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Abstract 

Despite recent gains in areas such as school attendance and literacy, the struggle for women’s 

rights and equality in Africa remains constant. Alongside the socio-economic barriers holding 

down millions of women, is the fight against the gender bias and stereotyping which puts women 

in the backseat of decision-making, policy-driving, or leadership roles.  

This dissertation project is a case study of a women’s social justice writing workshop run by the 

African Women’s Development Fund (AWDF), a Pan-African grant-making organisation. 

Convened three times since 2014, it brings together women from across the continent for a 

residential camp to sharpen participants’ skills in writing and communicating about social justice 

issues.  

This research project attempts to examine the workshop in the context of media for development 

theory and strategies, which see the media (print, electronic and new media) as the fundamental 

strategies that drive the process of communicating. (Manyozo).1 It also looks at its relevance in 

the context of gender inequalities in media representation in Africa in line with Beijing 1995’s 

global call.  

Although to a very limited scale, the study suggests that the workshop has played a small, yet 

significant role in conceptualising and implementation of a communication for development 

strategy that emphasizes capacity-building.   

Harnessing the power of storytelling, the five years since the workshop, has seen many of the 

African women who participated, produce local content, confidently representing and analysing 

“our own issues for ourselves in our diversities.”2  Through their writings, radio shows, news 

stories, blogs and public speaking engagements, they are joining powerful agents of change in 

bringing transformation to the struggle to combat gender stereotypes and inequality, which is still 

far from over. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Media, Communication and Development: Three approaches (Manyozo, 2012) 

2 Jessica Horn, (recorded whatsapp call, Jan 27, 2020)  
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Poverty has a woman’s face 

For many African women, the Beijing platform and the various international instruments their 

governments have signed have yet to translate into positive changes in their daily lives. They 

remain at the bottom of the social hierarchy, with poor access to land, credit, health and education. 

While some of the agreements that African governments have ratified enshrine property and 

inheritance rights, in most countries, women are denied those very rights. 

Sub-Saharan Africa is among the world’s most gender-unequal regions. According to the United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP), “perceptions, attitudes, and historic gender roles” 

limit women’s access to health care and education, and lead to disproportionate levels of family 

responsibility, job segregation, and sexual violence. 

But perhaps the biggest obstacle to gender equality in Sub-Saharan Africa is the disparity in 

earnings. According to the World Bank, 37% of women in the region have a bank account, 

compared to 48% of men. And, while the percentages are low for both sexes, what is troubling is 

that the gap has widened over the past several years, even as total financing available to the world’s 

poor has increased steadily. 3 

The status of women in Africa is varied across nations and regions. For example, Rwanda is the 

only country in the world where women hold more than half the seats in parliament—61.25% as 

of January 2020,4  but Morocco only has one female minister in its cabinet.  

Despite these strides towards equality, women still face a litany of issues related to gender 

inequality such as disproportionate levels of poverty and education, poor health and nutrition, lack 

of political power, limited workforce participation, gender-based violence, female genital 

mutilation, and child marriage. 5 

 

3 3 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/07/financial-equality-for-africa-s-women-farmers 

4 https://blogs.worldbank.org/nasikiliza/africa-takes-historic-lead-female-parliamentary-speakers 
5 https://africa.unwomen.org/en/news-and-events/stories/2017/01/we-have-opportunities-as-much-as-we-have-challenges ( 

Remarks by Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, UN Under-Secretary-General and Executive Director of UN Women, at the closing 

of the 9th African Union Gender Pre-Summit in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia) 

 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/07/financial-equality-for-africa-s-women-farmers
https://blogs.worldbank.org/nasikiliza/africa-takes-historic-lead-female-parliamentary-speakers
https://africa.unwomen.org/en/news-and-events/stories/2017/01/we-have-opportunities-as-much-as-we-have-challenges
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1.2. Portrayal of Women in the Media 

“The media shapes our world - but so do women, as powerful agents of change in all areas of 

society. It is time for the media to reflect this reality.” - The Beijing Platform for Action Turns 

20.(UN Women, 2015) 

The United Nations has recognised the importance of gender equality and women’s 

empowerment in advancing development, democracy, and peace and security. However, gender 

inequalities in media representation have continued to frustrate women’s ability to use the media 

as a vehicle for empowerment and participation in governance. 

The Media Foundation for Women in Africa ( MFWA) has highlighted these gender issues in its 

monitoring of women and the media, a critical area of concern. Even in Ghana, which boasts high 

levels of free expression protections, women face obstacles to participating in public discourse 

through the media. The MFWA found troubling disparities in the gender of featured individuals, 

discussants, and moderators and in the quantity of women’s issues discussed on radio programmes 

in Ghana during the period of June to November 2014.6 

1.3. InterNews Theory of Change7  

Information poverty and inequality—where citizens have limited or no access to high-quality, local 

information—limits freedom of expression and reduces informed choice. This problem can be 

understood across four main components: access, inclusion, content and engagement. Women and 

girls are disproportionately affected by information inequality. Often ignored or invisible in the 

media, with far less content featuring their expertise and views, women are vastly underrepresented 

in journalism and media leadership. Worldwide, women still lag behind men in access to the 

internet, and when they do engage online, women and girls experience more intense harassment, 

including sexual harassment. 

Globally, only 24% of people heard, seen or read about in the news are women. This gender gap 

is widest in news about politics and government, where women are featured in just 16% of political 

news.  

 

 

6 https://www.mfwa.org/the-media-must-increase-womens-participation-and-coverage-of-womens-issues/ 

7 https://internews.org/theory-change 

 

https://www.mfwa.org/the-media-must-increase-womens-participation-and-coverage-of-womens-issues/
https://internews.org/theory-change
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1.4. Aim and research questions 

The African Women’s Development Fund (AWDF) is a Pan-African grant-making organisation 

that supports the realisation and fulfillment of African women’s rights through funding of 

autonomous women’s organisations on the continent.8 

Since 2014, AWDF has organised 3 workshops for women writers with the aim of “supporting 

African women writers who seek to use the power of the written word to highlight issues around 

women’s rights and social justice. “ (2019 AWDF website).  

The workshop thus targets women writers, journalists and activists. Participants are expected to 

read widely from assigned selected texts, and to complete daily writing exercises. After the 

workshop, the participants are expected to use the knowledge acquired to write widely about social 

justice issues in and beyond their communities.”9 

 

1.5. Main Research Questions: 

1. What is the African Women’s Development Fund’s social justice writing workshop for 

women writers? What contribution can it make to the discourse on communication for 

development or social change? 

2. What “tools” do the workshops offer women to enable them to achieve the workshop’s 

objectives and AWDFs theory of change? 

My sub-questions are: 

• What have the 20 women who participated in AWDF’s 2015 writing seminar 

written/published about development since 2015?  

• What kind of contribution has the work of 4 of the most prolific writers of the AWDF 2015 

women writers’ workshop made to communication for development strategy from a 

gendered perspective since 2015? (e.g. news writing, blogs, fiction, non-fiction, radio and 

Op-eds?)   

Key words:  social justice, storytelling, representation, communication, development 

 

 

 

8 https://awdf.org/who-we-are/ 

9 https://awdf.org/call-for-applications-for-awdfs-2015-african-women-writers-workshop/ 

https://awdf.org/who-we-are/
https://awdf.org/call-for-applications-for-awdfs-2015-african-women-writers-workshop/


9 | P a g e  

 

1.6. Facilitator turned researcher 

Between December 2014 and March 2016, I worked as the Communications Specialist for the 

African Women’s Development Fund (AWDF) in Accra Ghana.  Over that period, every aspect of 

my work - developing communications campaigns, populating content for the website, writing 

feature stories and Op-Eds - directly or indirectly centered on and highlighted the urgency and 

relevance of women’s issues in Africa, especially inequality.  

The vision of AWDF is “for women to live in a world where there is social justice, equality and 

respect for women’s human rights. Its mission is to mobilize and disburse financial, human and 

material resources to support positive transformation in Africa.” 10 

In 2015, I attended and assisted in a 10- days residential retreat for 20 women writers from all over 

Africa. The second social justice writing workshop organised by the African Women’s 

Development Fund (AWDF), like the previous one, was aimed at enhancing the skills of African 

women writers to enable them to frame their own narratives about issues that affect African women 

and are of concern to them.”11 

The experience opened my eyes to the enthusiasm, energy and dedication of young women to 

changing gender stereotypes and challenging social norms of discrimination and abuse through 

their writing. I left the organisation in 2016, but I have followed the writers from that forum many 

of whom have become vocal advocates for change, both regionally and internationally.  

During my studies at Malmo, I became personally inspired to research on the workshop as an 

instrument for building capacity for social change communication among women in Africa and 

this dissertation project builds on the bridge assignment essay which I submitted for the Research 

Methodology module of the MA Comdev course.  

The original scope was to cover all 3 workshops which AWDF has conducted. However, due to 

time and physical constraints, I narrowed the scope to concentrate on the second  workshop held 

in 2015 in Uganda. 

 

 

 

 

 

10 https://awdf.org/who-we-are/ 

11 https://awdf.org/call-for-applications-for-awdfs-2015-african-women-writers-workshop/ 

https://awdf.org/call-for-applications-for-awdfs-2015-african-women-writers-workshop/


10 | P a g e  

 

1.7. Limitations/biases 

I qualify my research as restricted, due to its limitation to research on one organisation – The 

African Women’s Development Fund. As a newly hired Communications Specialist for the AWDF 

during the time of the 2015 workshop, I worked on some aspects of the development of the 

programme for that year.  

I have chosen to include some of my own reflections during the 2015 workshop, because of my 

connection and involvement in the process as a contributor/facilitator. I believe this may add 

further insight, although I am aware of the potential pitfalls for a researcher in shaping research, 

and the perils of  unconscious bias through what is left out or omitted. 

A case study approach offers the advantage of being able to provide an intensive, holistic 

description and analysis of a single, bounded unit. Merriam, S. B. (2009). But one drawback of 

restricted research is that that the findings, in my case, derived from my interviews, field 

observations, and documents, cannot be projected to the entire population, but represent only the 

opinions of those respondents included. 

The research data pool was limited to 26 persons in all – mainly the participants in the 2015 

workshop. This was important, as having actually attended the course, they could speak directly 

about their experience and what had happened in the intervening 5 years. 

I conducted a lengthy (90 mins) open-ended interview with AWDF CEO Theo Sowa, who 

conceptualised the workshops. This was recorded and lengthy excerpts of which I transcribed and 

have included. I also interviewed Director of Programmes Jessica Horn, a feminist writer and 

activist, on the workshops. Of the 21 participants, I further narrowed my field to 4 participants for 

further questioning about their writings post-workshop and whether they felt the workshop had 

any bearing on their current work. These interviews were also recorded and transcribed. 

I used quantitative questionnaires, which although they contained open-ended questions, were 

nevertheless limited to a few questions and  thus can be said to provide relatively minimal 

contextual analysis. I also did not interview anyone external to AWDF for this research.  

Throughout the process, I was very conscious about my  underlying bias leading me to carefully 

frame the questionnaires and interview questions and being open to all the responses which I did 

not try to influence in any way during the entire process. As a practicing journalist I have adopted 

an “open” interview style in which my focus is on listening.  

I thus believe that my personal views  and relationship with AWDF have not affected the results 

of this research. The views, other than mine, completely reflect the persons interviewed and named. 
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1.8. Formulation of the problem – Representation and voice 

“This will require African writers and feminists to clarify the concepts of morality, obscenity, 

sexism, and classism to better reflect African cultural norms"- Sharon Adetutu Omotoso 

The Beijing 1995 declaration has highlighted the imperative to include more authoritative female 

and diverse voices in newsrooms.  Nearly twenty-five years later, if African women are to achieve 

this, much attention must be paid to their “voice” and “agency.”12 

The new media can only contribute to peace, security, democratic development and gender 

sensitive societies in Africa if African feminists guide the users of new media towards positive 

goals,  says Sharon Adetutu Omotoso, a lecturer at the Institute of African Studies, University of 

Ibadan,  in an essay discussing new media and its portrayal of African women.13 

“Doing so will depend on several things, including women’s access to the internet, better education 

about new media in conventional media, and a stronger presence in new media of African feminist 

voices. Above all, African feminists must produce the knowledge that they want others to consume 

across media.”  

  

 

12 The importance of agency - the capacity to make decisions about one’s own life and act on them to achieve a desired outcome, 

free of violence, retribution, or fear and voice - meaning the capacity to speak up and be heard, from homes to houses of 

parliament, and to shape and share in discussions, discourse, and decisions that affect them.”(The World Bank, 2014) 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/gender/publication/voice-and-agency-empowering-women-and-girls-for-shared-

prosperity 

13 https://theconversation.com/new-media-is-misrepresenting-women-in-africa-what-feminists-can-do-121128 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/gender/publication/voice-and-agency-empowering-women-and-girls-for-shared-prosperity
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/gender/publication/voice-and-agency-empowering-women-and-girls-for-shared-prosperity
https://theconversation.com/new-media-is-misrepresenting-women-in-africa-what-feminists-can-do-121128
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2. Literature review and existing research 

2.1. Media for Development  

In Media, Communication and Development: Three approaches (Manyozo, 2012), Development 

scholar and practitioner Linje Manyozo discusses three dominant approaches to the contested 

subject area: media for development, media development and participatory/community 

communication.  

Manyozo’s media for development approach, brings processes of reporting and communicating 

development to the fore. Mass media formulate the central strategy in public communication, 

campaigns and advocacy on and about development issues. “Media for development sees the 

media (print, electronic and new media) as the fundamental strategies that drive the process of 

communicating.” (Manyozo pg 17). 

The main points of Manyozo’s “Media for development approach,” summarised here, offer 

relevant theoretical context to my research study: 

- Communication for development is first of all essentially a struggle to rescue the 

development discourse from the perspective of the underclasses by building their 

consciousness and knowledge of development;  

- Communication for development can be seen from a postcolonial theoretical perspective: 

opposing the orientalist, technologically deterministic, fatalistic and modernist discourses 

of development;  

- Communication for development is in itself an exercise in advocacy that works towards 

the transformation of the political economy of development in order to allow a greater 

number of people achieve greater socio-economic equality and individual potential.  

2.2. Training 

Training is an important strategy within the sphere of development communication. Training 

enhances skills, and provides the opportunity to reflect on and question continually how we cover 

issues.14 

UNICEF, considered a global expert in communication for development practice and strategy, 

organises training courses for its employees that “aim to build and strengthen a critical mass of 

development professionals in the organisation who are equipped with relevant knowledge, skills 

 

14 Patricia A. Made (2000) Globalisation and gender training for the media: Challenges and lessons learned, Gender 

&#x26; Development, 8:1, 29-34, DOI:10.1080/741923406 
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and tools to address socio-cultural determinants of UNICEF programmes and humanitarian actions 

through C4D.”(UNICEF, 2016). 

UNICEF defines Communication for Development (C4D) as “a two-way process for sharing ideas 

and knowledge using a range of communication tools and approaches that empower individuals 

and communities to take actions to improve their lives.” 

Understanding people, their beliefs and values, the social and cultural norms that shape their lives 

are all core elements of this arena. 15 

Effective communication about development requires knowledge of the subject matter you are 

communicating, together with expertise in or the ability to  use whichever strategies the 

communicator may be using, which in this case are literary - writing, film, broadcast, new media 

and much more. 

Training workshops or similarly categorised programmes such as is the subject of my research, 

purport to offer skills or capacity building for its participants, using words such as “equipping” or 

“training” in their descriptions. In AWDF’s announcement of the 2015 workshop  the choice of 

words was: “enhance the skills” of African women writers. 16 

Patricia Made, former Director, Inter Press Service News Agency, who oversaw a radical anti-

gender-bias training in her organization, notes that such programmes should ensure that gender 

and development is treated like a specialised area of reporting, thereby crafting training 

programmes which start with the basics of defining the terms. 17 

2.3. Women, gender and development 

Gender Equality is not only crucial in itself but is a fundamental human right and a question of 

social justice.  

The role of development communication in improving the lives of women needs to be recognised 

as a central component of communication for social change. Scholars proffer differing and 

sometimes complementary or contrasting views of the theorization of communication for social 

change and how much has been achieved for women. 

“Some challenges to global power relations build from a feminist approach, beginning with the 

premise that women constitute the group most neglected and harmed by global development 

processes, Karin Wilkins (Wilkins, 1999) says in a paper entitled “Development Discourse on 

Gender and Communication in Strategies for Social Change.” (Wilkins, pg 47).  

 

15 https://www.unicef.org/cbsc/ 

16 https://awdf.org/wp-content/uploads/Call-designed.pdf 

17 Patricia A. Made (2000) Globalisation and gender training for the media: Challenges and lessons learned, Gender &#x26; 

Development, 8:1, 29-34, DOI:10.1080/741923406 

 

https://www.unicef.org/cbsc/
https://awdf.org/wp-content/uploads/Call-designed.pdf
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A feminist approach to development highlights many issues worth examining including “the 

gendered constructions of intended beneficiaries in communication interventions, the lack of 

female representation in existing development agencies, the efforts of women’s groups to promote 

social change, women’s access to communication technologies, and inappropriate stereotypes 

employed in strategic messages.” (Wilkins, 2006).  

In the case of AWDF, a feminist approach  underpins the  women writer’s workshops, CEO Theo 

Sowa makes clear. 

“The feminist approach and values were part of not only dreaming up the idea but choosing  the 

participants, choosing the facilitators and the amount of time that different people was spent on 

different areas.” (Theo Sowa recorded interview, Jan 2020).  

Inter Press Service ( IPS) was one of the first global newswires to  adopt a radical gender policy 

across its operations which entailed  re-training media professionals to challenge their views on 

gender issues. Further on in this paper I examine a case study undertaken by former CEO Patricia 

Made on the IPS campaign as a comparative study to the case study on the AWDF workshop. 

2.4. The African Perspective, postcolonialism 

Post-colonial writing has a key role in development communication theory by “challenging the 

insularity of historical narratives and historiographical traditions emanating from Europe.”(G. 

Bhambra, Postcolonial and decolonial dialogues) 

Africa was colonised under European domination for over 70 years (in the period covering what 

is known as Scramble for Africa -1884-1914).  

“The world we live in today has been undeniably shaped by imperialism and colonialism; the 

history of African enslavement, in particular, has had profound consequences,”( McEwan 2009).18 

Manyozo (2012) argues that postcolonial theory itself emerged as a postcolonial response that 

examined the need for ‘another’ kind of communication that was needed to meet challenges of 

rural poverty, underdevelopment, inequality and global imperialism.” (pg 3). 

 

 

 

18  Cheryl McEwan. London and New York: Routledge, 2009. 
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2.5. Storytelling 

In explaining the power of storytelling as a communicative strategy in entertainment education, 

Thomas Tufte says, “I focus on the principles of empathy, dialogue and diversity inherent in the 

communication model that anchors storytelling methodology. “(2012). 

Storytelling forms such as entertainment-education can prove beneficial in building trust and 

awareness and can facilitate social mobilisation and provide a space for the disempowered to 

articulate their voices. “Thus, it is possible for storytelling forms to contribute positively to 

creating agency among the marginalised and thus develop supportive and nurturing social and 

communicative environment.”19  

Social justice represents another emerging trend, building on attention to equity in distribution of 

resources, capitals, and rights. It is not just individual change that matters, but shifts in resources 

across groups. Social justice allows us to foreground our concern with inequity in access to key 

resources and our interest in supporting resistance through advocacy communication.20 

2.6. Evaluating Communication for social change/Measuring potential 

impact 

 The factors excluding women from influencing and shaping their communities are many and 

complex. Achieving parity for women’s voices requires the coordinated intervention of a diverse 

set of stakeholders – from media to the private sector, academia and the NGO community. 21 

Evaluating the contribution of media for development communication efforts is not a 

straightforward task. How well did the workshop meet its objectives? What does success mean for 

the AWDF?    

Effective, appropriate and sustainable Monitoring and Evaluation of C4D needs to have sufficient 

funding, time and resources and ideally, to be integrated into the programme cycle from the 

conception, design, and planning stages. 

June Lennie and Jo Tacchi’s (2013)22 approach to evaluating C4D  points out that the complexity 

of C4D and social change makes it very difficult to assess direct cause and effect impacts and warn 

of the dangers of “mechanistic approaches” to monitoring and evaluation. 

 

19 Tufte, T. (2012). Facing Violence and Conflict with Communication: Possibilities and limitations of storytelling and 

entertainment-education. In S. Melkote (Ed.), Development Communication in Directed Social Change: A Reappraisal of 

Theory and Practice Singapore: AMIC . AMIC Asian Communication series) 

20 Wilkins, K. G., Tufte, T., & Obregon, R. (2014). Handbook of development communication and social change. Retrieved from 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com 

21 https://internews.org/updates/new-coalition-united-news-launches-program-combat-lack-gender-diversity-news-reporting 

22 Lennie, J., & Tacchi, J. (2013). Evaluating communication for development: A framework for social change, Hoboken, Taylor 

and Francis 

https://internews.org/updates/new-coalition-united-news-launches-program-combat-lack-gender-diversity-news-reporting
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Rather than focus on numbers and output – in a results based approach, they favour a learning and 

improvement based approach, offering a new model  of participatory monitoring, which is a 

partnership between stakeholders to “collaboratively design and systematically implement 

evaluation processes, develop tools, set indicators (if they are used), and share concerns, 

experiences and learnings. (2013, pg 8) 

This approach focuses on progress toward long-term social change with  understanding of the local 

culture and context as well as the relationships between people, groups and organizations seen as 

vital to understanding social change. 

  



17 | P a g e  

 

3. Introduction to core theories and research design 

The World Congress on Communication for Development (2006) definition of C4D is as follows: 

‘A social process based on dialogue using a broad range of tools and methods. It is also about 

seeking change at different levels including listening, building trust, sharing knowledge and skills, 

building policies, debating and learning for sustained and meaningful change.’(The 

Communication Initiative, FAO, & The World Bank, 2007). 

While some practitioners see the core functions of development communication as “grabbing and 

sustaining the attention of world leaders and the wider public as well as to get their commitment 

on development issues,” (OECD Development Centre, 2014)  others,  expand the definition to lay 

the emphasis on participatory communication, critique of neoliberal dependencies,  and human 

rights. 

My research examines the African Women’s Development Fund’s  women writers’ workshop as 

an example of a media for development method or participatory process (from Manyozo’s 

definition). When I use the word  “tools” in my research questions, I mean the methods,  nature 

and content of courses employed by the writers’ workshop to achieve its objective – to enhance 

participants’ ability to communicate better around social justice issues.   

 

3.1. Women and development 

As previously touched on, the importance of women to the global development story and the issue 

of women’s equality are now seen as critical to the future of the world’s development process and 

enshrined in  global development goals such as SDG 5 and the African Union’s Agenda 2063. 23  

A paper on the Media Portrayal of Women and Media Gender Gap in Africa prepared by Gender 

Links, for the African Union, urged  governments to24 undertake research and media monitoring, 

using public funds; to set specific targets on women’s inclusiveness - such as affirmative action - 

the report recommends women sources reaching 30% of the total by 2020, and 50% by 2030;to  

ensure that gender is mainstreamed in all publicly funded media training institutions; and to 

increase women’s participation in media by establishing quotas on the participation of women in 

the media industry.  

 

 

23 https://au.int/en/agenda2063/overview 

24 https://au.int/sites/default/files/newsevents/workingdocuments/33025-wd-

media_portrayal_of_women_and_media_gender_gap_in_africashortpaperfinaldraft_en.pdf ( pgs2-3) 

https://au.int/en/agenda2063/overview
https://au.int/sites/default/files/newsevents/workingdocuments/33025-wd-media_portrayal_of_women_and_media_gender_gap_in_africashortpaperfinaldraft_en.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/newsevents/workingdocuments/33025-wd-media_portrayal_of_women_and_media_gender_gap_in_africashortpaperfinaldraft_en.pdf
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3.2. The African Women’s Development Fund 

“The African Women’s Development Fund is a grant-making foundation that supports local, 

national and regional women’s organisations working towards the empowerment of African 

women and the promotion and realisation of their rights.”  The institution funds the Africa Feminist 

Forum which developed the first African Feminist Charter. 25 

AWDF vision is for women to live in a world “where there is social justice, equality and respect 

for women’s human rights.”  To this end, it mobilises and disburses26 financial, human and material 

resources to support women’s group and movements in Africa.  

AWDF’s theory of change27 states that it “invests in supporting the transformation of power 

relations using feminist movement building methods and human rights approaches that demand 

and help build frameworks for accountability of duty bearers in law, policy, financing and 

programming to respect, protect and fulfill women's rights.” (AWDF website 2019). 

AWDF’s core activities, grantmaking to women’s organisations, capacity building and movement 

building, seek to “support efforts that combat harmful stereotypes, and promote African women 

as active agents of change.” (AWDF website 2019). 

An HIV-AIDS conference in Toronto attended by AWDF’s Chief Executive Officer Theo Sowa 

was in many ways a catalyst for the women writers’ workshop. In a 2012 TED talks session, Sowa 

speaks about the lack of visibility of African women in international spaces.  28  

“I was stunned that at this conference where important discussions were held, where critical 

decisions were reached, people could stand there and feel alright about talking about African 

women but not having African women there to represent themselves and bring their voices to the 

discussion, ” she said.29 

“The more African women’s voices we have in critical places, the better we will be able to 

challenge the wrongs and the injustices, the more we will be able to push for the change we want 

to see,” Sowa asserts. 

 

 

 

25 https://awdf.org/who-we-are/ 

26 AWDF’s funds come from mainly large philanthropic institutions and bilateral grants. As a fundraiser and grantmaker, it then 

disperses these funds to women’s groups and movements across the continent. 

27 Theory of change pg 5 https://awdf.org/wp-content/uploads/AWDF-4th-Strategic-Plan.pdf 

28 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GfIQgPb7pQs 

29 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GfIQgPb7pQs 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GfIQgPb7pQs
https://awdf.org/who-we-are/
https://awdf.org/wp-content/uploads/AWDF-4th-Strategic-Plan.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GfIQgPb7pQs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GfIQgPb7pQs
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3.3. The AWDF Women Writers Workshop on social justice writing 

Since 2014, AWDF has convened three, separate, 10-day residential workshops exclusively for 

women and dedicated to enhancing participants’ skills in writing about social justice and 

development issues. The first workshop was  held in 2014, the second took place in 2015 and the 

third in October 2019. All three workshops had about 20 women attending, so to date, over 60 

women have had access  to this development strategy or tool. 

In a news announcement for  the first workshop held in 2014,  AWDF stated that it was the first 

of a series of workshops intended to “give African women writers the space, time and enhanced 

skills to write in compelling ways about a range of social, economic and political issues of 

concern.” 30 

“So the workshop was aimed at people who were already writing but not necessarily very 

accomplished in their careers because the idea was to invest in new voices and support new energy 

and build a cadre of African women writers who would go out into the world and engage. The  

interest was in both creative writing and journalistic writing with the idea that narratives are created 

in various different kinds of context. The workshop’s aim was to “ support African women writers 

who seek to use the power of the written word to highlight issues around women’s rights and social 

justice.” – (Jessica Horn, AWDF Director of Programmes, Whatsapp interview, recorded, Jan  

2020)  

3.4. Research Theory and methodology 

In my case-study and research of AWDF’s workshop, I adopted a “mixed-methods” approach to 

to maximise the use of qualitative methods, which can be particularly suited to survey research 

which is new, or when the research topic is not well developed theoretically. ( Mary Gallagher) 

The central focus of qualitative research is to provide “an understanding of a social setting or 

activity as viewed from the perspective of the research participants,” according to scholars L. R. 

Gay (late), Geoffrey E. Mills and Peter Airasian.(2012) 

Qualitative research reports include clear and detailed descriptions of the study that include the 

voices of the participants,” Gay, Mills, and Airasian explain. (2012, Chp 1, p. 16). 31 

The “voices” in my study are the writers of the 2015 workshop - 20 in all plus one from 2014 

group,  the two facilitators,  two of AWDF’s management team - the CEO Theo Sowa and Jessica 

Horn, the Director of Programme and the current Communications Specialist.  I try to let their 

voices come through in unedited excerpts from their responses to the questionnaires. I also include 

 

30 ( press release announcing the selection of 22 African women writers for the first workshop in 2014). 

 

31 http://englishlangkan.com/produk/E%20Book%20Educational%20Research%20L%20R%20Gay%20Pearson% 

http://englishlangkan.com/produk/E%20Book%20Educational%20Research%20L%20R%20Gay%20Pearson%25
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some of my own reflections and experience as outlined in the limitations section above and in a 

reflection on the output of the writers. 

I chose a case study, which uses qualitative data collection techniques including participant 

observation, interviewing, written sources of data, and nonwritten sources of data.(Gay et al., 

2012) as a logical fit to the exploration of AWDF’s women writer’s workshop. 

Case studies also  by their nature lend themselves well to “thick descriptions” which builds up a 

clear picture of the individuals and groups in the context of their culture and the setting in which 

they live (Holloway, 1997, p. 154).  

The fact that AWDF had a tracker of articles, radio, print and guest appearances of the 2015 

workshop for a few months after the workshop ( see Appendix), helped in my data gathering on 

the output of the 2015 women writers. However, the tracker was not kept up to date as was the 

original intention. 

The sample  questionnaires, attached in the Appendix, were administered by email. I obtained 

consent from each participant through their signed consent forms. (see Appendix for sample). This 

afforded me the opportunity to record answers to follow up questions to the writers and AWDF 

management and to return to them to enable me to get  invaluable insight and perspective in their 

own words.  

The questionnaires to AWDF management were designed to help me understand the rationale for 

the workshop, and to try to situate that within communication for development approaches and to 

help me ascertain whether its content and structure aligned with its objectives and to measure its 

success. I sought to understand the motives and methodology of the workshop from the point of 

view of AWDF’s theory of change as well as the participants’ perceptions. 

AWDF granted permission for me to conduct the research on the condition I respected 

confidentiality and that AWDF would be granted proprietary rights to the study and a copy after 

submitting my project to Malmo. Each participant signed a Malmo consent form and agreed 

willingly to participate in the study.  

I also conducted  additional semi-structured interviews ( via skype)and whatsapp with four of the 

most interesting writers ( my own subjective criteria explained further); these were conducted on 

skype or whatsapp and recorded.  

I believe hearing from the participants themselves in a study helps to provide the detail, context, 

emotion, and the webs of social relationships that join persons to one another.” (Denzin, 1989, p. 

83). This is particularly useful when undertaking case study. 
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Other data used for analysis of this research project consisted of the ff: 

 Material provided by AWDF  - the 2015 workshop report, facilitator reports, post workshop 

reports, output tracker on the 2015 participants 

 My own compilation or  “tracker” of  output by four of the most prolific writers/participants 

of the 2015 workshop 

 AWDF “background material” - website resources, vision statement, annual reports etc 

 General research. 

                              

 

http://sokogskriv.no/en/writing/structure/structuring-a-thesis/
http://sokogskriv.no/en/writing/structure/structuring-a-thesis/
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4. Case Study: AWDF Women Writers Workshop on 

Social Justice Writing, Munyoyo, Uganda (7th July to 

5th August, 2015) 

 

The workshop was held in collaboration with the Uganda Women Writers Association known as 

FEMRITE. FEMRITE  is a non-profit NGO based in Uganda, which consists of a community of 

women writers from Uganda, nurturing each other to write novels, short stories, poetry, children’s 

books, true-life stories and much more. The organization aims at creating an enabling atmosphere 

for women to write, tell and publish their stories and has a long history of nurturing new writing 

talent in Africa. 

4.1. Workshop Aims/Objectives  

The aims of the 2015 workshop were laid out in a publicized call to writers: 

“This workshop is part of AWDF’s efforts to amplify African women’s voices and is aimed at 

enhancing the skills of African women writers to enable them to frame their own narratives about 

issues that affect African women and are of concern to them.”32 

 

32 https://awdf.org/wp-content/uploads/Call-designed.pdf 

https://awdf.org/wp-content/uploads/Call-designed.pdf
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“As a feminist organisation, AWDF is focused on raising awareness on social injustice towards 

African women and taking action to combat the injustice and abuse of the human rights of African 

women. We also promote more nuanced narratives around African women that highlight our 

diversity, our achievement and our agency.”33 

The workshop report also provides further information:  

“The specific objective of the workshop was to “give African women writers the space, time and 

enhanced skills to enable them write in compelling ways about a range of social, economic and 

political issues of concern to African women and “to increase the number of female authoritative 

voices in public spaces because that is the only way women can change policy.” (2015 Workshop 

report). 

Participants of the 2015 workshop were expected to use the knowledge they acquired “to write 

widely about social justice issues in and beyond their communities.” 

Participants were also required to produce at least two articles, blogs or longer pieces for use by 

AWDF.” ( call for women writers, AWDF 2015,  website) 

4.2. The 2015 Workshop: 

Number of participants: 20. (Two were unable to attend due to various reasons, 2 joined from 

Uganda). 

Selection process: The 22 women, were selected by a competitive process which included 

assessing their writing skills through  a short bio (maximum 200 words) and a sample article about 

women’s rights or social justice -between 500 and 1000 words. (The sample could be unpublished 

or published on any media). The test focused on participants’ “creativity and conviction in writing 

and storytelling.”34  

As Communications Specialist for AWDF in 2015, (explained in an earlier section) I played a 

coordination role for the workshop and taught one class on writing Op-Eds. Although I did not 

design the workshop content ( the facilitators did that), I did have the opportunity to read through 

some of the applications which came from women from all across the continent – over 20 countries 

and a wide variety of backgrounds.  

The writing samples were judged not only on their clarity and skill, but also for the sense of 

conviction in the topics they raised as well as the writers’ commitment to feminist values, a point 

which AWDF CEO Theo Sowa, underlines in her interview:  

 

 

33 https://awdf.org/wp-content/uploads/Call-designed.pdf 

34 https://awdf.org/thoughts-from-second-awdf-african-women-writers-workshop-in-kampala-uganda-july-27-aug-5th/ 

https://awdf.org/wp-content/uploads/Call-designed.pdf
https://awdf.org/thoughts-from-second-awdf-african-women-writers-workshop-in-kampala-uganda-july-27-aug-5th/
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“There was clarity around saying that you actually had to be an activist you needed to believe in 

social justice you need in to believe in women’s rights and you needed to be prepared to write on 

issues that are of concern, not just miserable concern, but also joyful ones to African women’s 

lives. You had to want to rewrite the narratives, to nuance people's visions of African women.”  

(Theo Sowa, recorded interview, Jan 2020). 

4.2.1. The facilitators: 

The workshop was given by two lead facilitators: Sylvia Vollenhoven, an award-winning journalist 

and a playwright, academic and media trainer from South Africa,  and Yewande Omotoso, award 

winning author from Nigeria and Barbados. Both women are deeply involved in writing and 

literary activities. 

There were also guest facilitators who handled specialist sessions and these included Dr. Tabitha 

Mulyampiti a senior lecturer at the School of Women and Gender studies Makerere University, 

Uganda, who facilitated a session on, African Women and Public Policy; What is the terrain?  

Theo Sowa, facilitated a session on Feminism, AWDF and African Women’s voices. (2015 report). 

FEMRITE Uganda, also provided resource persons as rapporteurs and session assistants 

4.3. Workshop course structure: 

Gender training for the media “ helps journalists and editors to understand the attitudes, prejudices, 

biases and socialization which often come through in media messages; to recognize and analyze 

the imbalance of women's voices, as compared to men’s in the media ; and gender training provides 

skills and techniques to journalists and editors to analyze facts, issues and data from a gender 

perspective,” IPS former CEO Patricia Made says in a foreword to a gender training  manual 

developed for HIV campaigns in Africa and Jamaica by the institution. (Made, 2010) 

The AWDF 10 - day programme included a mixture of  plenary sessions, free writing time  and 

group sessions. The core course topics ranged from Inspiration/The Psychology of Writing, to 

Feminism and Documentary Screening. 

List of some of the topics covered: 

 Women Writers and Storytellers as Agents of Social Change 

 Writing Facts  

 Guest Speaker on African Women and Public Policy:What is the Terrain? 

 Writing an Op Ed 

  Debate on My Dress My Choice: Issues of culture and sexuality 

 A public dialogue on the topic: African women and public policy; are we getting it 

right? 

 Cross platform storytelling 

 The MOTH workshop 
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In  my introduction, on the first day, I described the vision for  the workshop:  to give a creative 

space to the women for them to tell their stories. It was important that they embrace the issue of 

social justice and for them to write about what affected them uniquely in their own environments. 

4.4. Participant’s expectations: 

Participants were asked to write on a flip chart two words to describe their expectations of the 

workshop and what they were willing to contribute in order to achieve their expectation during the 

workshop.  

Below are examples of some of the expectations of the participants: (extracts from 2015 

Workshop report): 

 To get direction and advancement in writing. (The participant hoped she could be ready 

and comfortable writing about social issues at the end of the workshop). 

 To stop just thinking and instead begin doing(be focused on writing) 

 Become dauntless as writers in breaking the silence on social justice issues and inspire 

others to write/ tell their stories 

 To learn to raise their voice women writers and say what they want to say without fear and 

self-censorship. 

 To build and create an environment and a family that is a community which is loving and 

free and is ready to support each other. 

 To come out of themselves/closet/unfold/unmask and learn new things and be accepted for 

who they are in addition to finding out what exactly suits their fields of writing. 

 To be empowered with skills on writing stories of marginalised people and how to put these 

stories in a space where policy makers can read them. 

 To learn more about women's stories and gain knowledge about different countries from 

fellow participants and also establish a communication network with each other. 

 Discover what their skills are and what they are able to do as writers 

 To exchange experiences and learn from each other. 

 To get an extension of themselves, particularly in writing for social justice. 

 Be professionally challenged on their perspective on gender issues and not let other 

people’s perspective mar their writing. 

 Unleash their creative sides in their non-fiction writings and be able to grow the craft of 

storytelling –learn how to creatively tell their stories. 
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4.5. The MOTH Workshop 

As part of the 2015 women’s residency, three coaches from MOTH - a private organisation which 

promotes the art and craft of storytelling  attended and organised a three-day session to help 

participants tell their personal stories.  

The Moth sessions were to be recorded and taken away if participants gave consent.” (2015 report). 

The Moth Community Program is a U.S based organisation which “teaches the craft of personal 

storytelling, providing people with the tools to tell stories that bridge divides.”35 In addition to 

storytelling, the Moth “celebrates  the diversity and commonality of human experience.” ( 2019, 

The Moth website). 

The Moth workshops were loosely connected to the workshop’s theme- writing for social justice 

-  although the Moth is more connected with verbal storytelling. Social justice writing always starts 

with an individual story. The Moth focuses on individuals and so 3 coaches from the USA were to 

come in and would spend 6 hours each day for three days with the women writers. After the 

workshop everybody was to present their stories.  

It’s interesting to note that there were mixed views from participants and the facilitators about the 

MOTH workshop. Some felt that it should have been a separate event and not added on to the 

workshop. I  hoped that it would be quite an intense experience and thought it was important as 

storytelling is one of Africa’s most common traditions. During the MOTH sessions deeply 

personal stories from the participants were shared, which was sometimes very emotional.  

From an analysis of the questionnaire responses and a video recording by MOTH summarising the 

workshop36, the MOTH workshop emerged as one of the most “valuable” components  of the 

workshop to many of the participants, many of whom recorded stories subsequently which were 

published on the MOTH website.  

4.6. Participants story ideas: Day 1 (excerpt from 2015 report): 

The expectation that participants were to produce at least two stories for publication was 

emphasised from the very start and so participants were asked to think about the stories they 

wanted to work on in the next ten days on day one. “They had to also consider what it was that 

they wanted to achieve with their stories.“ 

Here is a list of some of the varied story ideas proposed by the writers: 

 

 

 

35 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YMxa8ZTrlNM 

36 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YMxa8ZTrlNM 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YMxa8ZTrlNM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YMxa8ZTrlNM
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 A story on Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) with focus on the human interest story/perspective. 

 Lack of water in health centres in Uganda 

 Child headed families and the challenges they face 

 The fate of women who lose their virginity before marriage in Morocco 

 Women and property/land inheritance in Kenya 

 The thin line of sexual harassment and consent at workplaces; where is the dividing line?  ‘The 

presence of a woman is not consent’ 

 Nonfiction story about a friend. 

 Taking back body ownership by women in Egypt 

 Fiction story on a woman who could not get pregnant but finally did 

 Capture the inner dialogue of women/humanity by exploring the perception of beauty and inner 

struggle and conversation 

 story about a girl who was raped by person respected by society 

 dealing with the aftermath of Ebola and its after-effects in Sierra Leone 

Note: All the writers completed and published the required  minimum of two stories after the 

workshop, several of them in the immediate weeks and a couple even before the workshop ended. 

A qualitative analysis of some of that output further is undertaken further on in this report. 

 “Feedback” from two of the participants after the first six days of the workshop 37make interesting 

observation: 

Oluwaseun Ayodeji Osowobi, (Nigeria): 

“The week has been very intense, very challenging as regards cultivating creativity…putting 

us on the spot…the arguments and different perspectives have been very interesting. It’s a fact 

that we are not just participants, but we have become sisters. The facilitators have been great. 

I have learned about structure and in the Op-ed session I learned about counter-arguments.” 

That’s my week – intense. And the food at Speke is really good. Thank you AWDF.” 

Merna Thomas (Egypt) : 

“Obviously we are doing a lot of work. I was worried that it would be a waste of time. For me 

it’s the psychology of writing that has been the biggest benefit. I feel the burden of the 

facilitators – 22 of us. But they are very amazing, very generous.” 

 

 

37 https://awdf.org/thoughts-from-second-awdf-african-women-writers-workshop-in-kampala-uganda-july-27-aug-5th/ 

https://awdf.org/thoughts-from-second-awdf-african-women-writers-workshop-in-kampala-uganda-july-27-aug-5th/
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5. Results and Analysis 
My main research questions sought to find the value of the AWDF women writers’ social justice 

programme as a capacity building tool or strategy for women in Africa. My sub-questions focused 

on the output of the writers after the workshop and I therefore selected 4 of the writers and 

commented on their news writing, blogs, talks and Op-eds. 

Critical reflection on gender training and its assumptions is important, and one needs to understand 

how  training is being thought about, from the perspectives of trainers, trainees and organizations 

subscribing to training. ( Maitrayee Mukhopadhyay and Franz Wong 2007). Understanding the 

social and political contexts within which women’s position and status are being promoted, is also 

important, the writers note.  

One of my observations is that many writers’ training and media training opportunities regularly 

take place in Africa ( through academic institutions journalism institutes, sponsorships etc).  

The more renowned of these, such as the Caine Prize Writing workshop, the Short Day Africa 

Writer’s workshop and the Farafina Creative Writing workshop, focus on writing craft for writers 

who want to publish literary works broadly speaking, and not with a social justice agenda. (The 

bulk of these programmes are concerned with fiction writing). Here are a few examples: 

5.1.1. Caine Prize Writing Workshop 

Each year a writing workshop is hosted by the Caine Prize in a different African country for writers 

who have been shortlisted for the Caine Prize. Twelve writers from eight African countries 

convene for thirteen days to write, read and discuss work in progress and to learn from two 

experienced writers. 

5.1.2. Short Day Flow Africa Writing Workshops38 

Began in 2015, running workshops across the continent for writers who lacked access to 

conventional creative writing programmes. Since then 30 workshops in nine countries across the 

continent have been held. These are designed for and by African writers, engage with local context, 

follow organic and non-hierarchical processes, and are facilitated by local writers – creating 

decolonised and decolonising spaces. 

 

38 http://shortstorydayafrica.org/flow 

 

http://shortstorydayafrica.org/flow
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5.1.3. Farafina Creative Writing Workshop( Chimamda Ngozie Adichie) 

Annually brings together a group of twenty to twenty-four writers selected from applications from 

all over the continent, but mostly from Nigeria. For ten days, these writers are lodged in a hotel in 

Lagos and guided in fine-tuning their writing.  

It is interesting to note that the Commonwealth Writers ran a non-fiction workshop in Uganda in 

June 2014 to explore different ways to approach creative non-fiction. In an ad run on the 

AfricanWriter’s Trust webpage,39 the workshop was deliberately distinguished from being “a 

journalism workshop.”   

“Creative non-fiction is a genre that uses literary styles and techniques to create factually accurate 

narratives. The workshop will be targeted and designed towards the needs of the selected 

participants.” The organisers looked for  writers with a burning story to tell and who want their 

work to reach a wider international audience. 

The AWDF  workshop, by contrast, with its  focus on an exclusively women’s convening of writers 

at all stages, who were not necessarily published, or journalists, offered a  distinctly different 

writing experience, which in my opinion,  makes AWDF’s programme unique. 

5.2. Comparative case study: Inter Press Service (IPS), Re-training 

media professionals to challenge their views on gender  

In the late ‘90’s Inter Press Service (IPS), a global, non-for-profit  information and 

communications service, undertook an exercise to re-train its media professionals to challenge 

their views on gender issues. It offers an  interesting  comparative study and contrast to the African 

Women Development Fund’s workshop on social justice writing, by contrasting the two 

institutions’ aims and objectives. 

“Gender analysis is not only a key tool in effecting change in the voices and perspectives presented 

in our editorial coverage of news, but also in ensuring positive change,” Patricia Made(2000), who 

served as IPS’ Director General, said in a case study on the exercise. According to Made the 

exercise had the potential to “transform the media and to ensure that gender stereotypes are broken, 

and women’s views  and priorities represented.” 40 

 

 

39 https://africanwriterstrust.org/non-fiction-workshop-uganda-9-13-june-2014/ 

40  (pg 3)(Patricia A. Made (2000) Globalisation and gender training for the media: Challenges and lessons learned, Gender &#x26; 

Development, 8:1, 29-34, DOI: 10.1080/741923406) 

 

https://africanwriterstrust.org/non-fiction-workshop-uganda-9-13-june-2014/
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IPS began by introducing  new training programmes, tools, and curricula. After examining gender 

roles and responsibilities within the organisation and reviewing its organisational structure, it  

appointed more women to management and decision-making roles.  

The IPS case study is interesting  because it illustrates an approach to creating  positive change for 

women through media training.  Incidentally IPS’ Africa office was the first to initiate the new 

policy changes, which resulted in training ( or more specifically, re-training).  

Made makes an interesting point by saying that the organisation, “learned through practical 

experience that training and re-training journalists to report fairly on gender is not only about 

teaching new concepts, but more importantly, it is about changing the way journalists go about 

gathering information, and setting the `news agenda’.  

IPS Gender Training /AWDF Women Writers’ Social Justice Writing Workshop 

Table 1: IPS Gender Training /AWDF Women Writers’ Social Justice Writing Workshop 

Point of comparison IPS AWDF Observation 

Goals of training Primarily from a 

policy standpoint 

to introduce gender 

mainstreaming 

within the news 

coverage, and to 

strengthen the 

gender perspective 

in news  

Main focus was on 

news, which is 

IPS’ business 

 

To strengthen 

African women’s 

ability to tell their 

own stories. To 

shift a power 

balance in 

representation of 

their own issues 

and perspectives. 
 

 IPS exercise was more 

broadly categorized as re-

training  - intended to fill 

in the gap in media 

professionals’ lack of 

knowledge of gender and 

development  

AWDF programme seen as 

a skills enhancing and 

geared at ensuring 

published content on 

gender issues 

 
Participants All Staff – males 

included 

Exclusively for 

women 

Selected 22 
 

 AWDF’s stand is feminist. 

Emphasis is on dismantling 

patriarchy 

Focused on gender 

mainstreaming/ 

Challenges gender 

mainstreaming  

Yes Yes AWDF’s course content 

included Feminist 

literature and approaches 

Target audience The entire 

organization as 

well as the 

journalists 

Women writers Both organisations set out 

to equip their participants 

to rethink gender norms 

with the view to affecting 
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Point of comparison IPS AWDF Observation 

their ouput as 

writers/journalists 

Kinds of writing News journalism Fiction and non-

fiction, creative 

non-fiction, new 

media 

In the case of AWDF, and 

all forms of storytelling 

were embraced – non-

fiction, fiction and audio-

visual  

Developed in a 

participatory 

manner  

    
 

Yes No  

   

  

  

   
 

AWDF sets the agenda and 

course content for the 

workshops with selected 

trainers. However, 

participants and trainer 

feedback is factored into 

future sessions. Hence the 

2015 workshop was 

influenced by feedback and 

observation from the 2014 

workshop.  

In the case of IPS 

    

    

   
 

For journalists only? Yes No AWDF Participants drawn 

from diverse geographical 

backgrounds and writing 

abilities. Journalists, non-

fiction writers, both 

published and unpublished 

and all forms of 

literary  expression 
 

Feminist focus No Yes AWDF defines itself as a 

feminist organisation  

Sought to integrate 

the concepts of 

gender, equality, and 

women’s rights 

into  the training 

  
 

Yes Yes  
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Point of comparison IPS AWDF Observation 

Provided a well-

designed training 

programme that 

puts the principles of 

gender equality into 

practice, by showing 

journalists what 

needs to be done or 

done differently  

   

  

    

   
 

Yes Yes 

  

   

  

  

   
 

While the objectives of 

IPS’ training was to 

mainstream gender within 

the organisation and to re-

train journalists, AWDF’s 

objective focus more on 

building capacity in 

individual writers 
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6. A closer look at 4 writers 
One of the major expectations of the participants was to produce and publish written works in a 

wide variety of formats. The writers committed to writing and publishing at least two pieces of 

work following the workshop. 

Digital technology has opened the door to new forms and platforms for storytelling considered 

now as essential components of communication for development practice. These affordable and 

click ready landscapes, are important outlets for getting out stories, sharing and discussing 

information and  engaging the public, a fact which AWDF recognises. 

“Narratives are created in many different types of contexts. It’s not just training people to write 

editorials or Op-Eds but the whole range. It's about creating a network that ultimately in the long 

run will lead to a sea-change in the number of voices and the kinds of analysis that is out there 

around African women’s issues, written by African women ourselves.” (Jessica Horn, whatsapp 

interview January, 2020) 

Based on responses to the questionnaires and familiarity with their work, I chose five women 

writers – 4 from the AWW15 alumni group -  and a fifth  from the first workshop held in 2014 for 

additional phone/skype interviews. 41 These women reflect a wide spectrum of careers, personality 

and experience. 

The selected participants were: 

Fatou Wurie  (Sierra Leone), Billie McTernan( Ghana, UK.), Ruth Adong  (Uganda) , Simamkele 

Dlakavu ( South Africa) and Eunice Kilonzo  Kenya). Three of the five- Eunice, Ruth and Billie 

are journalists by profession, the other two - Simamkele and Fatou are not. 

All five women published the minimum required two stories within weeks of the workshop ending. 

In reflecting  on their post workshop writings,  I will also touch on the kinds of writing they have 

published.  

In an essay ‘Writing the World,” 42 Oscar Hemer discusses writing genres for development 

communication. He singles out fiction as having “a privileged position” in relation to other writing 

practices when it comes to communication for social change. “Dramatized fiction, especially, in 

the form of live theatre, film or broadcast soap operas, are potentially very powerful tools which 

should be handled with care.” 

 

41 See Appendix 

42 Hemer, O., & Tufte, T. (Eds.). (2005). Media and Glocal Change. Rethinking Communication for Development. Clacso 

Books / NORDICOM. Retrieved from http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:mau:diva-8390 
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“The role of the writing I have pictured here as a transgressive practice is dual. It is primarily a 

means of investigation and discovery, secondly a vehicle for identification and empowerment.” 

“The Creative Nonfiction genre can be rather elusive. It is focused on story, meaning it has a 

narrative plot with an inciting moment, rising action, climax and denouement, just like fiction. 43 

However, nonfiction only works if the story is based in truth, an accurate retelling of the author’s 

life experiences. The pieces can vary greatly in length, just as fiction can; anything from a book-

length autobiography to a 500-word food blog post can fall within the genre. 

Additionally, the genre borrows some aspects, in terms of voice, from poetry; poets generally look 

for truth and write about the realities they see. While there are many exceptions to this, such as the 

persona poem, the nonfiction genre depends on the writer’s ability to render their voice in a 

realistic fashion, just as poetry so often does. (Purdue University.) 

Another definition says creative nonfiction “offers a deeply embodied, sensorial and relational 

account of human lives. 44  

Returning to the words of Tufte, “it is possible for storytelling forms to contribute positively to 

creating agency among the marginalised and thus develop supportive and nurturing social and 

communicative environment.”45  

6.1. The Moth Workshop: 

As described earlier in this essay a workshop run by “The Moth” was conducted for 3 days of the 

workshop. The Moth teaches the craft of personal storytelling, providing people with the tools to 

tell stories that bridge divides.46 

Moth shows are renowned for the great range of human experience they showcase. Each show 

starts with a theme, and the storytellers explore it, often in unexpected ways. Since each story is 

true and every voice authentic, the shows dance between documentary and theater, creating a 

unique, intimate, and often enlightening experience for the audience. 

 

43 https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/subject_specific_writing/creative_writing/creative_nonfiction/index.html 

44 Smith, Brett & McGannon, Kerry & Williams, Toni. (2015). Ethnographic creative non-fiction: Exploring the what’s, why’s and 

how’s.. 

45 Tufte, T. (2012). Facing Violence and Conflict with Communication: Possibilities and limitations of storytelling and 

entertainment-education. In S. Melkote (Ed.), Development Communication in Directed Social Change: A Reappraisal of 

Theory and Practice Singapore: AMIC . AMIC Asian Communication series) 

46 https://themoth.org/about 

 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/subject_specific_writing/creative_writing/creative_nonfiction/index.html
https://themoth.org/about
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This aspect of the workshop turned one to be one of the most popular, although initially it met with 

a bit of resistance. The resonance with traditional oral forms of storytelling practiced all over the 

continent, seems to have been what struck a chord. 

Fatou Wurie: “In retrospect, the workshop with the Moth team resulted in becoming one of the 

most important linkages I was able to further develop outside of the program. I’ve gone on to 

develop a story, host a nationally syndicated radio program and publish my story in a collection 

that is a New York Best Seller. It elongated my connection to this program because the source of 

my connection with the Moth was because they were included within the programme’s design.” 

Zeyana Abdullah, participant: “I love the technique. I love how it makes you look into yourself... 

And I never realised the effect that my story no matter how mundane or small it is could have on 

people.” 

6.2. Social, Digital and new media: 

Measuring the reach and impact of blogs, facebook, twitter and other forms of new and social 

media to bring about change in communications around development is complex, with a direct 

cause and effect of information difficult to ascertain, despite the possibilities these new channels 

of information have opened up. 

Tobias Denskus and Daniel E. Esser(2013) 47reflecting on this in an academic study of social media 

content generated by blogs and twitter messages during the United Nations High-level Plenary 

Meeting of the General Assembly on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGS), held at UN 

Headquarters in New York in 2010, conclude that social media content accompanying the Summit 

did not to appear to in any significant degree affect “global dynamics of how international 

development is conceived and “failed to catalyse alternative priorities for and approaches to 

international development.” (pg 13)  

Nevertheless, nearly all the women writers of the 2015 class regularly use new digital forms as 

their key communication channels;  with Simamkele, an academic and activist, having a whopping 

30.7k followers on twitter. 

6.3. Writer Profiles: 

Fatou Wurie is  a writer, public speaker and founder of The Survivor Dream Project (SDP), a 

local nonprofit organization that provides holistic support to women and youth survivors of trauma 

in Sierra Leone.  

 

47 

https://www.academia.edu/3650947/Social_Media_and_Global_Development_Rituals_a_content_analysis_of_blogs_and_tweets

_on_the_2010_MDG_Summit 

https://www.academia.edu/3650947/Social_Media_and_Global_Development_Rituals_a_content_analysis_of_blogs_and_tweets_on_the_2010_MDG_Summit
https://www.academia.edu/3650947/Social_Media_and_Global_Development_Rituals_a_content_analysis_of_blogs_and_tweets_on_the_2010_MDG_Summit
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She describes herself as having “passion and experience in grassroots community 36aralyzing36n 

with extensive knowledge base in Gender, Health and Innovation.” Committed to building 

institutional systems that promote and secure economic and political freedoms for all in Sierra 

Leone, the continent of Africa and the Global South. 

 

Since the 2015 workshop FW has published widely in leading new outlets such as the Huffington 

post, The Journalist and Al Jazeera (at least 9 stories/mentions) . She has told her story at  Moth 

performances in New York and other places. 

Of the three stories published by Wurie in the weeks following the workshop, two were about the 

Ebola epidemic which ravaged west Africa in 2014-2015, and one was about rape. 

Table 2: Stories Published by FW immediately post workshop (Source AWDF Tracker) 

Title Kind of work  Publication Date  Link 

In Sierra Leone, 

Outrage for Hannah 

Creative Non-

Fiction 

Women in and 

Beyond the 

Global 

8/24/2015 http://www.wome

ninandbeyond.org/

?p=19178 

Surviving Ebola – 

the Real Battle 

Begins Once You’ve 

Beaten the Disease 

Creative Non-

Fiction 

The Journalist 8/25/2015 http://www.thejour

nalist.org.za/kau-

kauru/surviving-

ebola-the-real-

battle-begins-

once-youve-

beaten-the-disease 

All Africa 8/25/2015 http://allafrica.com

/stories/201508261

676.html 

Sierra Leone: 

Frontline Nurses In 

Aftermath of Ebola 

Outbreak Battle 

Depression, Stigma 

and Lack of 

Recognition 

 

Creative non-

fiction 

Huff Post 10/02/2015  https://www.huffp

ost.com/entry/sierr

a-leone-frontline-

nu_b_8234460 

 

 

http://www.womeninandbeyond.org/?p=19178
http://www.womeninandbeyond.org/?p=19178
http://www.womeninandbeyond.org/?p=19178
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/kau-kauru/surviving-ebola-the-real-battle-begins-once-youve-beaten-the-disease
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/kau-kauru/surviving-ebola-the-real-battle-begins-once-youve-beaten-the-disease
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/kau-kauru/surviving-ebola-the-real-battle-begins-once-youve-beaten-the-disease
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/kau-kauru/surviving-ebola-the-real-battle-begins-once-youve-beaten-the-disease
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/kau-kauru/surviving-ebola-the-real-battle-begins-once-youve-beaten-the-disease
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/kau-kauru/surviving-ebola-the-real-battle-begins-once-youve-beaten-the-disease
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/kau-kauru/surviving-ebola-the-real-battle-begins-once-youve-beaten-the-disease
http://allafrica.com/stories/201508261676.html
http://allafrica.com/stories/201508261676.html
http://allafrica.com/stories/201508261676.html
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/sierra-leone-frontline-nu_b_8234460
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/sierra-leone-frontline-nu_b_8234460
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/sierra-leone-frontline-nu_b_8234460
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/sierra-leone-frontline-nu_b_8234460
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In “Surviving Ebola,” one of the first pieces of work following the workshop, Fatou, paints a 

poignant picture of the stigma women faced in her native Sierra Leone after battling the disease. 

“Women and girls remain the bearers of the burden,” she notes.  

Using the genre of creative non-fiction, Fatou weaves the narrative with her own trauma of sexual 

abuse as she discusses fear. “Fear often paralyses one during a crisis. This is what I recall after my 

own assault. Fear nested in every crevice of my body. Fear paralyzing the physical pain yet 

amplifying the experience enough for it to be forever etched in my memory.” 

Wilkins asserts that the theory of narrative and education proposed by cultural and educational 

psychologist, Jerome Bruner, provides a compelling grounding for social constructivist 

perspective to storytelling. “48It presents the possibility in applied communication to use the power 

of narrative to intervene at the dynamic interface between the individual and normative culture in 

pursuit of broader sociocultural change.” 

 

Billie McTernan: Billie covers the arts, cultural and political affairs across Africa, with a 

particular focus on Ghana, Nigeria and West Africa. Having begun her writing career as a 

journalist she has covered a wide range of subjects, from art festivals in Accra and Dakar to 

elections and presidential interviews in Nigeria and Liberia. In this capacity she has contributed to 

a number of publications including The Africa Report, The Guardian UK, Associated Press and 

Africa is a Country. As a fiction writer she writes short stories and is currently working on her first 

short film. 

Since the 2015 workshop BM has published widely, although she no longer focuses on social 

justice reporting ( see interview excerpt below). 

Table 3: Stories Published by BM immediately following the workshop (source: AWDF Tracker) 

Title Kind of work  Publication Date  Link 

Monrovia Mayor led 

life and death battle 

against Ebola 

Creative Non-

Fiction 

The Journalist 10/11/2015 http://www.thejour

nalist.org.za/spotlig

ht/monrovia-

mayor-led-life-and-

death-battle-

against-ebola 

 

48 Wilkins, K. G., Tufte, T., & Obregon, R. (2014). Handbook of development communication and social change. Retrieved 

from http://ebookcentral.proquest.com 

Created from malmo  

 

http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/monrovia-mayor-led-life-and-death-battle-against-ebola
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/monrovia-mayor-led-life-and-death-battle-against-ebola
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/monrovia-mayor-led-life-and-death-battle-against-ebola
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/monrovia-mayor-led-life-and-death-battle-against-ebola
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/monrovia-mayor-led-life-and-death-battle-against-ebola
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/monrovia-mayor-led-life-and-death-battle-against-ebola
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Social stigma 

compounds 

desperate poverty of 

Guinea's Ebola 

survivors 

Creative Non-

fiction 

The Guardian 08/04/2016 https://www.thegua

rdian.com/global-

development/2016/

apr/08/guinea-

ebola-survivors-

social-stigma-

compounds-

desperate-poverty 

 

Billie’s first published story following the workshop was another Ebola story- a straight news piece 

which highlights the role of women as first responders in the Ebola epidemic. 

“But the role played by women and women’s groups has been undervalued. That matters 

because few actors in society can mobilize communities as effectively as women — as the 

example of Gibson shows.”49 

Billie does not see any link between the work she is  doing now and the workshop. “At that time, 

I did. The work I am doing is completely different now. I don’t write any development stuff at all. 

What it did do I think was that it was the time I was starting  to think about different ways of 

writing non-fiction and felt I had more of an idea of ways in which I could do that from the two 

people that led the workshop.” 

 

Ruth Adong: Ruth Adong  is an anchor and reporter for Touch FM — a radio station in Kampala. 

She keeps a blog called “Rabelah’s World” where she covers a variety of social justice issues. 

Table 4: Work published by RA immediately after the workshop (source: AWDF Tracker) 

Title Kind of work  Publication Date  Link 

Volatile Mix of 

Suicide and 

Violence 

Creative Non-

Fiction 

Personal blog 9/9/2015 https://olangoruth.wor

dpress.com/2015/09/0

9/volatile-mix-of-

suicide-and-voilence/ 

Do numbers Matter Op-Ed Half Life 10/22/2015 https://olangoruth.wor

dpress.com/2015/10/2

2/do-numbers-matter/ 

 

49 http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/monrovia-mayor-led-life-and-death-battle-against-ebola 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/apr/08/guinea-ebola-survivors-social-stigma-compounds-desperate-poverty
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/apr/08/guinea-ebola-survivors-social-stigma-compounds-desperate-poverty
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/apr/08/guinea-ebola-survivors-social-stigma-compounds-desperate-poverty
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/apr/08/guinea-ebola-survivors-social-stigma-compounds-desperate-poverty
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/apr/08/guinea-ebola-survivors-social-stigma-compounds-desperate-poverty
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/apr/08/guinea-ebola-survivors-social-stigma-compounds-desperate-poverty
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/apr/08/guinea-ebola-survivors-social-stigma-compounds-desperate-poverty
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/apr/08/guinea-ebola-survivors-social-stigma-compounds-desperate-poverty
https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/2015/09/09/volatile-mix-of-suicide-and-voilence/
https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/2015/09/09/volatile-mix-of-suicide-and-voilence/
https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/2015/09/09/volatile-mix-of-suicide-and-voilence/
https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/2015/09/09/volatile-mix-of-suicide-and-voilence/
https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/2015/10/22/do-numbers-matter/
https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/2015/10/22/do-numbers-matter/
https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/2015/10/22/do-numbers-matter/
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/monrovia-mayor-led-life-and-death-battle-against-ebola
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The New Boogie 

man 

 

Op-Ed Half-Life 10/20/2015 https://olangoruth.wor

dpress.com/2015/10/2

0/the-new-boogie-

man/ 

 Flooded Dreams Fiction Reader’s Cafe 

Africa 

4/4/2016 https://readerscafeafri

ca.com/2016/04/flood

ed-dreams/ 

 

 

Ruth’s first piece is a stirring reflection on an upward trend in suicides in her native Uganda, 

published on her “Blog Half-Life: My two cents on things close to my heart and sometimes, I am 

goofing around.”50 

Jo Taachi’s project work on the use of digital storytelling in a research project called “Finding a 

Voice,” describes digital storytelling as essentially about the expression of personal voice.” We 

wanted to explore whether personal voice could be used to effectively express social issues and 

promote positive social changes.51 She concludes that it can. 

Blogging, falls into this same category of what Taachi labels “other ideas, other forms of self‐

expression, and other kinds of engagements with media that are as much about self expression as 

social change or ‘development’.  

 

 

Simamkele Dlakavu : SD  published  her first story even before the end of the 2015 workshop. 

She has been perhaps one of the most prolific writers. 

A Fallist and Masters graduate in African Literature at Wits University in South Africa,  she has 

been an active participant in student movements calling for an intersectional decolonial reality in 

South Africa. She is the former Media and Communications Manager for Oxfam South Africa. 

She has also worked as a human rights television producer on one of South Africa’s most popular 

current affairs show: The Big Debate. In 2014 the Mail and Guardian recognized Simamkele as 

one of South Africa’s Top 200 Young South Africans. 

 

50 https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/ 

51 Finding a voice: Digital storytelling as participatory development. In Hartley, J & McWilliam, K (Eds.) Story Circle:  Digital 

Storytelling Around the World.Blackwell Publishing, United Kingdom, West Sussex, Chichester, pp. 167-175. This file 

was downloaded from: https://eprints.qut.edu.au/17631/ 

https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/2015/10/20/the-new-boogie-man/
https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/2015/10/20/the-new-boogie-man/
https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/2015/10/20/the-new-boogie-man/
https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/2015/10/20/the-new-boogie-man/
https://readerscafeafrica.com/2016/04/flooded-dreams/
https://readerscafeafrica.com/2016/04/flooded-dreams/
https://readerscafeafrica.com/2016/04/flooded-dreams/
https://olangoruth.wordpress.com/
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Table 5: Work published by SD immediately after the workshop (source: AWDF Tracker) 

Title Kind of 

work  

Publication Date  Link 

Gender & Rhodes 

Must Fall Debate 

 

 

Op-Ed The 

Journalist/All 

Africa 

8/5/2015 http://www.thejournali

st.org.za/spotlight/opi

nion-gender-rhodes-

must-fall-debate 

#FeesMustFall 

rallied black women 

Op-Ed Independent 

online 

11/6/2015 https://www.iol.co.za/

news/opinion/feesmus

tfall-rallied-black-

women-

1941896#.VkC-

ddLhDcs 

 

Dlakavu’s first two pieces– Gender & Rhodes Must Fall Debate published in August 2015 whilst 

the workshop was still ongoing and #FeesMustFall rallied black women a few months later, 

highlight gender issues in South Africa. 

The first article is a critique  of the lack of gender sensitive curriculum in South Africa’s academic 

institutions. “South Africa has been forced to look at ways to ‘decolonialise’ and transform its 

white dominated academic spaces and curricula,” she begins, “But we have not had sufficient 

vigour and spirit in trying to create an academic space where gender is mainstreamed. We cannot 

continue reproducing systems and students who are not gender conscious and who think the issue 

of gender is only an issue for the “gender studies department”. 

Recounting her experiences in a personal narrative style, she touches on the issues of gender-

inclusive curriculums, parliament and academia.  

 

 

 

  

http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/opinion-gender-rhodes-must-fall-debate
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/opinion-gender-rhodes-must-fall-debate
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/opinion-gender-rhodes-must-fall-debate
http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/opinion-gender-rhodes-must-fall-debate
https://www.iol.co.za/news/opinion/feesmustfall-rallied-black-women-1941896#.VkC-ddLhDcs
https://www.iol.co.za/news/opinion/feesmustfall-rallied-black-women-1941896#.VkC-ddLhDcs
https://www.iol.co.za/news/opinion/feesmustfall-rallied-black-women-1941896#.VkC-ddLhDcs
https://www.iol.co.za/news/opinion/feesmustfall-rallied-black-women-1941896#.VkC-ddLhDcs
https://www.iol.co.za/news/opinion/feesmustfall-rallied-black-women-1941896#.VkC-ddLhDcs
https://www.iol.co.za/news/opinion/feesmustfall-rallied-black-women-1941896#.VkC-ddLhDcs
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7. Findings  

7.1.  Overview of questionnaire data: 

Response rate: Out of 21 questionnaires sent to the 2015 participants (and one from 2014), 13 

responded, five did not respond and 2 to date have not provided responses although they promised 

to.  

Results of the simple qualitative questionnaire, designed to ascertain from respondents what they 

thought they had gained from the workshop and how it had influenced their post workshop writing 

are in Table A, (appendix).  

Participants in the 2015 workshop have together written and published more than 55 stories 

(AWDF tracker, Appendix), they have also appeared in public spaces, radio talk shows, MOTH 

workshop appearances and received a variety of recommendations awards and nominations  

worldwide. 

In terms of social media, the writers have  written thousands of blog/twitter/social media  posts, 

articles written on issues concerning women, gender and women’s rights in the five years since 

the 2015 workshop was held. 

There was a mixed result as to whether expectations were met – most felt there could have been 

improvement or that they were partially met. There was also divergencies as to what sessions were 

the favourite, (many said The Moth workshop), what could have been added ( more one on one 

sessions, a group anthology project) and whether the workshop had strengthened their ability to 

write from a gendered perspective (one person said she is not a feminist and does not fully 

understand the concept, but her writing skills had been strengthened). 

“At first I was so inspired by the workshop… I did revisit my old work and wanted to invest 

in making it work…what the workshop really did for me was life and spark. That spark 

worked to get me back more to my own personal reflections and to produce a body of work. 

But the support after the workshop just wasn’t there...the facilitators ...if there had been 

structures put in place post the workshop you could participate in a six month writing 

online course that would have helped me.” (Fatou Wurie) 

 

Evaluating C4D,  involves continuous critical reflection and learning.52 Evaluating the contribution 

of C4D requires  a framework that can look at impact from conceptual and practical perspectives. 

 

52 Researching, monitoring and evaluating communication for development: trends, challenges and approaches 

http://www.unicef.org/RME-RP-Evaluating_C4D_Trends_Challenges__Approaches_Fin... 

 

http://www.unicef.org/RME-RP-Evaluating_C4D_Trends_Challenges__Approaches_Final-2011.pdf
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One of workshop’s clearest indicators of success lies in the volume of output of most of the women 

writers post workshop, (although that output cannot necessarily be said to be a casual result).   

Between August 2015 and April 2016, women writers of the 2015 workshop recorded at least 55 

published articles, in blogs, newspapers, online outlets or other public spaces such as radio spots 

or interviews.  

A google Excel log was set up by the AWDF communications team for participants to note when 

they produced or published an article. AWDF tracker ( see appendix). But by AWDF’s admittance, 

it was not properly kept up and has no other records of articles beyond April 2016. However, my 

own research found dozens of articles and mentions of the participants which were not recorded.  

Theo Sowa sums up from her own perspective whether the objectives of the workshop have been 

met. 

“Those long-term views  I think are being met. They are goals, we haven’t met them fully, 

but we are well on our way. We are a tiny number of women that we get together with. We 

have managed  three  workshops on our continent of millions. It’s a  small number.” 

But those numbers are clearly punching beyond their weight - if you look at the number of women 

who clearly hadn’t published before they came to the workshop but now they have, the number 

that have been writing for newspapers and the number that have been nominated for writing awards 

including one year having one of the facilitators and one of the participants being longlisted for 

the Caine Prize at the same time.  

“I would like us to do more...when you look at the demand...the demand has been 

ridiculous. Clearly something like this is needed and needed more often, we should be 

doing more because it does seem to be working. I would like to see it extended and 

expanded.”  

(Theo Sowa, recorded interview Feb 6, 2020) 

Another important aspect of evaluating C4D initiatives involves sustainability. Change is a long-

term process,  requiring  time and resources if it is to be measured effectively. 

The report  on UNICEF’s evaluation of its C4D programme referenced earlier, noted one of its 

major challenges as financial, although the use of global courses to build internal C4D capacity 

was overall deemed an appropriate strategy for UNICEF to pursue.53  

“One of the main difficulties was …the (financial) costs of courses which prevent them from being 

continued indefinitely or significantly scaled up. (pg 14). Another constraint to the programme’s 

 

 

53 https://www.unicef.org/evaldatabase/files/C4D_Evaluation_Report.pdf 

https://www.unicef.org/evaldatabase/files/C4D_Evaluation_Report.pdf
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effectiveness was the fact that the courses were delivered as “stand-alone” activities, rather than 

as part of a longer-term capacity development programme.  

The financial burden of organising a residential workshop for around 25 people  – which includes 

flights, accommodation and venue expenses for the 10 day period, for participants and facilitators, 

means AWDF has not been able to hold them annually or scale them up.  

Instead, each AWDF workshop conducted has relied on donor funding, although importantly, they 

have not been conditional on any donor requirements or restrictions on its concept, structure or 

course content.  Without an interested  donor  - and Gates Foundation was the first -  the workshops 

could not have been held, Theo Sowa says in her recorded interview. 

7.1.1. Participatory approach: 

Lennie and Tachie’s evaluation model emphasises a high level of participation from a range of 

staff, participants and programme or outreach partners and asks whether communications 

programmes themselves are participatory. 

Such an approach, like all the other components for successful M&E, is preferably best built in 

right from the beginning. This avoids the vertical one-way, top-down models of communication 

for development which dictate the process from a management, institutional-only perspective. 

Participatory approaches to research and evaluation are more accessible to a wider range of 

participants and also potentially foster greater levels of staff and stakeholder ownership and 

empowerment.54 

One way in which this approach could be applied to AWDF is by involving  the participants  in 

the development of course content for the social justice writing programme for African women 

writers, giving them the say in what they consider priority areas for social justice. 

Although the workshop exercises offer freedom of choice of topics to write on, designing of the 

actual writing programme has not been part of the remit. Including writers in the design of the 

programme itself in addition to the many “feedback” sessions which took place throughout the 

workshop, would better enable participants and facilitators to evaluate and define the workshop’s 

adaptability and relevance. 

Commenting on the 2019 workshop, Sylvia Vollenhoven, who also facilitated the one held in 2015, 

said lessons learned in the earlier workshop shaped some of the development of the latter course.  

One such lesson arose from the selection of the participants who came from different backgrounds 

with different writing abilities. It was difficult to provide such a diverse group with a meaningful 

 

54 Researching, monitoring and evaluating communication for development: trends, challenges and approaches 

http://www.unicef.org/RME-RP-Evaluating_C4D_Trends_Challenges__Approaches_Fin... 

 

http://www.unicef.org/RME-RP-Evaluating_C4D_Trends_Challenges__Approaches_Final-2011.pdf
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and valuable learning experience, she noted. “Perhaps future groups should be more geared 

towards writers and storytellers to maximise the long-term benefits.” (Sylvia Vollenhoven, 2019 

workshop report). 

The networking and support group created within the writers and which has been actively followed 

up, was cited by many of them as a very positive step in their various writing careers. Each cohort 

of women writers (2014, 2015 and 2019) have maintained networking groups amongst themselves. 

“It helped me understand that some of the experiences in Nairobi or in Kenya were not just new 

to us. My sisters from Nigeria Ghana, the US were going through more or less the same things, 

maybe packaged differently,” (Eunice Kilonzo, participant of the 2014 workshop, senior health 

journalist for Nation Media Group (NMG) in her native Kenya). 

“For me one of the most important things it did is to provide a network of sisterhood, a network 

of people whose energy I can constantly tap into, whose  ideas I can constantly use when I am in 

a dry spell or when I have nothing godriveing on but it also created a network of people who can 

support you in and out..for me my network. We check on each other, we encourage each other..but 

we are also there to celebrate our wins.” ( Ruth Adong) 

7.2. Conclusion/Recommendations 

AWDF’s 2015 social justice writing workshop for women writers birthed a cadre of women 

writers, who have used diverse genres fiction and non-fiction, to produce a large number of 

published work on gender related issues, social justice and development. The first workshop -held 

in 2014, has yielded equally impressive results. 

One important measure of its success is the high demand for places at the workshop which have 

soared since the first one in 2014.  At the latest workshop held in 2019 workshop there were around 

1,300 applications for the 20 spaces, up from 200 for the 2015 workshop.  

Insight and feedback from the writers and facilitators could be very helpful in pointing  the way to 

more effective tools, or programmes and for what could be improved. 

One recommendation would be for AWDF to undertake a more robust monitoring and evaluation 

of the writers’ workshop and to provide the women writers with more post-workshop support.  For 

now, post-workshop support is  only one quite small part of what the organisation  does and  it had 

not been part of the workshop’s initial scope, CEO Theo Sowa admits. 

“The post-workshop follow through is the thing that we could do better. We could develop better 

linkages with traditional media and help make stronger linkages with media which are looking for 

content. There hasn’t been any real sort of mentoring.”  (Theo Sowa, recorded interview, Jan 

2020). 

I believe this study could be beneficial to AWDF or other designers or creators of writing 

workshops  related to  gender training in Africa. It could also provide preliminary material on 
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which further research could be carried out into the AWDF’s writing workshop for social justice 

– especially in terms of monitoring and evaluating of the impact of this and other writing 

programmes aimed at “strengthening African women’s voices.” 
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Footnotes 

1. The Development Centre occupies a unique place within the OECD and in the international 

community. It provides a platform where developing and emerging economies interact on an equal 

footing with OECD Members to promote knowledge sharing and peer learning on sustainable and 

inclusive development.    
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APPENDIX  1: Research Questionnaires:  

Research Questions: To AWDF                                                                               

         QUESTIONNAIRES           

 For AWDF: (Director of Programmes, Communications Specialist) 

-       What are the goals and objectives of the AWDF women writers’ residency? 

-       Kindly state the long-term goals, short term goals. Have they been met? 

-       How many residencies have been conducted? 

-       Describe the structure, course content, course facilitators, selection criteria of participants 

(please include feminist theory, or any underlining approach) 

-       How many women have passed through residency? 

-       To what extent has there been monitoring and evaluation of attendees? 

-       Are you happy with the outcomes of the workshops so far? Explain. 

  

 To 2015 cohort: 

  

-       What is your name? Where are you from? 

-       How did you come to learn about the women writers workshop? 

-       What was your interest in attending? 

-       How have you found the programme? Has it met your expectations? 

-       Which aspect of the training did you like most/find most helpful 

-       Which topic/subject was the most important to you? 

-       What do you think could have been included which wasn’t? 

-       How do you think this workshop prepared you for its stated objectives? 

-       Did your personal objectives for attending match the stated objectives? 

-       What is the first thing you are going to write about? 

-       What is your understanding of a social justice writing workshop 

-       Do you have a background in print/wire service or news journalism 

-       For previous attendees the ff additional questions: 
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-       Did the AWDF writers’ residency meet your expectations? 

-       In what way did the workshop prepare you for the work you are doing/have done 

-       How many articles /stories/ have you written/published since the workshop? 

 

To 2015 Facilitators: 

-       What was your motivation in doing the workshop? 

-       Were you given a set of objectives? 

-       How many times have you facilitated this workshop? 

-       What has changed? 

-       Would you describe the residency as a success?  Why? 

-         

  

Bill and Melinda Gates: 

Grants 

African Women’s Development Fund 

 

Date: November 2013 

Purpose: for capacity building support 

Amount: $6,998,115 

Term: 41 

Topic: Agricultural Development, Family Interest Grantmaking, Global Health and Development 

Public Awareness and Analysis, Inform and Engage Communities, Maternal, Neonatal and Child 

Health 

Program: Advocacy|Foundation|Global Development|Global Growth and Opportunity 

Grantee Location: Accra, Greater Accra 

Grantee Website: http://www.awdf.org/ 

  The follow-on interviews conducted by whatsapp phone focused on whether they could see any 

links between their current work and the workshop in 2015. I also asked for their views of the 

workshop itself as a tool and if it had enabled them frame their own narratives and tell their own 

stories. 

http://www.awdf.org/
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These were my questions: 

- The workshop was a while ago, but you can see any links between your work now and the workshop 

in 2015? 

-  What is your feedback on the workshop itself and its usefulness as a tool to bring about change for 

women? 

- Enabling women to frame their own narratives and tell their own story was one of the key objectives 

of the workshop. Did the importance of that aspect come out?  

- Any other thoughts you'd like to share? 

 

AWDF 2015 Social justice writing workshop for women writers’ report 

Table of Questionnaire responses 

AWDF Participants Tracker 2014  

AWDF 2015 writers output tracker  

 

 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/10BDhOmnxzHM1ElxHDt9pKX2D8xlFs_oQtAQm2Rg7bss/edit
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1YFw5wi10AcoPmXzL0Eh9r0G3Dz4uzUXdYSw8Us6j-kA/edit#gid=2080131094
AWW14%20Participants%20Publications%20(Tracking%20Doc)
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1nA367blC_eZ7p-CWr1OJEGzwldztHANe-mRJPP-5PHk/edit#gid=258652291
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