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By 
Ann Therese Ndong’ Jatta, Director, UNESCO Regional Office for 

Eastern Africa 
 
Introduction 
 
Salutations: Excellences, the first lady of the republic of Zambia, the 
Commissioner of the AU, the special envoy for women of the AU, Honorable 
Ministers, the Executive director of FAWE, members of FAWE, 
representatives of development partners, girl-child delegates and role 
models, invited guests, ladies and gentlemen of the press, dear colleagues 
from the UN system a warm welcome to this auspicious occasion marking the 
silver jubilee since the founding of  this formidable initiative.  UNESCO 
appreciates his special honor and invitation to give the keynote address at 
this important conference.  
 
May I start by thanking you all for accepting to be part of this historic 
moment when FAWE celebrates its silver jubilee, which would at the same 
time provide the opportunity during this assembly to undertake a 
retrospection, and introspection to come up with perspectives and a 
prospective outlook of FAWE for the next 25 years. It has been a journey that 
most of you and myself have been proudly a part of either at the very start or 
somewhere along the way. Each one of us can therefore contribute to putting 
together this story on what began with five female Ministers of Education to 
change the trajectory of the opportunities of the girl child. What started as a 
conversation led to a proactive stance that created first a movement for girls’ 
education to an agenda, policy and program for implementation. There was 
a good uptake and very soon, the circle grew from five and multiplied to 
several others and the institutionalization of FAWE serving as an NGO to 
influence at the local, regional and global levels. Bravo to the great women 



 

2 | P a g e  
 

who we should also celebrate today as we mark 25 years since the birth of 
this phenomenal action. 
 
Excellencies, Distinguished Personalities and Delegates, today I would wish 
for us not only to bask on our laurels but to assess and prepare strategically 
for the future we want by taking stock of thought processes and actions 
overtime which led to one phenomenon or another in the history of the 
different women related movements and results or outcomes.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
I invite you all to take a short walk with me through the various milestones 
in time over the last 50 plus years through: 
 
1. Tracing the different women movements/initiatives  
2. Trends analysis of the outcomes--- including a few graphs 
3. Defining the theme of normalcy vis –a- vis nature/nurture and the role of 
FAWE going forward 
4. Policy and action towards achieving the SDGs from this new lens of 
normalcy 
5. Conclusion 
 
Tracing the Different Waves of Women Movements/Initiatives 
 
From the early 50’s through to the 90’s when we witnessed the birth of 
FAWE, the world has seen various actions and reactions from women groups 
as a reflection of societal issues, expressions and interpretations of how 
women felt and thought - consequently leading to different manifestations 
and actions to correct, to change, to improve or to normalize the status of 
women in society. In the tracing of these different periods in history I thought 
of how to address this assembly and what could be an appropriate theme to 
allow me to create a juxtaposition of the journey travelled by FAWE and how 
it is linked with the movements which took root in the West and very quickly 
took root and became a global agenda for women and girls. A careful analysis 
of the history of engagement of enlightened ladies has always been part of 
history but more at the domestic level. Taking on a global level moved in 
waves from passive aggression, to assertiveness, the women’s rights and 
affirmative action to the present move for equal rights, and opportunities as 
per the present global agenda of the SDGs. The different waves saw feminism 
which could be described as passive aggressiveness of women defining and 
redefining who they are and campaigns targeting their own kind - the female 
gender. This period ran from the 50’s through to the early seventies. This 
could be marked as a period of much sensitization and mobilization among 
educated women in particular. Most of the actions were more or less to 
mirror what men represent and to create similar or parallel associations. The 
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goal essentially was fighting for the rights of women to be recognized and for 
them to become part of policy making. What was the stance of feminists? Can 
one assess the outcomes as successful? I would come back to that later. 
 
The awakening of the stance of women not to be left behind continued into 
the 70’s and 80’s in a structured and negotiated way for affirmative action, 
which led to regional and global conferences of women and resulted in the 
development of affirmative action for women to have access to their basic 
social, economic and political  rights. This was again marked by educated 
women negotiating on behalf of women at all levels of society. This period 
saw the creation of first women bureaus to what in most countries are called 
Ministries of women affairs and appointments of women in leadership 
positions albeit very much stereotyped roles of Ministers of education, health 
and community development/social welfare. What could be seen within the 
traditionally assigned roles of women to nurture and care. Can this period be 
assessed as successful?  This second wave also saw the birth of FAWE and 
EFA.  
 
The third wave was a deepening of an appreciation of inequities and gender 
and this could be linked to the period of the MDGs and coincided with the AU 
second decade on education. There had been a period of maturity in the 
understanding of the issues from a better appreciation of the economic 
contribution of women and therefore increased investments to make gender 
relations and opportunities more realistic. This wave had been marked by 
greater inclusive advocacy for change. The Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), and the AU 2nd decade on education have been discussed extensively 
and the results opened to a number of interpretations but which ushered in 
the new global agenda of the Sustainable Development goals and global 
agenda 2030 and the African Union agenda 2063 and the continental 
education strategy agenda 2016-2025. This new wave is a reality check on 
development issues in general whether human, social, economic etc., over 
the last 70 plus years of development. This time round the negotiation of 
participation, inclusion and role of women leadership have taken a more 
serious global stance and underpins every one of the 17 SDGs, agenda 2063 
and their implementation.  
 
Trends and Analysis of the Outcomes of the Different Waves 
 
The rhetorical question posed earlier of the outcomes of each of the waves of 
women’s movement can be responded to in a few words. It was in my view 
additive to the level we have attained today. Moving from aggressiveness, 
which results in often times to extremism, to one where there is increased 
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understanding and knowledge of the issues and the need for change. 
Presently we have reached a more comprehensive conclusion of the role and 
value added of the female gender to development using scientific, economic, 
social, cultural and political arguments and empirical evidences. A quick 
cursory glance over the different development indices show progressive 
growth in the inclusion, participation and active involvement of women 
across the wide spectrum of the development trajectory. There has been 
progressive rise and growth in access, retention and completion of girls in 
the different levels of education even though there is still much room for 
improvement.  There has been increased access of women to finance, land 
and credit for economic activities.  There has been increased participation of 
women in leadership positions, greater awareness, participation in politics, 
and political leadership positions in government, parliament, and non-
governmental /private sector led initiatives. It is noteworthy that despite the 
growth in the level of participation, goals set for affirmative action of a quota 
system is yet to be realized across Africa except for a few isolated cases of 
countries like Rwanda, Senegal, Tanzania to mention a few. FAWE should be 
commended for its active role in raising the bar for increased access and 
retention of the girls in education and for the pioneering role of helping to 
introduce chapters in over 30 countries; TUSEME clubs and gender 
responsive pedagogy in the teaching of the sciences.  However the question 
is has it made very important dent in the academic attainments of the female 
gender? 
 
The struggle to get all girls to access quality education across the different 
cycles of education remains a challenge, which is non-negotiable. This 
struggle it must be noted benefits the male gender as well. A few statistics to 
compare Africa to the rest of the world can prove the situation faced in Africa. 
Across the world, SSA has the highest rates of education exclusion. Data from 
UIS indicates that in 2016 60% of youth between the ages of 15 and 17 were 
out of school with 36% of adolescence girls compared to 32% of adolescent 
boys being disadvantaged in education participation. African governments 
must invest more heavily beyond primary levels be it in education, health, 
agriculture or industry.  The African human development index also 
referenced that « while significant progress has been made across numerous 
fronts in most countries in the continent, the reality is that gender equality 
for African women and girls is still far from satisfactory ». Further data on 
participation at secondary and tertiary education where it is provided by 
governments show even statistics, which are far from desirable. A major 
problem to substantiate claims of inequity and inequality is that not all 
countries in SSA regularly submit data on secondary and much worse on 
tertiary level education. Closing the gender gap in education attainment 
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especially in the secondary and tertiary education requires acknowledging 
the systemic discriminatory environments, which affect girls and at times 
boys. Governments cannot continue to hide the facts by not collecting and 
analyzing quality data to inform policy priorities to over come the huge 
capacity gap to not only close the gender gap but to make smart policies for 
sustainable development. 
 
In linking education content and its relevance to development and the 
participation of women in development, one could situate the issues of 
quality to include not only the professional development of teachers but also 
the disciplines taught related to science, technology and innovation for the 
transformational development of Africa. In this regard, again the disparities 
in the participation of the female gender and the choices accessible to the 
already low participation rate of women in secondary and tertiary levels of 
education is negligible and slightly in favor of the male gender. An area of 
particular importance for sustainable development and equal participation 
of both genders is the area of STEM/STEAM. In the prevailing environment 
where ICT has become essential to daily life and work, structural 
transformation of African economies depends on the progress of 
governments and the private sector as well as financing institutions and 
donors to invest adequately to develop requisite skills through science, 
technology, engineering, arts and mathematics (STEAM) for the work force. 
In this domain, there is again low participation of women. The statistics 
provided of participation of the female gender in both scientific research and 
STEM/STEAM is in the region of 30% both from UIS 2016 and the African 
Institute of Mathematical Science in the AFDR 2016 sources.  
 

 
Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, August 2015 
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Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, August 2015 
 
It is not just normal that justifications for the very basics to resolve the age 
old inequities and inequalities is on the one hand nuanced by governments 
often under the guise of  economic and fiscal inadequacies to accommodate 
education of quality to all children. Or  on the other hand the lack of the will 
to enact and implement  laws to deter the continued  abuses and human 
rights violation against the girl child  and women at home, in school, in the 
community, nationally or regionally. While at the same time, investments 
continue to soar on military hardware and expensive life styles of leaders 
and government high-ranking officials.  These contradictions are reflected 
across institutions be it at national, regional or global levels in what gets 
prioritized. It is everything else but human development targeting especially 
the girl-child and women. In short the efforts marked by the different waves 
of women’s movements and endeavors have had some gains but at bottom 
the resistance and failure to see the bigger picture is a reality as I have tried 
to explain. Consequently, the waves have produced a counterproductive 
manifestation of life styles, which have given up negotiating across the 
genders to the adoption of each gender favoring more of its own kind. This 
can also be disastrous although science interpretation is contrary to mine 
and calls it genetic malfunctioning. I have consequently concluded that there 
is the need coupled with the research evidence to embark on bringing back 
normalcy and harmony between the two genders to create an understanding 
of building synergies and harmony both for the sake of human development, 
eradication of poverty, tropical diseases for sustainable growth and 
development in the interest of one and all. This thinking gave way to the 
theme for this address. Bringing normalcy to the gender gap divide and 
gender power relations. 
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Defining the Theme of Normalcy in Gender Relations 
 
In the biblical sense or  in some other holy books of revealed religions, the 
two genders were created to be together and working hand in hand - who 
were both given dominion over all of the creation and work of the hands of 
God: the earth, the oceans, all living plants and animals and to procreate and 
fill the earth. The norm underscored in this context is to build gender power 
relations, which is symbiotic and collaborative towards the achievement of 
the plan of God for posterity.  To reverse present trends requires a mutual 
engagement of both genders to accept the need to work in a cooperative, 
collaborative manner and in complementary ways leaving no room for 
domination, violence or competition and with the sole goal of inclusion and 
leaving no one behind. It makes scientific, economic, cultural and common 
sense to act in unison to overcome the present development challenges. A 
policy that is biased intentionally or unintentionally provides for a 
development that will limp and stagger behind others who are moving on 
both legs or three legged on solid ground. In nature, there is harmony and 
very little interruption except for the intrusion of man. Gender stereotyping 
though underscored as problematic has not been adequately resolved and 
this is where the solution should be found through policies, and investments 
to make normal what is presently abnormal. Together the decisions about 
who does what would be informed by merit and competences. However, for 
this to happen there must be a leveled playing field for both genders to have 
access to equal opportunities to develop their full potential, to participate in 
development and to assume leadership position based on merit. Then and 
only then can we attain normalcy in gender relations and human 
development. 
 
Policy and Actions Towards Achieving the SDGs and agenda 2030 
 
The fundamental question today is why has the actualization of the beautiful 
conclusions and recommendations  on the active participation of women and 
girls taken this long and still without the necessary results and outcome over 
seventy years down the line of various efforts to question and demand the 
exclusion and active participation of the female gender in development? Yes, 
there has been progress made but is it sufficient to impact on sustainability? 
The analysis shows clearly that change cannot happen through any 
emotionally driven stance or mere activism; it should be backed and 
supported by evidence drawn from scientific research and analysis to 
produce the knowledge base to inform, educate and communicate (IEC) 
effectively. This latest wave  with the SDGs and agenda 2030 should crack 
this hard nut but only if we understand that IEC is good but extra effort to 
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take the analysis to another level of discourse is required which should not 
be  aggressive, assertive or based on affirmative action but bringing together 
research linked to a philosophical issue of normalcy and non domination of 
one over the other - not in competition but the creation of an understanding 
of harmony with self, the other and nature.  
 
The backlash of these many stances and campaigns has resulted in the state 
of flux and the tendency of withdrawal of man from what is natural and 
normal leading to behavior patterns which are equally aggressive and in 
contradiction with the human person and its relation with self, the other the 
environment and nature. Behavior patterns which are not in any way normal 
and acceptable but which seem to be creating a new norm out of sync with 
nature and the environment, giving rise to violence, extremism and negative 
social behaviors impacting on the ability of the reproduction and 
prolongation/continuation of the human species, society and peaceful co-
habitation.  
What is required is total acceptance of what appears to be trite expressions 
but which in my mind remain valid and relevant to date. This namely, is that 
good quality education for all will guarantee sustainable development and 
the eradication of poverty. The most often chanted dictum is “educate a 
woman, educate a nation”. To allow these two as guiding principles, which 
underpin every government policy, legislation and investments will 
guarantee that a levelled playing field is created for equal opportunities of 
the two genders without bias or favor. The understanding of what is quality 
education would require greater emphasis on the implementation of the 
recommendations of the four pillars of the Delores report which underscores 
what education entails - learning to know, learning to be, learning to do, and 
learning to live together—the cognitive skills, the technical skills, the softer 
skills of building credible relations and values.  
 
The role of the teacher coupled with the knowledge explosion through 
technology calls for a redefining of how teachers and students alike could 
access and interact with scientific knowledge and building of attitudes and 
skills to engage in constructive development of the environment and present 
day realities. Through policies, programmes and investments which are 
informed by inclusion will guarantee that no child is left behind, particularly 
the girl child and all 17 SDG and CESA would be attained.  
 
In conclusion ladies and gentlemen; and esteemed delegates, change is the 
only constant in the universe and we should therefore never hesitate after 
careful research and reflection to accept the theory of change for the benefit 
of human kind and the furtherance of sustainable development, peace and 
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prosperity.  We must bring back normalcy between the two genders as 
proven by scientists especially neuroscience, which has brought new 
evidence to prove that intelligence and mental capacity is not dependent on 
race or sex but is a factor of the genetic and the environment, particularly if 
we start the interaction and development from the womb to the very first 
three to eight years of life. The content which comes in the form of the 
curriculum and what gets taught, when and how would ensure we produce 
the right quality of people to take charge of their destiny and live together in 
harmony with one and another, and with nature/planet earth. The only cost 
is wise investment to prioritize the very essence of what could make a 
difference in sustainable development. 
 
What should FAWE look like going forward in the next 25 years?  Like the 
mother FAWE should build bridges to narrow the gender gap and partner 
more with the male gender. This would not in any way diminish the role of 
women in this initiative but would strengthen its negotiation to enhance 
implementation of the many pilot initiatives over the last 25 years for scaling 
up and greater impact on gender relations and better positioning of the 
female gender to collaborate more and better in the spaces at different levels 
of development. FAWE would have to give greater attention to  innovative 
ways of ensuring building networks and partnerships to increase the focus 
beyond primary to other levels of education.  The gender gap increases as the 
girls child progresses from one level of education to another. The girl-child’s 
integration in the workforce at important leadership and professional levels 
require support beyond primary levels including in disciplines in STEAM 
education.  Finally it must again be underscored that while it is good to focus 
on measurement there would be the need to focus as well on the affective 
domain: attitudes and values in order to change the mindsets and build 
greater harmony between the genders and society as a whole.  FAWE 
remains relevant and must be sustained. 
 
I thank you all for your kind attention and God bless. 


