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n Uganda, mathematics has 
long been regarded as a difficult 
subject. For decades, it was also 
a male-dominated academic 
sp~. That changed in 2022 
when 2etty Nannyonga Kivumbi 

was elected the country's first 
female professor of mathematics. 
With four post-doctoral 
qualifications and a distinguished 
academic career, she shattered 
a historic barrier in a field many 
students fear to pursue. 

Despite her demanding schedule 
as a scientist, academic leader 
and researcher, Prof. Nqonyonga 
has made it a personal mission to 
mentor young people, especially 
girls, to embrace Science, 
TechI1ology, Engineering and 
Mathematics (STEM). Through 
the Association of Women 
Mathematicians Uganda (AWoM), 
she leads· nationwide efforts 
to change attitudes towards 
mathematics through mentorship, 
advocacy and capacity building .• 

Working with a team of scientists 
drawn from universities including . 

. Kyambogo, Busitema, Muni and 
Mbarara, Prof. Nannyonga travels 
across the country to reach students 
in some of Uganda's most remote 
copununities. 

''What makes- learners fail 
mathematics is the poor attitude 
they have towards it. Once that 
changes, many begin to appreciate 
and understand the subject and 
then they pass." 

REACHING GIRLS 
Under AWoM, Prof. Nannyonga 
and her colleagues· have visited 
Kalangala island where girls paddle 
canoes to school and Kampala 
where students are transported by 
school buses. The contrast is stark, 

yet the challenges share common 
roots. 

In Kalangala, she encountered 
girls who miss school during 

rainy seasons because 
travel by canoe becomes 

dangerous. 
Prof. Nannyonga 

notes a reality that 
undermines attendance 
and performance. 

Beyond weather 
conditions, the girls face 
shortages of scholastic 
materials, pressure to . 
engage in fish trading 
and early relationships 
that increase the risk 
of dropping out. 
AWoM intervened by 
encouraging the girls to 
persist with education 
and resist pressures that 
derail their studies. 

After the lockdowns 
in 2020 and 2021 to 
prevent the spread 
ofCOVID-19, 
government 
encouraged 
young mothers 
and pregnant 

girls to return to school in 2022. 
However, many were hesitant and 
others lacked parental support. 
Prof. Nannyonga and her team 
responded by camping in Mayuge 
district for two weeks, conducting 
home visits and holding dialogues 
with parents at Bunya Secondary 
School. 

The effort paid off When schools 
reopened, several young mothers 
returned to class. 

REGIONAL LEADERSHIP 
Prof. Nannyonga's influence 
stretches beyond Uganda. She is 
the founder of the Eastern Africa 
Network for Women in Basic 
Sciences (EANWoBAS), a regional 
platform promoting collaboration 
and growth in mathematics and 
physics with plans to extend into 
chemistry. EANWoBAS operates in 
Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda 
and Zambia with South Sudan and 
Ethiopia also participating. 

She also founded the Uganda 
Applied Mathematics Olympiad 
(UAMO); an initiative designed to 
nurture. young talent, strengthen 
problem-solving skills and simplify 
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mathematics while promoting 
gender equity in STEM education. 

Prof. Nannyonga observed that 
despite strong academic ability, 
girls face persistent barriers in 
applied learning and innovation. 
UAMO was designed to reposition 
mathematics as a practical and 
problem-solving discipline 
aligned with Uganda's National 
Development Plan JV, Vision 2040, 
the competency-based curriculum 
and the Sustainable Development 
Goals. Although boys participate, 
the focus remains on the girl child. 

Since 2013, she has also 
mentored students under the 
Mastercard Foundation Scholars 
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Programme, supporting their 
academic, professional and personal 
journeys. 

Prof. Nannyonga says her 
greatest motivation comes from the 
students she mentors. "Knowing 
that my work influences lives, 
especially young girls, keeps me 
moving even o,n difficult days," she 
says. 

ACADEMIC ~OURNEY 
Among her achievements, Prof. 
Nannyonga is most proud of 
completing her doctoral studies in 
a record time of three years, while 
simultaneously obtaining a licentiate 
degree. (The Finnish university 
system recognises the licentiate as 
an advanced qualification within 
doctoral training, demonstrating 
deep research competence even 
before completion of a PhD.) 

"That period transformed me 
completely in mathematics. It taught 
me focus, discipline and the ability 
to remain strong amidst challenging 
situations. " 

In 2020, Prof. Nannyonga applied 
her skills in biomathematics while 
working with the Ministry of Health 
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