' dedication has earned him prestigious recognition:
+ 2024 Study UK Alumni Award finalist (Social Action category)

* Delivered a Commonwealth webinar on empowering women and youth
(Watch here)

* Alumnus of YALI East Africa (2016, Business & Entrepreneurship track)

« Mountaintop Anglican Fellow- 2024/2026 by Mountaintop International

A Legacy of Inspiration

From walking 10 kilometers to school with an uncertain future to co-founding
an organization that changes lives, James'’ journey is a testament to
perseverance, resilience, and the power of education.

He is not just a leader—he is an inspiration to young people facing adversity.
His story proves that with hard work, sacrifice, and opportunity, anyone can rise
from humble beginnings to create a lasting impact.
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