
 

Latin American Leadership Academy 
In this People First Talk with Diego Ontaneda & Luiza Vilanova of Latin American Leadership 
Academy (LALA), we explored what it looks like to cultivate a generation of diverse, ethical, and 
entrepreneurial leaders who will serve Latin America. Watch the talk here. 
 

Key ideas 
●​ Unlocking agency early can transform a life. LALA identifies purpose-driven young people and gives 

them early access to community, mentorship, and leadership development. By offering opportunities 
to lead early in life, LALA helps young people build a new identity and belief: “I can change things.” 

●​ Selection should add value, not reproduce inequity. Most selection systems focus on minimizing 
false positives; LALA focuses on avoiding false negatives. Youth can reapply multiple times, learning a 
process that may be unfamiliar to them. The recruitment experience is designed to be value-additive, 
with reflective questions that support learning even for those who aren’t admitted. 

●​ Real leadership grows in real communities. Many project-based learning initiatives revolve around 
artificial projects. LALA instead supports young people to take on real community challenges— 
organizing, fundraising, and building solutions—so they grow concrete skills and have real impact. 

●​ Accessible role models expand what feels possible. Young people need to see leaders who look like 
them or share their lived experience. Often the most influential models are peer leaders just a few 
steps ahead. 

●​ Early entrepreneurial experience builds inner resilience. LALA nurtures curiosity, purpose, and 
comfort with failure. Young people learn to understand problems deeply, co-create with their 
communities, and build entrepreneurial skills and mindsets through getting into action. 

●​ We need an ecosystem that sees talent differently. A new marketplace of employers is needed, one 
that looks beyond percentiles, grades, and GPAs. Character, resilience, curiosity, agency, and 
entrepreneurial spirit matter far more, though these rarely show up in ways young people are graded.  
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We need to understand what are the 
biggest obstacles young people face on 
their journeys—what pulls them off a 
path of service, meaning, and 
purpose—so we can be intentional in 
how we equip them to overcome those 
challenges 
— Diego  Ontaneda 

 

For more information on the People First Community and effort, please visit peoplefirstdev.org or sign-up here. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MQigPh0Xshk
http://peoplefirstdev.org
https://peoplefirstdev.org/#join-our-community
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