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Claudine Leary, Executive Director, Watoto Read
Watoto Read was born from the experiences of one of our Founders, Claudine Leary, who is a survivor

of the Rwandan genocide. Claudine was a college freshman in Rwanda when the violence started.  She

was forced to flee the country and eventually found safety in a refugee camp in Malawi, separated from

her family and unsure if she would ever see them again. 

 

Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) was serving in the camp, and a JRS volunteer, Joe Moretti, advocated for

Claudine to get a scholarship to Africa University in Zimbabwe. She graduated with a bachelor’s degree

in business studies in 2001, and ultimately relocated to the U.S., where she completed two higher

education degrees in business administration and divinity. 

 

Claudine is deeply grateful for the opportunity that Mr. Moretti and JRS provided for her and

recognizes that without Mr. Moretti’s advocacy and the chance for an education, her life story may

have been very different.  As a refugee Claudine spent much time caring for young children in the

camps, most of them orphans. She never forgot those children and for years dreamed of ways to

improve the circumstances and future of children like those she left behind. Claudine realizes that the

key to providing HOPE and a better life for refugee children is simple: education.



Dr. Mireille Twayigira

Mireille's Story
Mireille Twayigira left Rwanda with her

family when she was  two years old, after

her father was killed during the 1994

Rwandan conflict.  For the next six years

her family traveled from country to country

on foot.  Her mother, grandmother, and

sister all succumbed to illness during their

long journey. 

 

Mireille’s grandfather became everything to

her.  His dream was to enroll her in school.

He heard of a refugee camp in Malawi,

where there was a good school for refugee

children.  At eight years old, Mireille finally

arrived with her grandfather at Dzaleka

refugee camp in Malawi.  

 

In Dzaleka Mireille became a student in one

of  JRS’s education programs.  She found

stability and self-confidence in Malawi and

dedicated herself to her studies, eventually

graduating from secondary school among

the top three female students in the

country.  She won a university scholarship

for girls and in 2016, Mireille earned her

medical degree from a university in China.  

 

Today in addition to practicing medicine,

Mireille can be found in Dzaleka promoting

the power of education for girls through the

Naweza project, which includes

extracurricular activities, psychosocial

support, and material support to help girls

remain and thrive in school.  She also serves

as JRS’s Education Advocate, telling her

story and supporting refugees education

around the world.  “I used to look at myself

as a girl with a tragic past.  But I realized I

was more than that, I was a girl with a story

to tell.”



Amina
Who Dreams of Becoming the Prime Minister

During a 2018 visit to Djabal refugee camp in Eastern Chad, Africa, Watoto Read's Executive

Director, Claudine Leary, spoke with a group of middle school girls.  Claudine wanted to understand

better the barriers to refugee girls staying in school.  One of the biggest reasons the girls reported for

dropping out of school is that they lack adequate menstrual hygiene supplies and access to latrines,

so they can address their monthly physical needs with privacy and dignity.  

 

Claudine asked the girls during their conversation, "What do you want to be when you grow up?"  An

11- year-old girl named Amina raised her hand and said she wishes to be the Prime Minister when

she grows up, because prime ministers can solve many problems. Amina also understood that the

only way to realize her dream is to stay in school.  Many other girls had big dreams that could only

be realized with an education.  

 

Claudine and the Watoto Read team are inspired by Amina.  Amina's Dream Project was developed

in order to focus on removing barriers to girls' education.  Amina's Dream Project partners with Days

for Girls International and local sewing groups to provide menstrual hygiene kits to refugee girls in

Eastern Chad.  


