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Abstract 

The overall objective of the three-manuscript dissertation, “Tales of African Scholarship: 

Experiences, Curriculum, and Policies for Equitable Higher Education in Sub-Saharan Africa 

and the United States,” is to document and analyze the academic journeys of African scholars 

across various contexts. Specifically, the dissertation explores and critically examines their lived 

experiences, focusing on their journey toward pursuing scholarship and on how curriculum and 

institutional policies shape their educational paths in Sub-Saharan Africa and the United States. 

By reviewing these experiences, the study aims to identify systemic challenges, highlight 

resilience strategies, and provide insights that support more just and transformative approaches 

to higher education curriculum and policy across the two regions. 

In addition to the overall dissertation objective. Each of the three manuscripts centers on 

a specific purpose that addresses components of the dissertation. 

Manuscript 1 is titled: “Tales of an African Woman in Pursuit of Scholarship: A Critical 

Educational Autobiography.” This qualitative, critical, educational, autobiographical research 

explores the researcher’s journey toward becoming a scholar as a first-generation African female 

immigrant who has navigated educational systems across two continents. Given the growing 

focus on autobiography in educational research, this study emphasizes the vital importance of 

individuals sharing their lived experiences to foster both personal and community growth.  Using 

snail-sense African feminism and the Intersectionality theoretical framework, the research 

reflexively engaged with her scholarly journey, examining the broader sociocultural contexts that 

shaped her transnational educational experiences in Ghana, West Africa, and Manhattan, Kansas, 

in the United States. This critical educational autobiography study contributes to the literature on 

African women’s scholarship both at home and abroad, enhances the research methodology for 



  

replication, and provides theoretical insights that can inform curriculum development and 

educational policy reforms. Ultimately, this research serves as both a personal reflection and an 

inspiration for other women navigating similar academic paths, highlighting the essential role of 

critical autobiographical research in understanding, and transforming educational landscapes.  

Manuscript 2 of the dissertation is titled: “Curriculum Experiences of African Female 

Graduate Students in the United States and Sub-Saharan Africa.” Africa contributes to over half 

of the world’s population growth, projected to reach 3.9 billion by 2100. Empowering women 

through education is essential for sustainable development. Yet, African women, particularly in 

sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), face persistent barriers in accessing quality education, especially in 

underrepresented fields like STEM. This study examined the curriculum experiences of African 

female graduate students in the U.S. and sub-Saharan Africa, analyzing challenges and 

opportunities through the frameworks of Critical Postcolonial Curriculum Theory (CPCT), 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP), and transnationalism. Using a qualitative comparative-case 

study design, it employed semi-structured interviews with purposively sampled participants from 

diverse sub-Saharan African nations and disciplines to gain a deeper understanding of how 

cultural environments, gender dynamics, identity negotiation, socioeconomic factors, and 

academic support systems influence the academic successes and challenges faced by female 

scholars from this demographic within two distinct educational contexts: the United States and 

Sub-Saharan Africa. This article also contributes to decolonizing education by shifting the 

conversation about female educational intersectionality beyond a Western or Eurocentric 

perspective, thereby enriching the theoretical framework in academic research.  

Manuscript 3: Toward Equitable Education—An Analysis of Policies in Higher 

Education in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) critically explores how gender equity or related policies, 



  

mainly aimed at promoting women’s access and opportunities in higher education, are 

conceptualized, the priorities they set, and the specific strategies implemented to ensure fair 

treatment for female students. This study explores the University of Ghana, Makerere University, 

the University of Yaoundé I, and the University of Cape Town, SSA’s leading institutions across 

West, East, Central, and Southern Africa. It fills an essential gap in the literature by exploring the 

concepts, priorities, and strategies embedded in gender equity policies within higher education in 

SSA, using Fairclough’s (1995, 2010) three-dimensional Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

model, which conceptualizes discourse as simultaneously a text, a discursive practice, and a 

social practice, highlighting institutional and policy efforts to increase women’s access to higher 

education in the region. Findings from the study contribute to an expanding body of research on 

social justice education, gender equity, and policy reform in African higher education, helping 

institutional leaders, policymakers, and advocacy groups strengthen gender equity initiatives and 

develop more transformative and actionable policies. The terms “female” and “women” are used 

interchangeably in this research. 
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Abstract 

The overall objective of the three-manuscript dissertation, “Tales of African Scholarship: 

Experiences, Curriculum, and Policies for Equitable Higher Education in Sub-Saharan Africa 

and the United States,” is to document and analyze the academic journeys of African scholars 

across various contexts. Specifically, the dissertation explores and critically examines their lived 

experiences, focusing on their journey toward pursuing scholarship and on how curriculum and 

institutional policies shape their educational paths in Sub-Saharan Africa and the United States. 

By reviewing these experiences, the study identified systemic challenges, highlighted resilience 

strategies, and provided insights that support more just and transformative approaches to higher 

education curriculum and policy across the two regions. 

In addition to the overall purpose of the dissertation. Each of the three manuscripts 

centers on a specific purpose that addresses components of the dissertation. 

Manuscript 1 is titled: “Tales of an African Woman in Pursuit of Scholarship: A Critical 

Educational Autobiography.” This qualitative, critical, educational, autobiographical research 

explores the researcher’s journey toward becoming a scholar as a first-generation African female 

immigrant who has navigated educational systems across two continents. Given the growing 

focus on autobiography in educational research, this study emphasizes the vital importance of 

individuals sharing their lived experiences to foster both personal and community growth.  Using 

snail-sense African feminism and the Intersectionality theoretical framework, the research 

reflexively engaged with her scholarly journey, examining the broader sociocultural contexts that 

shaped her transnational educational experiences in Ghana, West Africa, and Manhattan, Kansas, 

in the United States. This critical educational autobiography study contributes to the literature on 

African women’s scholarship both at home and abroad, enhances the research methodology for 



  

replication, and provides theoretical insights that can inform curriculum development and 

educational policy reforms. Ultimately, this research serves as both a personal reflection and an 

inspiration for other women navigating similar academic paths, highlighting the essential role of 

critical autobiographical research in understanding, and transforming educational landscapes.  

Manuscript 2 of the dissertation is titled: “Curriculum Experiences of African Female 

Graduate Students in the United States and Sub-Saharan Africa.” Africa contributes to over half 

of the world’s population growth, projected to reach 3.9 billion by 2100. Empowering women 

through education is essential for sustainable development. Yet, African women, particularly in 

sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), face persistent barriers in accessing quality education, especially in 

underrepresented fields like STEM. This study examined the curriculum experiences of African 

female graduate students in the U.S. and sub-Saharan Africa, analyzing challenges and 

opportunities through the frameworks of Critical Postcolonial Curriculum Theory (CPCT), 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP), and transnationalism. Using a qualitative comparative-case 

study design, it employed semi-structured interviews with purposively sampled participants from 

diverse sub-Saharan African nations and disciplines to gain a deeper understanding of how 

cultural environments, gender dynamics, identity negotiation, socioeconomic factors, and 

academic support systems influence the academic successes and challenges faced by female 

scholars from this demographic within two distinct educational contexts: the United States and 

Sub-Saharan Africa. This article also contributes to decolonizing education by shifting the 

conversation about female educational intersectionality beyond a Western or Eurocentric 

perspective, thereby enriching the theoretical framework in academic research.  

Manuscript 3: Toward Equitable Education—An Analysis of Policies in Higher 

Education in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) critically explores how gender equity or related policies, 



  

mainly aimed at promoting women’s access and opportunities in higher education, are 

conceptualized, the priorities they set, and the specific strategies implemented to ensure fair 

treatment for female students. This study explores the University of Ghana, Makerere University, 

the University of Yaoundé I, and the University of Cape Town, SSA’s leading institutions across 

West, East, Central, and Southern Africa. It fills an essential gap in the literature by exploring the 

concepts, priorities, and strategies embedded in gender equity policies within higher education in 

SSA, using Fairclough’s (1995, 2010) three-dimensional Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

model, which conceptualizes discourse as simultaneously a text, a discursive practice, and a 

social practice, highlighting institutional and policy efforts to increase women’s access to higher 

education in the region. Findings from the study contribute to an expanding body of research on 

social justice education, gender equity, and policy reform in African higher education, helping 

institutional leaders, policymakers, and advocacy groups strengthen gender equity initiatives and 

develop more transformative and actionable policies. The terms “female” and “women” are used 

interchangeably in this research. 
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encountered the tensions, silences, exclusions, and possibilities embedded within them. These 

experiences compelled me to recognize the urgency of centering the global south educational 

experiences and African women’s voices as legitimate and powerful sources of knowledge. For 

me, this research is not merely an academic exercise; it is very personal. As it is rooted in my 

desire to transform vulnerability into epistemic strength, to shift from the margins to intellectual 

authority, and to contribute meaningfully to curriculum and policy reforms in global higher 

education discourse. 

This dissertation is three-independent-manuscript-style research with an interconnected 

central theme. My decision to undertake this dissertation style is motivated by both intentionality 

and innovation. After completing a traditional six-chapter thesis as a partial fulfillment of a 

Master of Science degree in Curriculum and Instruction and successfully publishing two peer-

reviewed articles from that work, I witnessed how research could move beyond a bound 

document online in a K-State Research Exchange (K-REX) repository or pages sitting on a shelf 

in a library to expand scholarly conversations when disseminated in parts as journal articles. That 

experience reshaped my thought of what my doctoral dissertation could be. So, I asked myself, 

what can I do a little differently but scholarly? I wanted to gain new ways of doing a dissertation 

from what I have known and have become acquainted with. Then I decided to nudge myself a 

little more. Instead of repeating a six-chapter dissertation research which I feel I have had a good 
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grasp of, I sought to pioneer these three independent manuscript dissertations with a central 

theme approach within the Department of Curriculum and Instruction. These manuscripts will 

also provide me publication pathways while maintaining strong intellectual coherence across the 

dissertation. 

The central theme of this research is advancing educational equity for African women 

through the interconnection of critical autobiography, curriculum experience, and institutional 

policy analysis across transnational contexts, specifically, both in the United States and sub-

Saharan Africa, and how their lived experiences explain broader questions of curriculum, power, 

gender equity, and institutional support to their scholarly becoming. The first manuscript grounds 

the research in critical self-reflection, positioning personal experiences as a legitimate site of 

knowledge production. The second manuscript expands the lens to collective experiences, 

examining how African female graduate students interpret and experience curriculum across 

contexts. The third manuscript moves to the structural level, analyzing higher education policies 

in Sub-Saharan Africa to assess how gender equity is conceptualized and operationalized. 

I hope this work inspires meaningful discussions about broadening dissertation options 

for doctoral students in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction and the College of 

Education, both at my university and worldwide. Specifically, I aim to promote the three-

manuscript dissertation as a practical and impactful alternative to the traditional format. 

Additionally, I hope it provides a useful template for education scholars interested in this 

approach, while fostering ongoing conversations about how more models of this dissertation 

style can be thoughtfully incorporated into doctoral programs in the field of education.  
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Chapter 1 - General Introduction 

Amid Africa’s rapid population growth, empowering women through education is widely 

recognized as a key factor in advancing sustainable development (Liezel et al., 2016). Despite 

numerous programs, funding initiatives, collaborations, and advocacy efforts, such as those from 

the Carnegie African Diaspora Fellowship Program (CADFP), Fulbright Program, Ford 

Foundation, Andrew Mellon Foundation, Erasmus Mundus Program of the European 

Commission, and Mandela Washington Fellowship for Young African Leadership, African 

females in higher education continue to face significant barriers to accessing quality education, 

particularly in underrepresented fields like STEM (Founou et al., 2023). Leading critics of 

gender inequality in higher education have consistently highlighted the historical disadvantages 

faced by African women, stemming from cultural norms, religious practices, and colonial 

legacies (Aina, 2010). Discussions on reforming higher education in Africa often emphasize 

gender as a critical focus for system-wide transformations. Yet, there remains limited literature 

that amplifies the voices and lived experiences of African women in higher education. As key 

stakeholders with firsthand insight, our absence in scholarly discourse underscores the urgent 

need for targeted interventions to address ongoing structural and systemic inequities affecting 

African female graduate students and our scholarly becoming. 

In response to this gap, the dissertation, “Tales of African Scholarship: Experiences, 

Curriculum, and Policies for Equitable Higher Education in sub-Saharan Africa and the United 

States,” is both timely and essential. The dissertation explored and critically examined the lived 

experiences of African female graduate students, focusing on their journey toward pursuing 

scholarship, engagement with curricula across universities in the United States and Sub-Saharan 

Africa, and institutional gender-equity policies in first-ranked universities in the West, East, 
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South, and Sub-Saharan Africa. This review of experiences revealed systemic challenges, 

emphasized resilience strategies, and offered insights to promote more equitable and 

transformative higher education policies in both regions. Focusing on African women’s voices, 

the study aimed to highlight their perspectives, identify similarities and differences across 

educational settings, and put forward practical recommendations to support culturally responsive 

and equitable higher education practices. 

The dissertation is organized into three manuscripts following a three-independent-

studies format linked by a central theme. Chapter 2, the first manuscript, is a critical educational 

autobiography titled “Tales of an African Woman in Pursuit of Scholarship: A Critical 

Educational Autobiography.” Building on the autobiographical insights, the second manuscript, 

presented in Chapter 3, is a comparative case study examining the “Curriculum Experiences of 

African Female Graduate Students in the United States and Sub-Saharan Africa.” This study 

examines how African female students experience and interpret curriculum in both contexts, 

highlighting patterns that may extend beyond individual narratives. Finally, Chapter 4, the third 

manuscript, titled “Toward Equitable Education—An Analysis of Policies in Higher Education 

in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA),” investigated how gender equity or related policies, mainly aimed 

at promoting women’s access and opportunities in higher education, are conceptualized, the 

priorities they set, and the specific strategies implemented to ensure fair treatment for female 

students aimed at equity. Collectively, the dissertation is guided by three overarching research 

questions: 

1. How do my educational experiences as an African female influence scholarship and 

help decolonize higher education in Ghana and the United States? 
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2. How do African female graduate students interpret their curriculum experiences in 

sub-Saharan African and United States higher education institutions? 

3. How do institutional policies support gender-equitable education for African female 

graduate students in sub-Saharan Africa? 

A critical reflection that emerged from narrating my educational journey in the first 

manuscript was whether my story is singular or reflective of broader structural patterns shaping 

the experiences of African female students. This reflection guided the subsequent inquiry into the 

experiences of other African female graduate students, particularly in examining how they 

navigate curriculum and academic spaces across transnational contexts. Building on any 

patterned and recurring themes identified in Manuscripts 1 and 2, the third manuscript turns to an 

analysis of what institutions are formally doing at the policy level to address these issues. 

Each of these manuscripts is explicitly written for an intended journal for publication 

consideration. Therefore, each chapter followed the guidelines and format specific to the 

intended journal. Hence, their structure varies according to the journal’s requirements. “Tales of 

an African Woman in Pursuit of Scholarship: A Critical Educational Autobiography”  follows 

Taylor and Francis Publishers, Life Writings https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rlwr20 

journal structure: Title page, abstract, keywords, main text introduction, material, and methods, 

results, discussion, acknowledgment, declaration of Interest statement, references, appendices (as 

appropriate); table(s) with caption(s) (on individual pages); figures; figure captions (as a list) is 

geared towards journal’s aims, scope, and formatting guidelines 

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rlwr20/about-this-journal#aims-and-scope 

Curriculum Experiences of African Female Graduate Students in the United States and 

Sub-Saharan Africa, manuscript structure and formatting guidelines followed the Journal of 

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rlwr20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rlwr20/about-this-journal#aims-and-scope
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Curriculum and Pedagogy https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/ujcp20/about-this-

journal#aims-and-scope 

Hence, the manuscript structure followed the formatting guidelines of 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=ujcp20

#article-types 

 Toward Equitable Education-An Analysis of Policies in Higher Education in Sub-

Saharan Africa. This study will be submitted to the Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational 

Policy https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/znst20/about-this-journal 

Hence, the manuscript will follow the journal guidelines outlined at  

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=znst20 

Researcher Positionality Statement 

My scholarly journey is shaped by over fourteen years of lived, professional, and 

transnational engagement with education across Ghana in West Africa and Manhattan, Kansas in 

United States. I began my formal academic training at the University of Education, Winneba 

(UEW), enrolling as a high school entrant in 2006, when the institution primarily served in-

service teachers pursuing further studies through study leave, sandwich, or top-up programs. As 

part of one of the early cohorts of direct-entry high school graduates at UEW, I earned a 

Bachelor of Education degree in Social Sciences, with a major in Geography and a minor in 

Political Science. This early immersion in teacher education grounded my understanding of 

schooling in the interconnected realities of classrooms, communities, and national education 

systems. 

I worked for seven years as a professional secondary school teacher in Ghana, teaching 

Geography primarily to first-year students, supporting Social Studies instruction, and teaching 

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/ujcp20/about-this-journal#aims-and-scope
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/ujcp20/about-this-journal#aims-and-scope
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=ujcp20#article-types
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=ujcp20#article-types
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/znst20/about-this-journal
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=znst20


 5 

Government when needed. During this period, I advanced to the rank of Assistant Director II and 

a boarding house mistress within Ghana Education Service. These professional experiences 

positioned me at the intersection of classroom practice and policy enactment, where I observed 

firsthand the effects of frequent curriculum reforms and the politicization of education, often 

driven by technocrats and bureaucrats who have lost touch of everyday classroom realities. 

I was motivated by these observations to pursue graduate studies in Curriculum and 

Instruction in the United States to deepen my engagement with curriculum theory, policy, and 

practice. Since enrolling in a master’s program in 2019, I have served as a graduate assistant in 

the Department of Curriculum and Instruction, College of Education at Kansas State University, 

contributing to teaching, research, and service. I began my Ph.D. studies in 2021, marking seven 

years of sustained transnational scholarly engagement at the time of this dissertation. 

As an African woman scholar who’s academic and lived experiences span K–12 and 

undergraduate education in Ghana and postgraduate education in the Midwestern United States, I 

occupy both insider and outsider positions in this research. These transnational and cross-cultural 

experiences informed the conceptualization of this three-article dissertation and shaped the 

interpretive lens used to analyze African women’s experiences in higher education, both on the 

continent and in the diaspora. My positionality as a former secondary school teacher, curriculum 

scholar, and African woman navigating academic spaces across borders informs my research 

commitments and methodological orientations. I center classroom-grounded knowledge, value 

practitioner insight, and foreground equity-oriented, context-responsive approaches to 

curriculum, policy, and educational reform. I approach this scholarship with critical attention to 

power, place, and voice, particularly in relation to African education systems and the global 

knowledge systems. 
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While my positionality informs my perspective, I addressed potential bias through 

continuous reflexivity, systematic coding procedures, and transparent documentation of analytic 

decisions to ensure that the findings remained grounded in the data sources of each study rather 

than my personal assumptions. 

 Qualitative Data Analysis Using MAXQDA 

Given the dissertation design, data were organized, coded, and analyzed using 

MAXQDA, qualitative and mixed-methods data analysis software developed by VERBI GmbH. 

The software facilitated systematic coding, memo writing, retrieval of coded segments, pattern 

analysis, and data visualization across all three studies. 
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Chapter 2 - Tales of an African Woman in Pursuit of Scholarship: A 

Critical Educational Autobiography 

This work will be submitted to: Life Writing https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rlwr20 

Ernestina Wiafe 

 Abstract 

This qualitative, critical educational autobiographical research explores the researcher’s 

journey toward becoming a scholar as a first-generation African female immigrant who has 

navigated educational systems across two continents. Given the growing focus on autobiography 

in educational research, this study emphasizes the vital importance of individuals sharing their 

lived experiences to foster both personal and community growth.  Using snail-sense African 

feminism and the Intersectionality theoretical framework, the research reflexively engaged with 

her scholarly journey, examining the broader sociocultural contexts that shaped her transnational 

educational experiences in Ghana, West Africa, and Manhattan, Kansas, in the United States. 

This critical educational autobiography study contributes to the literature on African women’s 

scholarship both at home and abroad, enhances the research methodology for replication, and 

provides theoretical insights that can inform curriculum development and educational policy 

reforms. Ultimately, this research serves as both a personal reflection and an inspiration for other 

women navigating similar academic paths, highlighting the essential role of critical 

autobiographical research in understanding, and transforming educational landscapes. 

 

Keywords: critical educational autobiography, decolonizing, Intersectionality, snail sense 

African feminism, and scholarship 
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 Introduction 

People, by nature, lead storied lives and tell stories of those lives.1 It is undeniable that 

humans need the freedom to tell their stories, as it enables us to achieve personal and community 

liberation.2 Critical autobiographical writing is grounded in two foundational concepts: auto, 

meaning “of the self,” and biography. Before 1800, the term autobiography was used to refer to a 

single method of study about a variety of author-presented narratives.3 Over the past 30 years, 

autobiographical writings have developed into a significant body of work that examines a 

person’s entire life or parts of it through reflection, current events, and future goals. These works 

may be arranged chronologically or presented non-linearly, exploring human life through the 

lens of personal experience.4 Critical autobiographical research goes beyond personal narratives 

to serve as a research tool that systematically analyzes the writer’s own biography or life history 

within social, cultural, and political contexts.5 

Over the years, numerous autobiographies have been published across various subgenres, 

e.g., travel memoirs, childhood narratives, educational experiences, teaching explorations, and 

culinary memoirs, authored by a diverse group of African women writers like Ama Atta Aidoo, 

Ken Bugul, Buchi Emecheta, Wangari Maathai, and Nawal El Saadawi, which highlight 

autobiography’s significant position in African women’s writing, serving as a foundational genre 

through which they contribute to representing African experiences and shaping African 

literature.6 African female writers have faced criticism, especially from male authors who 

dismiss their work as simply a reproduction of their life story.7 What critics failed to recognize is 

that the very act of writing about oneself, often dismissed as mere personal narrative, has in fact 

paved the way for a vital literary genre that amplifies African women’s voices and lays the 
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foundation for African women’s writing. Hence, an autobiography not only highlights thematic 

concerns but also reflects the growing body of texts authored by African women.8   

 Statement of Research Problem 

Although there is growing interest in the autobiographical writings of African women, a 

notable gap persists in the critical analysis of these narratives.9 Most existing writings take the 

form of memoirs, such as those by Maya Angelou, Tsitsi Dangarembga, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, 

Ken Bugul, and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. While these works offer powerful personal 

narratives, they often do not provide an in-depth critical analysis of how these self-stories are 

embedded within broader social and cultural contexts or how they intersect with theoretical 

perspectives and existing literature. This gap points to a wider absence of literature, theoretical 

engagement, and methodological approaches that foreground the reflexive, critically informed, 

and culturally situated voices of African women within the broader body of knowledge. 

 Purpose  

The study aims to present a critical educational autobiography that provides an 

introspective, theoretically grounded analysis of my pursuit of scholarship. It goes beyond 

simply recounting twenty-five years of my educational journey to critically examining the 

meanings, tensions, and cultural negotiations involved in my transition to being a first-generation 

college student and now a Ph.D. graduate, as well as my experience as a first-generation 

immigrant, and educated across continents: Ghana in West Africa and Manhattan in the U.S. It 

emphasizes how identity, positionality, and sociocultural factors influence the educational 

experiences of African women.  
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 Significance 

This study is a reflective and critically engaged voice of an African woman navigating 

systemic, structural, and personal challenges in pursuit of scholarship, a perspective often absent 

in traditional academic research. By recognizing personal narrative such as this as a legitimate 

source of knowledge, the study bridges a methodological and theoretical gap in the literature and 

offers insights that quantitative methods rarely capture. The findings enhance understanding of 

African women’s academic experiences within broader sociocultural contexts and provide 

valuable insights to inform curriculum design, instructional materials, and educational policies 

and reforms. Ultimately, this research offers knowledge that can strengthen support systems and 

promote educational equity both across Africa and in international academic environments.  

 Research Questions 

 Two questions guide this critical educational autobiography: 

1. How did intersecting factors influence my educational journey to scholarship across 

Ghana and the United States? 

2. In what ways do my lived experiences as an African female scholar contribute to the 

decolonization of curriculum content and pedagogical practices in higher education? 

 Material and Methods 

This qualitative study adopted a critical autobiography approach as both its methodology 

and an emancipatory praxis to analyze my educational journey from nursery school to Ph.D.10 

The analysis is framed through the critical lenses of Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo’s snail-sense 

African feminism and Kimberlé Crenshaw’s intersectionality.11 In this research, critical 

autobiography is defined as a reflective and analytical examination of personal narrative, 

whether partial or complete, that situates individual experiences within broader social, cultural, 
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historical, and institutional contexts. Unlike traditional autobiography, this method extends 

beyond recollection to interrogate identity, power dynamics, and systemic influences.12 As a 

qualitative method, critical autobiography gains credibility by amplifying underrepresented 

voices and challenging dominant narratives,13 aligning with Freire’s view of writing as a means 

of liberation.14 This research approach positions me as both the subject and the primary research 

instrument, creating a direct, intrinsic connection between the self and the scholarly inquiry, 

which is why it’s appropriate for the study.15 

The research used the terms “education” and “academic” interchangeably and defined 

scholarship through three interconnected dimensions: academic excellence, merit-based awards, 

recognition, and giving back to society through community engagement. 

 Data Sourcing and Collection 

I drew on a multi-modal self-archive spanning 25 years of crucial moments of my 

education. My journey from nursery school to Ph.D. is the data for this critical educational 

autobiography research. The self-data was collected from personal memory (which referred to 

specific individuals using their real names or assigned names), textual artifacts like scholarly 

outputs (publications, conference acceptance), personal journals (selected handwritten and 

digital), and academic records (e.g., admission letters, transcripts, projects, and assignments). 

Visual data, such as photographs and travel itineraries, were also referenced, as were institutional 

communications, including email correspondence with mentors/advisors, nominations, award 

letters, and other related documents.  

During this critical educational autobiographical research, I expected specific memories 

to trigger feelings like excitement, annoyance, discomfort, restlessness, sadness, or triumph. I 
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kept a reflective memo16 to facilitate reflexivity. These feelings signaled meaningful moments 

during critical autobiographical writing; thus, the recordings also served as data.   

 Data Analysis Process 

Polkinghorne emphasizes that the autobiographic researcher, as the data interpreter, is 

responsible for analyzing information and constructing meaning through personal understanding 

and narrative connections.17 My own life experiences, from nursery school to my Ph.D., form the 

core dataset for this study. I applied a critical lens to this self-data to construct meaning.18 

Intellectually, physically, and emotionally, I engaged deeply with an Iterative Thematic Inquiry 

(ITI) analysis to uncover valuable insights.19 ITI is a qualitative data analysis method that begins 

developing themes from the outset of a study, rather than being a final reporting step.20 

 Iterative Thematic Inquiry (ITI) Process of Inductive and Deductive Analysis 

In applying ITI for analysis, my process involved constant negotiation between 

inductively constructed themes based on my self-data and deductively by applying critical 

theoretical lenses, as well as related literature, in ways that created a dialogue between my 

positionality, beliefs/ preconceptions from lived experience, and scholarly frameworks. Based on 

this, I constructed my themes for discussion with the research questions in mind while following 

the four phases of ITI recommended by Morgan and Nica (2020). 

 

Phase 2 

Phase 3 

Phase 4 

Phase 1 
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Figure 1: The process of revising the initial pre-conceived theme. Adapted from: Morgan 

and Nica 2020, p. 3. 

 

 Phase one: Accessing initial belief or preconceived themes 

I began by outlining my pre-existing beliefs and preconceived themes. As an African 

female scholar, I drew from my personal experiences, previous research, and theoretical 

frameworks. I initially identified themes, such as intersectionality, as explored by Kimberlé 

Crenshaw, bell hooks, and Patricia Hill Collins. Within this, gender and cultural expectations 

arose (mirroring Snail sense African Feminism theory by Adimora-Ezeigbo), class and  financial 

barriers (as related to Wangari Maathai in her autobiography Unbowed and Aidoo critiques in 

Our Sister Killjoy), immigration & institutional access (related to Freire’s critique of the banking 

model), and resistant capital through navigating patriarchal norms, negotiations, and persistence 

considering for example how my gender, culture, and class shaped my education,21 and 

decolonial praxis, how my story challenges Eurocentric knowledge systems by centering African 

ways of knowing.22 

 Phase two: Building new beliefs through encounter with the data 

Here, I engaged directly with my data to develop and refine these initial beliefs. I 

consistently practiced writing reflective, methodological, and theoretical memos. This process 

helped me clarify my themes; for example, I strengthened my “decolonial praxis” theme by 

including Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s call to decolonize the mind. I also revised my theme of spiritual 

resistance into a more specific concept of “faith as epistemic resistance.” This change helped 

distinguish between being spiritual and walking in faith as a Christian. To provide a biblical 

context, I drew on the theory of pneumagogy, which offers insight into the Holy Spirit’s 

influence on Christians through teaching, guidance, and empowerment.23 

 Phase three: Listing tentative themes 
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This Phase was a straightforward step in which I listed all the revised and tentative 

themes developed in Phase Two. This list of themes was then applied in the fourth phase to 

evaluate my final themes through coding of the self-data.  

 Phase four: Evaluating themes through coding, ensuring the themes are 

appropriate 

Finally, I evaluated these themes by coding my entire dataset. Using MAXQDA,24 I 

applied codes such as “Mentorship,” “Resistance,” and “Decolonizing” to assess whether my 

themes accurately reflected my journey. This process of meaning reconstruction, reinforcement, 

refinement, or rejection ensured my final themes were firmly grounded in my data. This helped 

develop the discussion section of my study. 

 Positionality Statement 

 My Christian faith, spirituality, and the place of the church in my pursuit of scholarship 

inform both the questions I ask and the way I interpret them. I acknowledge that the relationship 

between Christianity and decolonization is complicated, as the church has played two very 

different roles simultaneously. On the one hand, the Church has been used by colonial powers to 

control people, where they used a “tamed” version of the Gospel to make colonized communities 

obedient, submissive, and accepting of foreign rule, and it often dismissed Indigenous cultures 

and justified exploitation in the name of spreading Christianity.25 

On the other hand, Christianity was also transformed by the very people it tried to 

control. In African and African American communities, especially within the Black Church, faith 

became a source of resistance and hope. People connected with stories like the Exodus of the 

Israelites to the Land of Canaan and saw Jesus as someone who stood with the oppressed. As 

Howard Thurman explains in his book Jesus and the Disinherited, the message of Jesus speaks 
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to those “with their backs against the wall.”26 Because of this, it is important to separate the 

institutional church from personal faith as they serve as a means of survival, resistance, and 

liberation. Which is evident in how leaders such as Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu drew upon Christian teachings and the church to advance the struggle for justice 

during the civil rights movement and against apartheid. 

In this manuscript, I recognize the Church’s role in the painful histories of colonization 

and slavery. At the same time, I choose to critically examine, engage, and redefine Christian 

faith, spirituality, and the role of the Church on my own terms and experiences. This reflects my 

commitment to epistemic justice in decolonizing research, in which I claim my Christian faith 

and spirituality as legitimate ways of knowing, rather than being defined solely through colonial 

perspectives. 

 Results 

This section recounts my journey from nursery to Ph.D. in pursuit of scholarship as an 

African woman who exercised her right to education across two continents. It is a journey driven 

by faith, grounded in purpose, and shaped by my cultural heritage. Long before this journey 

began, it was written: before He formed me in the womb, He knew me. Before I took my first 

breath in Ghana, the land of my birth, He had already set me apart for a purpose (Jeremiah 1:5 

personalized).  

 Family Background 

I was born on August 10, 1986, in Ghana to my Ghanaian parents, the late Lawrence 

Wiafe Twum, and my surviving mother, Madam Juliana Ntiamoah. I am the second of four 

siblings, my eldest brother is the firstborn, and I am the oldest of three sisters. Both my parents 

are Kwahu, part of the Akan ethnic group in Ghana, so their cultures share many similarities that 
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are helpful for a successful marriage. While my father hailed from the etene ne bretuo27 abusua 

(family/clan) of Oboo-Kwahu, my mother, Juliana, is from the Asona28 clan of Obomeng-

Kwahu, but her ancestors settled at Akyeam-Sekyere, where they live to date. Oboo-Kwahu, 

Obomeng-Kwahu, and Akyeam-Sekyere are all located in the Eastern Region of Ghana.  

I am a devoted and practicing Christian, a faith instilled in me by my parents, who were 

also devout Christians. Although I don’t have many fun childhood stories to share, I vividly 

remember the excitement of Christmas festivities in our home before my father’s passing. My 

father was a middle-class, self-employed businessman who owned a car spare parts shop in 

Kokompe, Darkuman, and a home in Santa Maria, both in Accra, Ghana’s capital city. It was in 

Accra that I was born, raised, grew up, and eventually married to start my own family. Today, I 

am raising three daughters with my husband, Dr. Frank Idan.  

 Educational Foundations to High School Education 

 1990-1992: Nursery 1 & 2 (Pre-school to Kindergarten)  

 I began my early education at Santa Maria School Complex, a private elementary school 

located in the Santa Maria suburb of Accra, Ghana, where I attended Pre-K to grade one from 

1991 to 1992. The community in which I grew up was closely-knit, where everyone knew each 

other. Old residents made a point of being the first to welcome and introduce themselves to their 

new neighbors, and vice versa. This warm and welcoming environment fostered a sense of 

belonging and collective responsibility, especially among the adults, who looked out for each 

other’s children. This care extended to the children, who were considered the responsibility of 

every adult in the area.29  

 1993-1997: Primary 1-5 Education (Grade 1 to 5) at Anchor of Hope School  
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When a new school opened two blocks from my house, I couldn’t resist the temptation to 

join the other children in the neighborhood who had transferred from Santa Maria School 

Complex to Anchor of Hope Academy because of its convenient location. At Anchor of Hope 

School, where I was educated until my father’s death, I worked hard to establish a strong 

foundation for future academic opportunities. I took on leadership roles as the school compound 

overseer, an assistant to a male head prefect, and one of a three-member team that represented 

my class in inter-class quizzes.  

In fifth grade, I encountered a challenging situation that taught me a valuable life lesson. 

During a math lesson, I noticed an answer my teacher had written on the blackboard that I 

believed was wrong. Teachers often used a strategic approach: intentionally including incorrect 

information to assess students’ understanding or attentiveness. This subtle method helped them 

see who was actively engaged and thinking critically about the lesson. I felt proud when I 

recognized and pointed out what I thought was a deliberate mistake. I hoped this would show my 

attentiveness, demonstrate that I was fully engaged in the lesson, and give me the confidence to 

share my observations. Regrettably, the teacher was upset by this, feeling his authority was being 

challenged,30 and responded harshly towards me. His reaction included wanting to curse me, 

which attracted the attention of the school owner, other teachers, and the broader school 

community. Later, this was also reported to my mother as misconduct on my part, leading me to 

apologize to calm the offended teacher. Afterwards, I learned to avoid responding to such issues 

openly, handle them privately, or let them pass. Despite this challenging experience, my 

achievements at Anchor of Hope Academy continued to influence my academic development 

greatly. 
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 1997-2001: Primary Six to Junior High School Education (Grade 6 to Middle 

School) at Santa Maria School Complex 

A few weeks after my father’s burial on January 25, 1997, my mother moved me back to 

Santa Maria School Complex, where my older brother was still a student. When I arrived, I was 

warmly welcomed by the school’s proprietress who offered me a half-tuition scholarship to help 

ease my mother’s financial burden of paying for both my brother and me to attend the school. 

At Santa Maria School Complex, I navigated the competitive environment of my new class while 

also facing increasing challenges at home. These issues arose from disputes over my late father’s 

property (he passed away without a will), which led my mother to hand over the property 

documents for the boys’ quarters where we lived, and his room, which we moved into after his 

death. The constant quarrels, frequent disruptive visits to our once peaceful home, and the 

eventual takeover of my father’s room, followed by some family members living in the boys’ 

quarters, along with ongoing conflicts between my mother and them, had an extreme negative 

impact on me and severely affected my academic performance. 

It was in church that we found solace and, at times, ran to safety and peace of mind from 

the quarrels and verbally abusive remarks of paternal relatives, both in the house and those who 

“visited” from time to time. Although this background was difficult and often depressing, it 

taught me how to persevere through challenges at a young age. It also prepared me to lead my 

course as a first daughter, which translated to taking on leadership roles, such as serving as the 

assistant Scripture Union (SU) girls’ vice president.  

Despite the tuition support, paying the remaining fees was still a challenge. Most of the 

time, I was among those told to go home for school fees.31 I couldn’t attend extra classes during 

school vacations or on Saturdays because I needed to pay for additional tuition that my mother 
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couldn’t afford.  During those times, I accompanied my mother to town to hawk whatever she 

was selling as a petty trader.32 We walked long distances, selling on foot, with the goods carried 

on our heads. Other times, we went to major business areas like Kaneshi, Kantamanto, Makola, 

and Aboloshi to sell our goods,33 which led to me being slapped by a police woman for selling at 

the wrong spot.  Despite all these hurdles, I successfully passed my Basic Education Certificate 

Examination (B.E.C.E) with distinction.34  But while waiting for my high school placement, I 

found myself in a stalemate, which made me believe I might not be able to continue my 

education.  

One day, while standing at the pipe stand in my father’s compound, one of my paternal 

uncles, let’s call him Nii, approached me and said, “given the current situation, (which I inferred 

from my mother’s financial struggles and her circumstances), I think the best option will be to 

give you some amount of money to start selling laundry items like key soap and washing powder 

on credit to neighbors, then you go around to collect your money at the agreed schedule.”35 This 

suggestion didn’t sit well with me, so I waited on edge, feeling utterly confused, waiting for my 

mother to return from hawking. As soon as she arrived home, I tearfully shared the suggestion 

my uncle relayed to me, not even thinking to help her unload the goods she carried on her head. 

After hearing what I had to say, my mother calmly asked, “Is that why you’re crying?” Once 

settled, she spoke these powerful and thoughtful words to me: “Tina, I will ensure that you 

receive an education to the highest level your abilities can take you. Even if I am left with 

nothing but my underwear, I will wash them, dry them, and sell them to make sure you get the 

education your abilities afford you.” Her words became my source of strength and motivation to 

date. Fast forward, I got placed at Okuapemman School in Akropong-Akwapim, Eastern Region 

of Ghana, to study General Arts for my senior secondary school education.36 
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 2001-2004: Senior Secondary (now High School) Education at Okuapemman 

School  

I arrived at Okuapemman School as a boarder on a rainy day in August 2001, which was 

typical for the region during that time of year. Accompanied by my maternal aunt, Nakuma Ama, 

I was greeted by returning students who helped me to my dormitory and became my place of 

stay until I was appointed Head Girls’ Chapel Prefect and moved to the prefect room at Dokua 

House. I remained committed to academic excellence and deepened my faith in Christ. 

Connecting with groups like Scripture Union and PENSA, and becoming Head Girls’ Chapel 

Prefect, strengthened my spiritual journey. These experiences helped me understand 2 Timothy 

2:15, realizing that academic success requires committing to studies and seeking wisdom from 

God, who gives generously to all success. As James 1:5-8 reminds me, “If any of you lacks 

wisdom, let him ask of God,...” This understanding became a cornerstone of my journey 

throughout my stay at Okuapemman School from 2001 to 2004. 

Despite my persistent prayers for God’s provision and unwavering faith, I continued to 

face significant financial challenges and limited resources, which greatly affected my academic 

success and overall well-being. To cover my fees, my mother often sold her clothes and fabrics, 

but that wasn’t always enough. There were times when I had to borrow feminine hygiene 

products from my roommates and friends, repaying them only when my mother could send 

money or items during visiting days. I diligently repaid everything I borrowed, which earned me 

my roommates’ trust and kindness. When I had no footwear for school, I used my late father’s 

oversized opanka sandals, which had been lying around years after his passing. I was once 

questioned about the gender-specific nature of my footwear by a roommate who intended to 

heckle me. However, a senior stepped in to clarify that the footwear was unisex. I embraced that 
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term and promptly used it whenever anyone tried to bother me about my footwear choice. These 

experiences taught me valuable lessons in navigating challenges, practicing honesty, building 

resilience, expressing gratitude, and appreciating the importance of community. At the same 

time, I clung tightly to the promise in Jeremiah 29:11 NIW: “For I know the thoughts that I think 

toward you, saith the Lord, thoughts of peace and not of evil, to give you an expected end.” This 

verse became my anchor, reminding me that despite the hardships, there would be success at the 

end. 

In early 2004, during my final year of high school, I faced a significant setback. While 

my school registered final-year students for the West African Senior School Certificate 

Examination (WASSCE),37 my mother couldn’t afford the fee. As the payment due date 

approached, I was informed that I might be sent home for the registration fees. I began to wonder 

about Jeremiah 29:11. What happened to the “expected end” that I have been promised in 

scriptures, after enduring all these sufferings for years, through to this final stage?  

I waited on the Lord in prayer and fasting, trusting that “He who begins a good work will 

complete it” (Philippians 1:6). But no miracle happened, so I had to go home to get money to pay 

the WASSCE registration fees. After careful thought, we saw the church as the best option. My 

mother and I approached the head pastor and the church board to request a repayable loan to 

cover my exam registration fees. To our great disappointment, the church board initially refused. 

They asked, “What would happen to the funds if my mother couldn’t repay the money as 

promised, considering her current hardships?” until Elder Y., one of the board members, 

interjected and questioned the core mandate of the church if it cannot assist this young girl at 

such a critical moment, especially after her mother, a widow, has sacrificed so much to educate 

her up to now. A consensus was finally reached that the funds would be disbursed only if Elder 
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Y. agreed to repay the amount should my mother be unable to do so. Fortunately, he trusted that 

my mother would honor the agreement and gave his word to cover the amount if otherwise 

This is how I received the cheque for my WASSCE registration fees. True to her word, 

my mother quickly repaid the church after receiving the lease payment. To cap it all, I also 

passed the WASSCE exam in 2004, which enabled me to secure a pupil-teaching job at Mt. 

Pleasant International School and later gain admission to pursue undergraduate studies.  

 Road to Undergraduate Education   

I was admitted to the University of Education, Winneba (UEW), to pursue a Bachelor of 

Education in Social Science with majors in Geography and Political Science, making me a first-

generation college student. Using savings from pupil teaching at Mt. Pleasant International 

School, I paid my admission fees, dues, and expenses. When my students’ parents learned that I 

was leaving to study further, they gave me groceries, provisions, and fabrics to sew outfits. All I 

was left to do was cover the remaining part of the campus accommodation cost.  

My uncle Akwetey, whom I told about my university admission, advised me to seek 

financial help from his siblings, noting the high cost of education and their past support from my 

late father. I contacted five uncles; two responded positively, one offering financial support and 

the other transportation to my hall of residence. Though I didn’t expect much since they hadn’t 

been involved in my education, Akwetey’s mention of my father’s past support gave me hope for 

more assistance. I was left with 1.5 million, now only 150 Ghana cedis (about $9.85) for my on-

campus Hall of residence fees. Uncle Oko, my father’s older brother, gave me five hundred 

Cedis, which is now worth fifty Ghana Cedis (approximately $4.45). However, I used this money 

to settle a financial dispute involving my sibling when I arrived home, as there was a threat of 

arrest if the amount, which totaled what I had, wasn’t paid.  
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My mother turned to the church again, hoping for assistance to cover the remaining cost, 

just as we had during WASSCE registration. However, this time, the church board, which 

included some new members, declined, stating that the church funds were not meant for such 

purposes. Our last hope was to turn to Nii, whom I called my “favorite uncle.” I believed he 

could help, but it turned out he couldn’t. As my mom told me, he said that the money he had at 

the time came from leasing my father’s boys’ quarters and was meant for caring for my paternal 

grandmother. He agreed to lend us the money only if my mother would repay it. 

My mother was distraught by this lending condition. She questioned how the daughter of 

the man who built the house they were leasing could be asked to repay money borrowed for her 

education, especially since the property belonged to her father. To her, it was unreasonable to 

accept support under such terms from someone who was a direct paternal uncle and beneficiary 

of her late husband’s kindness and support. This also defied Akan wisdom of paternity, Agya bi 

wu a, agya bi te ase, literally meaning: When one father dies, another father lives. So, she 

declined the offer, feeling it was the wrong thing for him to do, and that we should move on 

without their help. Despite the challenges and my disappointment with these results, my mother 

remained committed to seeking assistance from community members who were aware of our 

struggles. This time, she came with me to see and hear for myself, as I was still in disbelief of the 

condition outlined by my favorite uncle. We finally received assistance from a female neighbor. 

Her kindness and trust in my mother to repay the loan brought immense relief and 

encouragement during a challenging yet joyful time.  

 2006-2010: Undergraduate Education (First Degree)  

Upon arriving on campus on August 12, 2006, to start my four-year studies, I 

immediately faced the challenge of figuring out how to survive once my initial supplies ran out. I 
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needed to plan for food, next year’s tuition fees, transportation to classes, books, handouts, 

clothing, and other essentials. To address these challenges, I quickly attended an information 

session about the restructured Student Loan Scheme introduced by former President John 

Agyekum Kufuor in 2006 and secured a student loan sufficient to cover tuition fees for the 

remaining academic years.38 Although my tuition was covered, I still had to find ways to meet 

other expenses. I took on tasks like running errands, washing clothes, cleaning, and cooking for 

lecturers and colleagues. I earned tips for some chores, which I used to buy groceries. I also took 

some of the food I prepared or bought to supplement my meals. I offered tutorial sessions to 

older colleagues who missed classes due to their schedules. Though voluntary, I was appreciated 

in return, sometimes with cash or in kind. I diligently carried out these tasks, especially taking 

lecture notes, knowing others depended on me and feeling proud to be reliable. 

In 2007, I received a full scholarship from a private organization that supported 231 

university students nationwide. The funds covered my tuition, residence hall expenses, books, 

printing, and stationery, which I saw as God’s provision to see me through school. In 2008, I was 

elected Secretary of Simpa Hall and served as Hall Council Secretary, representing students’ 

welfare issues on the Junior Common Room Council, with added honorarium and administrative 

benefits.  

I completed my internship, defended my portfolio, submitted my thesis, and graduated 

with a Bachelor of Education in Social Science in July 2010. Despite these achievements, my 

struggles lowered my GPA, resulting in a second-class lower honors degree. After graduation, 

my mother said, “I know you would have done far better if everything were fine,” reflecting her 

faith in me. We agreed to be thankful and look forward to what’s next. In August 2010, I was 

posted to Kibi Senior High Technical School as a national service personnel,39 where I taught 
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Geography for one year. After that, in October 2011, I secured a teaching position at Suhum 

Senior High Technical School (SUTESCO), where I taught Geography and Social Studies.  

Frank and I married in December 2012. Our daughters, Anaya and Adriel, were born in 

2013 and 2015. While teaching at SUTESCO (2012-2018), I authored two GES-approved 

Geography textbooks (Appendix C), which sold over 3,000 copies, and served as a class teacher 

and housemistress, mentoring over 700 students. I left SUTESCO on May 25, 2018. I arrived in 

the United States on May 31, on an F2 visa, with my children to join Dr. Frank Idan, who was 

then pursuing his Ph.D. in Grain Science with a focus on Food Processing and Technology at 

Kansas State University. Frank had been studying abroad since 2016. 

 Road to Postgraduate Education 

 On July 31, 2018, I received an email from Dr. Kay Ann Taylor (Dr. T), the graduate 

program director of the Department of Curriculum and Instruction at Kansas State University, 

stating that “my request has been referred to her.” This request was an earlier email to the 

Department Chair, Dr. Todd Goodson (Dr. G), to inquire about the department’s program. After 

a few emails, on August 22, 2018, at 2:00 p.m., I met with Dr. T., who became my academic 

advisor and mentor through my graduate studies. After interactions and reviewing my 

certificates, Dr. T. confirmed I qualified for the (C&I) program based on the last 60 credit hours. 

She encouraged me to submit my application before the Spring 2019 admission deadline. 

Excited, I asked about assistantship opportunities. In what I later came to know as an impressive 

conversation and an ambition of mine, Dr. T. led me to the Department Chair to further discuss 

my inquiry about an assistantship, as I could not afford my education without it. All indications 

were positive, and the kind words “I will figure something out,” which I have heard from Dr. G. 

over the years, have been a reassuring phrase of continuous support and guidance. My 



 26 

assignment after the fruitful meeting was to send an email if I successfully secured admission to 

the program as a graduate student. 

On September 14, 2018, I received a decision on my graduate school application, 

granting me probationary admission on the condition that I complete 12 credit hours with a grade 

of “B” or higher; if I fail to do so, my admission would be revoked. With excitement, I promptly 

informed Dr. G., who then awarded me a nine-month departmental Graduate Teaching 

Assistantship (GTA) position and later extended it to 12 months. This assistantship qualified me 

for an international health insurance adjustment, faculty/employee fee waiver, and a monthly 

stipend. This meant I was responsible only for my student service fee, international student fee, 

and the remaining portion of health insurance after adjustment.  

I returned to Ghana to interview for and secure an F1 visa from the United States 

Embassy, which allowed me to study as a non-immigrant student at a U.S. institution, and thus 

became a first-generation immigrant.  

 Spring 2019 - Fall 2021: Master’s Degree (Second Degree) 

After securing my visa and returning to the U.S., I began my master’s program. I joined 

the Office of Field Experiences, where I worked as a Graduate Teaching Assistant under the 

mentorship of Dr. Eileen Wertzberger (Dr. W), its director. As classes started, my mother’s 

words upon arriving home after my first-degree graduation echoed vividly in my mind: her quiet 

assurance that I would have achieved even more if circumstances had been different. Now, with 

every resource I had, a fire to succeed ignited: I knew this was a second chance to bring out the 

best in me and to make the most of this opportunity. This moment became the catalyst for my 

relentless drive to exceed expectations, not just for myself but for everyone who believed in me 
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and opened doors to this opportunity. I realized it was my task to keep that door open for many 

others like me. 

 My first class in a U.S. Classroom 

I walked into my first class on January 23, 2019, bright-eyed, notebook open, and pen 

poised for notetaking. Coming from an educational experience where learning followed a 

predictable pattern, with teachers and professors lecturing, students copying notes verbatim, 

memorizing content, and reproducing it in exams, I expected more of the same. The rhythm was 

familiar: teach, memorize, pass exams, forget, and the cycle repeats. Then came the pedagogical 

plot twist. This EDCI 803 Curriculum Development course wasn’t about passive note-taking at 

all. Instead, our professor facilitated a vibrant, respectful dialogue where we explored diverse 

perspectives on the readings and course materials. For two hours, the class engaged in 

collaborative discourse rather than taking down lecture notes. I kept waiting for the familiar cues, 

bullet points on a slide, key terms on the board, anything to copy down. But none came. 

When the professor finally said, “See you next week!” I sat stunned. Did class end? 

Where were the notes? How do I effectively memorize material for exams as proof of learning? 

After the second week of class, to the best of my recollection, my professor asked, “Why have 

you been quiet in class and seem lost?” To which I responded, “I am observing to understand the 

pattern of how things are done.” By the third week, it dawned on me that, in this learner-centered 

environment, the real “notes” weren’t pre-packaged; they were the insights we constructed 

together through dialogue and the critical thoughts we developed while engaging with the class’s 

weekly material. This teaching approach was a pedagogical cultural shock. 

 Along the way, I constantly wondered how I would manage everything such as keeping 

up with the demanding readings for my two 6-credit-hour courses, fulfilling my assistantship 
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duties at the Office of Field Experiences to maintain my funding40 submitting course 

assignments by the 11:59 PM deadlines (even though I could ask for extension during 

extenuating circumstances…I didn’t want to abuse those)  all while upholding my roles as a wife 

within African cultural context and being a present, intentional mother to our two daughters. To 

do this, I required careful balancing, yet through it all, one thing remained certain: quitting was 

never an option.  

 Being an Expectant Graduate Parent 

By the end of the Spring 2019 semester, I discovered I was pregnant with our third 

daughter. The news terrified me. I wasn’t sure what to do; I feared losing my assistantship and 

failing to meet the graduate school probationary admission requirements. Most of all, I didn’t 

know how to break this news to Drs. G, T, and W just a couple of months into the program and 

my assistantship role. When I finally told Dr. Goodson his response calmed me. Instead of 

worrying about how the news might affect my effectiveness in my assistantship, he congratulated 

me, asked me to keep him updated on my medical progress, and wished me well. In that 

moment, I reaffirmed that I was in a safe, supportive space. I received the same warmth and 

support from Drs. T and W. 

First U.S. College Teaching Assistant Experience 

In Fall 2019, I served as a teaching assistant for two courses: EDCI 310, Foundations of 

Education, and EDCI 720, Teaching Culture and Diversity Learning, where I collaborated 

closely with a faculty member in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction. This role gave 

me my first direct experience in a U.S. classroom dynamic and working with about 120 college 

students. In this role, my major tasks were assisting with the preparation of teaching and learning 

resources, grading, and providing feedback for assignments and projects based on rubrics, as 
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well as facilitating specific topics. As someone coming from a homogenous classroom 

environment, this opportunity offered me insight into navigating cross-cultural dynamics in a 

U.S. higher education undergraduate classroom. The regular interactions with students in the 

classroom and via email also improved my oral and written communication skills, while 

providing me with insight into culturally responsive teaching practices, student assessments, and 

learning support strategies. I continued in this position until the delivery of our third daughter, 

Ariana, on October 29, 2019. 

 COVID-19’s Impact and Frank’s Return to Ghana 

In December 2019, Frank completed his Ph.D. We were going through a transition, 

hopeful his Employment Authorization Document (EAD) would lead to an Optional Practical 

Training (OPT) job after initial interviews in early 2020. However, when the COVID-19 

pandemic hit, the subsequent lockdown halted hiring and job opportunities, causing him to 

accumulate days of unemployment. Frank left the U.S. as soon as airport travel bans were lifted 

to avoid accumulating illegal presence. This was a difficult decision for our family, as balancing 

my responsibilities as a single parent with everything else seemed daunting. At the time, we took 

comfort in the hope he would return soon. However, five years have now passed, and he hasn’t 

acquired the visa due to unsuccessful attempts.  

 A Perfect G.P.A., Robust Thesis, Peer-Reviewed Publications, and Award 

While juggling being a nearly single mother of three, family's sole provider, graduate 

student, teaching assistant, and supportive partner, I achieved several milestones during my 

Master’s. I graduated with a perfect 4.0 GPA and defended a robust thesis: Western Formal 

Education in Gold Coast-Ghana: An Overview of Colonial Educational Policies and Curriculum 

1919-1927,41 while my first research article (which informed the thesis) awaited publication.42 I 
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was also involved in a co-authored book chapter titled: Place-based Literacies for a 

Multicultural World: A Framework for Literacy and Language Arts Curriculum Transformation 

in Rural Communities.43 

 My efforts were recognized with multiple honors: first, as a Spring 2021 College of 

Education Graduate Student and Faculty Awardee during a virtual ceremony—my first 

departmental and Graduate School recognition. Second, as the AAUW 2020 Outstanding Non-

Traditional Female Graduate Student, earning a $1,500 award for 2020-2021 after a competitive 

process. Finally, I was nominated for the College of Education’s Outstanding Graduate Student 

Award in the Master of Science category. As a non-traditional student balancing multiple 

responsibilities, this nomination reassured me that faculty and the college valued my efforts, 

even though I didn’t win.  

Graduation on December 17, 2021, marked completing an MS in Curriculum and 

Instruction. Thanks to Ghanaian colleagues Adelaide, Wilhelmina, and Francisca, who cared for 

my daughters during the ceremony, I could walk the stage. Next, I started a Ph.D. in Curriculum 

and Instruction, upon recommendation of Dr. T and supported by a departmental graduate 

teaching assistantship.  

 Spring 2022 – Spring 2026: Ph.D. Education (Third Degree) 

My transition into Ph.D. studies began smoothly. At this point, I developed an effective 

system for balancing academic work with personal responsibilities. However, this was disrupted 

by the reinstatement of pre-pandemic enrollment requirements, which ended the flexible online 

learning options (both synchronous and asynchronous) available during COVID-19. As the 

university resumed full operations, I faced the challenge of securing childcare for my two-year-

old daughter, Ariana, essential for attending classes, research, and my assistantship. I couldn’t 
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afford full daycare while on the waitlist at Kansas State University Child Development Center, 

where I hoped to qualify for a 15% graduate subsidy and other scholarships. I prayed and asked 

for divine help. I then found a half-day childcare service twice a week, typically on Monday and 

Wednesday or Tuesday and Thursday. However, this was insufficient, especially since I needed 

to meet the 20-hour weekly work requirement of my assistantship. So, I went to God in prayer 

again, specifically thanking Him for how far He brought me and asking for His favor and help in 

securing four days of childcare for Ariana and a subsidy to help with the cost, since $360 would 

stretch my budget thin. 

 Childcare Support and Student-Parent Success 

I made the courageous decision to approach the Director of Weekday Early Education at 

First United Methodist Church to explain my unique circumstances. She received me warmly 

and expressed admiration for my determination to pursue my studies despite the challenges I 

described. Immediately, she committed to presenting my case to the Weekday Early Education 

Board, which resulted in a positive outcome. Ariana continued to receive fully subsidized 

weekday early education until 08/23, when she transitioned to the K-State Center for Child 

Development (CCD) following a notification of a full-day slot, Raising Riley scholarship, and a 

other K-State Scholarships for graduate parents. With these childcare supports and arrangements, 

I was able to participate in K-State’s Graduate Student Council (GSC) professional development 

sessions, present my research at local, regional, and international conferences within my field. 

These opportunities fostered significant professional growth that would have otherwise been 

unattainable. 

 Academic Visibility and Securing Funding for Research Presentations  
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From January to December 2023, I presented my research at ten different venues, serving 

as session chairs at a couple of them, and engaging both academic and non-academic audiences 

through competitions, conferences, panel discussions, and invited speaking engagements. My 

first off-campus academic conference opportunity came at the Critical Issues in Education 

conference on February 27, 2023, in San Diego, California, where I delivered an oral 

presentation titled “Educational Policy Formulation and Curriculum Development: A Teacher’s 

Place for Successful Implementation.” Yet, stepping out of my comfort zone to attend this three-

day conference in another state, away from my 9, 7, and 3-year-old children, and without a 

family member home to assist with care, was a tough decision. In whose care do I leave them? 

As they needed personal transportation to and from school due to its proximity, and someone had 

to be home with them after school closed for the day. 

Planning this first trip required extensive preparation. Ultimately, Francisca, Madin, and 

Kingsley became the support system I relied on whenever I had to attend a conference to present 

my research. While all these conference travels came at a high cost, I am thankful for the funding 

provided by the Department of Curriculum and Instruction, the College of Education Travel 

Grant, the Graduate Student Council Travel Grant, and the Diversity for Community Committee, 

each of which required me to submit all necessary documents and detailed records for auditing 

disbursement. The Canadian African Studies Association 2023 marked my debut at an academic 

research conference outside the United States.44  I owe this opportunity to my colleague and co-

author,45 now Dr. C. M. Azubuike, who informed me about the call for abstracts along with other 

conferences, including the International Engagement Consortium at Michigan State University, 

in October 2023.  

 Awards, Honors, and Recognitions 
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This moment honors all the hard work behind the scenes—the late nights, the never-give-

up attitude, and the quiet determination that kept me. Thankfully, those efforts were finally seen 

and celebrated both tangibly and symbolically. One of the earliest validations of this journey 

came in 2021, when I received an exclusive invitation to join Phi Kappa Phi, one of the most 

prestigious honor societies in the United States. Membership is extended to only the top 10% of 

graduate students across nearly 300 select institutions in North America and the Philippines, 

making it a rare distinction that reflects my academic excellence.  

The recognition continued in April 2024, when I was humbled to receive the Kansas 

State University Division of Academic Success and Student Affairs Extraordinary Student 

Award and the Social Justice Advocacy Award for Spring 2024. These awards and recognitions 

are particularly special because they reflect something deeper than grades or publications: they 

demonstrate that the K-State community sees the whole student, recognizes their struggles, 

growth, and unwavering commitment to making an impact beyond the classroom. 

 Leading from the Sideline 

Over these years, I found great excitement in supporting leaders behind the scenes. My 

efforts earned recognition from organizations such as the African Students’ Union and the 

International Coordinating Council. In 2023, I seized an opportunity to be a graduate student 

representative on the College of Education committees, particularly through the Diversity for 

Community Committee (DCC), which met monthly. This allowed me to connect with 

professionals, contribute to professional development initiatives, and engage in respectful 

discussions. In 2024, I was honored to serve on both the Curriculum & Instruction Graduate 

Faculty Committee and its Executive Committee, while remain an active member of the 

Education Graduate Student Organization.  
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 Community Engagement 

Over the years, I have found ways to give back to the community and formally expand 

my engagement. I founded Ernestina Wiafe EduCare Consult in 2023, a self-funded, Ghana-

registered initiative. It offers educational consultancy, mentorship, and collaborative programs. 

Notable initiatives include a Career Pathway Mentorship Cohort linking U.S.-based African 

scholars with 50 mentees, and a Virtual STEAM Academy in partnership with the Suhum 

Municipal Education Office and Kansas State University. The Academy included hands-on 

sessions led by experts, reaching 40 pupils through activities such as Math of Games, Block 

Coding Bootcamp, and Stop Motion Animation. I have spoken at events such as the Mandela 

Washington Affinity Panels on civic engagement and educational advocacy. I aim to expand 

these efforts through stronger partnerships and greater reach.  

 Selected Exceptional Circumstances Handling 

One significant moment was when I wrongly assumed all professors would welcome 

papers written from an African perspective. Having consistently framed my work through this 

lens throughout my academic journey, I naturally applied it to my final projects, believing these 

papers were setting me up for my dissertation research. This assumption proved wrong when I 

felt penalized in one course for centering my papers within the African context. To address this 

challenge, I proactively consulted with professors about incorporating my African perspective 

before enrolling in the class. In most cases, I received positive responses (Appendix O). Other 

times, they were, “if you fully addressed the required rubrics.” When the professor disagreed 

because alignment wasn’t possible, I skillfully redirected my focus to other relevant aspects of 

my research agenda. This adaptive approach allowed me to maintain my scholarly identity while 
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respecting varying academic and course requirements. This is how I achieved a 3.909 GPA upon 

completing my Ph.D. coursework.  

I am grateful to God for His guidance and for connecting my journey in pursuit of 

scholarship across continents to extraordinary men and women. Everyone’s guidance, support, 

and prayers are acts of selflessness, especially considering the cultural context and my past 

experiences of limited masculine support. 

 Discussion 

An important part of this research is how theory helps interpret my self-data. Data is 

never separate from theory; my choice to write about my tales towards the pursuit of scholarship, 

along with my research questions and methods, is influenced by my identity as an African female 

scholar educated across continents. My analysis is rooted in the theories of snail sense African 

feminism, and Intersectionality, which guide this critical educational autobiography research.46 

To open new possible meanings and learning, I included literature from African women’s 

autobiographies (like Ama Atta Aidoo and Wangari Maathai), decolonial literatures by Achille 

Mbembe,47 Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o,48 and Intersectional pedagogy by bell hooks, Patricia Hill 

Collins,49 etc., to enrich the interpretation and discussion of my tales toward scholarship. Direct 

quotations were used throughout this section to support meaning-making and contextualization. 

 RQ1: How did intersecting factors influence my educational journey to scholarship 

across Ghana and the United States? 

Intersecting factors that shaped my educational journey 

My educational journey across Ghana and the U.S. was deeply influenced by a complex 

mix of factors: a household led by a widow, gender, financial limitations, immigration status, 

institutional challenges, Christian faith, and cultural expectations. Using Kimberlé Crenshaw’s 
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intersectionality, which illustrates how social identities like race, gender, and class overlap to 

create privilege and oppression, my intersectional identities both posed barriers. They offered 

unique opportunities that shaped my path to scholarship.  

Financial constraint 

Following my father’s interstate demise, financial instability became a constant 

disruption to my education. The available boys’ quarters that could have been rented 

immediately to support my siblings and me through school and livelihood were taken from us 

shortly after. This made my mother carry goods to trade, borrow, and rely on every available 

resource to keep us going. I joined her on the streets to sell and helped raise money whenever I 

could. I have recounted being slapped by police while hawking goods to pay school fees, a 

painful moment that still lingers and stings. Yet, like Wangari Maathai in Unbowed,50 where lack 

of funds nearly derailed her education until community interventions, my entangled widowed 

mother and I relied on our social network and community to access church loans, borrow from a 

neighbor, and secure a student loan. These social relationships also represent what Bourdieu51 

and later scholars, such as Lareau52 and Yosso,53 framed as alternative forms of capital that 

marginalized individuals mobilize to gain access to and succeed within formal educational 

systems. This challenges traditional, Eurocentric notions of cultural capital by emphasizing the 

strengths and resilience found in underprivileged communities. 

Cultural expectations 

Similarly, I encountered cultural pressures that positioned education as secondary for 

girls. My uncle Nii’s advice that the best way to move forward after my B.E.C.E. was to find 

money to start selling soap and washing powder on credit reflects the same limiting expectations 

for women that Ama Atta Aidoo critiques in Our Sister Killjoy, 54 where African women’s 
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ambitions are stifled by condescending patriarchy. In contrast, my mother’s defiant response, 

even if she was left with nothing but her underwear, she woule wash them, dry them, and sell 

them to make sure she gives me the education my abilities afford me, exemplifies Molara 

Ogundipe-Leslie’s Stiwanist African feminist theory55, which centers African women’s agency 

in challenging and redefining oppressive structures in reshaping society. As well as in Adichie’s 

We Should All Be Feminists,56 where African women reclaim agency through economic self-

sacrifice. In the same way, my mother’s refusal to yield to patriarchal demands to cede our care 

to paternal siblings further mirrors the resistance Adimora-Ezeigbo theorizes in Snail-Sense 

Feminism, a framework in which African women subvert oppression through deliberate, 

strategic persistence.57  

 Immigration status  

Moving to the U.S. brought new challenges, including obtaining an F1 visa for studies, 

adapting to academic and cultural shocks, managing assistantship responsibilities, and parenting 

while in graduate school. My F-1 visa status, for instance, limited employment options, which 

made assistantships crucial for survival, while the reinstatement of in-person classes post-

COVID for international students further complicated childcare, requiring institutional subsidies 

after Frank’s return to Ghana because I became a single household earner. Childcare became a 

hurdle, so I had to plead for subsidies from the Weekday Early Education Board, which 

graciously granted. Lorde in Sister Outsider was right that academia isn’t built for Black 

immigrant mothers.58 Lorde powerfully articulates how institutional structures like academia 

systematically exclude marginalized voices, particularly those of Black immigrant mothers. Her 

book exposes academia’s Eurocentric foundations that demand conformity to white, patriarchal 

norms and a system where she notes, “the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s 
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house.”59 This resonates with my experiences as a African immigrant mother, who navigated 

intersecting barriers in scholarly spaces not designed to accommodate my cultural knowledge, 

such as having to proactively seek professors’ permission to write my term papers and 

assignments from an African perspective after feeling penalized in one course. In addition to 

caregiving responsibilities and modes of knowledge production, such as survival strategies, 

transnational parenting, and language brokering are often overlooked as intellectual 

contributions, further reinforcing Lorde’s assertion that “survival is not an academic skill.”60  

 Institutional barriers 

My first classroom and course in the U.S. were a pedagogical shock, signaling no rote 

memorization, but rather respectful dialogue. When I “inquired Where are the notes?”  I learned 

after three weeks of class that in this learner-centered environment, the real notes weren’t pre-

packaged; they were the insights we constructed together through dialogues and the critical 

thoughts we developed while engaging with the weekly class material. This reminds me of 

Freire’s critique61 of the “banking model” of education which provided a foundational argument 

against traditional, authoritarian teaching methods where teachers are “depositors” of pre-

packaged knowledge and students are passive “receptacles” of the knowledge, and are expected 

to uncritically absorb and regurgitate the information just as I experienced for my nursery to 

undergraduate education where teachers and professors lectured, students copied notes verbatim, 

memorized content, and reproduced it in exams. By reducing education to a one-way 

transactional process in which knowledge is transferred from teachers to students, the banking 

model reinforces hierarchical power dynamics in which teachers are seen as knowledge-holders 

or walking encyclopedias, while students are silenced as empty vessels.  
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This, to a larger extent, not only dehumanizes learners by denying their capacity for 

critical thinking but also perpetuates social oppression by conditioning students to accept 

existing power structures without question, thereby continuing the Western formal education in 

colonial Africans.62 Freire’s critique of traditional education highlights how rote memorization, 

rather than meaningful dialogue, stifles creativity, collaboration, and the development of critical 

thinking skills. I agree that this pedagogical approach fails to cultivate the transformative 

consciousness needed to address real-world challenges. Consequently, scholars like George Sefa 

Dei63 and Njoki Wane64 have asserted that many African education systems, still shaped by 

colonial legacies, continue to produce graduates whose knowledge remains theoretical mainly 

and disconnected from the practical needs of national development, continental progress, or 

global competitiveness. Further, it Seamlessly aligns with Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s critique of 

colonial education in Decolonizing the Mind,65 where he argues that Eurocentric curricula 

produce “intellectual dependency,” hindering local problem-solving. Confirming this, the 

African Union’s Agenda 206366 is campaigning for education systems on the continent to shift 

from “colonial mimicry” to “innovation ecosystems” that will achieve African and global 

developmental goals. 

Like Freire, hooks reject the banking model, emphasizing that education should honor 

students’ emotional and lived experiences, fostering learning rooted in realities. Her framework 

challenges the white male canon, advocates for inclusion of diverse voices, and introduces “eros” 

in teaching to replace hierarchical authority with mutual passion and respect, as seen in the first 

U.S. class, EDCI 803. For hooks, critical pedagogy makes the classroom “the most radical space 

of possibility.”67 
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 Christian Faith as Epistemic Resistance 

Central to my life and educational journey as a scholar-practitioner is the theory of 

Pneumagogy, which emphasizes self-emptying and complete dependence on the Holy Spirit for 

understanding and guidance.68 My Christian faith is not just a private strength but a spiritual lens 

through which I interpret my experience and knowledge. In moments marked by scarcity, such as 

struggling to afford WASSCE examination registration fees, or by uncertainty, like moving my 

family to join Frank in the U.S. to pursue a master’s and Ph.D., my reliance on the Holy Spirit 

became a tangible resource. The dependence on scriptures, such as “I can do all things through 

Christ who strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13), goes beyond affirmation; this Bible verse has 

become my living truth. It epitomizes what Dillard69 describes as endarkened feminist 

epistemology, where the spiritual, emotional, and intellectual coexist as valid and powerful ways 

of knowing. The interplay of faith, gender, financial constraint, and migration in my journey 

reflects Romans 8:28, “All things work together for good…”. My path was not linear providence 

but a collision of divine grace and barriers, where faith intersected with my identity as an African 

woman, immigrant, and scholar. Just as Hagar’s encounter with God in the wilderness (Genesis 

21:17-19) reveals divine attention to the marginalized, my pursuit for scholarship highlights how 

faith can subvert oppressive systems. 

 RQ2. In what ways do my lived experiences as an African female scholar contribute 

to the decolonization of curriculum content and pedagogical practices in higher 

education? 

 Embodying Decolonizing Praxis 

I’ve experienced firsthand how education systems push Western knowledge as the only 

‘real’ learning while ignoring other ways of knowing. Achille Mbembe calls this the ‘colonial 
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library,’ a system that treats some ideas as essential and others as worthless.70 My critical 

educational autobiography demonstrates that African women’s narratives are vital knowledge 

sources, not just ‘feel-good’ additions, and that they challenge dominant literature while offering 

strategies to transform teaching, analysis, and inclusion in scholarship. 

 Centering African Women’s Voices 

This critical educational autobiography shows an African woman’s agency.71 My 

research on colonial education in the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana) reveals how colonial 

schooling was not merely an imposition of foreign content on colonies but a systematic erasure 

of indigenous knowledge systems, including those that demonstrate African women’s intellectual 

independence, the power to think, and the ability to act for themselves.72 African feminist 

theorists like Amina Mama and Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí help us see how colonial education hurt 

women’s knowledge. Oyěwùmí shows how Western ideas imposed male-female divisions in the 

form of roles and professions on African societies, which didn’t initially work that way.73 In my 

own research findings, colonial schools didn’t just teach Christianity, reading, arithmetic, and 

grammar; they also taught African students to see and measure their world through a foreign 

lens, which was the standard of civilization and superiority.74 Similarly, Mama highlights how 

African women’s knowledge has been devalued under both patriarchal and colonial structures, 

noting that “the academy has historically treated African women’s intellectual labor as invisible, 

even as it extracts from our lived realities.”75 These insights demand a curriculum that does not 

merely include African content but actively honors African women’s epistemologies rooted in 

values of deep connections, oral traditions, and a strong sense of community and faith. My 

critical, educational, autobiographical research contributes to the reclaiming of African women’s 
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voices, showing that our lived experiences are not supplementary but foundational to decolonial 

education. 

Critical Autobiography as Resistance 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s concept of the colonization of the mind aptly describes the rote, 

exam-driven education I experienced in Ghana, a system designed to produce compliance rather 

than critical thought.76 My story shows how colonial education pushes students from their roots, 

enforcing rote learning and Western achievement standards while erasing local knowledge. By 

sharing my journey and situating my lived experiences within critical theoretical frameworks and 

decolonizing literature, I resist this cultural erasure. Documenting my journey from a Ghanaian 

classroom shaped by colonial pedagogy to my current role as a scholar in the U.S., I have 

engaged in what Pumla Gqola calls “narrative insurgency.”77 Gqola, argues that “stories are not 

just accounts; they are acts of defiance against erasure.”78 My work embodies this defiance, 

challenging the colonial logic that positions African knowledge as inferior. This isn’t about 

theory or literature as in critical or decolonizing frameworks; it’s a new way to teach, with an 

understanding that when teachers allow learners to share authentic experiences, they demonstrate 

how classrooms can transform into spaces that honor every student’s voice. Then we can 

celebrate the richness of all languages, center indigenous storytelling as valid knowledge, and 

recognize the wisdom held within communities. This shift turns education from something that 

limits into something that truly liberates. 

Decolonial Praxis in the Classroom 

As a graduate teaching assistant in the U.S. classroom, I navigated the intersections of 

motherhood, immigration, and academic work within a predominantly white institution. My 

currer aligns with bell hooks’ vision of teaching as a practice of freedom,79 where education is 
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not passive absorption but an active, critical engagement with power. I did not merely assist in 

teaching EDCI 720⎯: Teaching Culture and Diversity Learning; I embodied it in ways that 

challenge students to interrogate dominant narratives while reflecting on their own 

positionalities. When I include African decolonizing or epistemic resources in my presentations, 

I challenge colonial ways of thinking. When I use my native language and apply community 

wisdom through proverbs, the classroom turns into a space of decolonization. Even my presence 

as a Black African woman scholar disrupts expectations, showing what it means to teach not just 

from theory, but from lived experience and resistance. As hooks reminds us, “the classroom 

remains the most radical space of possibility in the academy.”80 My work realizes this possibility 

in transforming curriculum and pedagogy into strategies of liberation. 

 Conclusion 

My pursuit toward scholarship has been a dialogue between divine guidance, personal 

perseverance, and the unwavering support of family, mentors, community, and generous 

strangers, some of whom have become family and friends. All affirm that my scholarship is as 

much a spiritual calling as it is an intellectual pursuit. By centering African feminist 

epistemologies, intersectionality, and decolonial literatures, this study challenges dominant 

narratives of knowledge production and exposes systemic inequities embedded within 

educational systems. My lived experiences demonstrate how marginalized individuals navigate 

and resist institutional barriers while drawing strength from community, faith, and alternative 

forms of capital. 
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Appendix A - University of Education, Winneba, Admission Letter 

 

 

Appendix Figure 1: Undergraduate admission letter (from the author’s collection) 
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Appendix B - Campaign Flyer for Simpa Hall Secretary Election  

 

 

Appendix Figure 2: Campaign Flyer for Simpa Hall Secretary Election (from the author’s 

collection). 
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Appendix C - Cover Pages of Tina Tee Series Geography Book 

 
 

  

Appendix Figure 3: Cover page of self-published Tina Tee Series geography book (from the 

authors’ collection). 
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Appendix D - Master’s Transcript 

 

Appendix Figure 4: Master’s Thesis Transcript (from the author’s collection). 
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Appendix E - Feedback Email from the Director of Weekday Early 

Education After Presenting My Specific Family Need to the Board 

 

Appendix Figure 5: Director’s Email feedback to me after inquiry from Weekday Board 

(from the authors’ collection). 
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Appendix F - Certificate of Achievement  

 

Appendix Figure 6: Certificate of Achievement in recognition of outstanding presentation 

during K-State Graduate Research, Arts, and Discovery Forum (from author’s collection). 
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Appendix G - Round Trip Flight Ticket to Toronto, Canada, for 

Conference Presentation  

 

Appendix Figure 7: First International Conference Flight Ticket to Toronto (from author’s 

collection). 
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Appendix H - Supervision Certificate from Access Academy and the 

University of Manchester, England, in the U.K. 

 

Appendix Figure 8: Supervision certificate in recognition for guiding student fellows in 

completing independent academic research of social justice research fellowship in 

Manchester, England, U.K., (from the author’s collection). 
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Appendix I - Phi Kappa Phi Honoree Society Invitation 

 

Appendix Figure 9: Phi Kappa Phi honoree society invitation (from author’s collection). 
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Appendix J - Division of Academic Success and Student Affairs 

(DASS) 2024 Extraordinary Student Award 

 

Appendix Figure 10: Plague Award of recognition as DASS 2024 Extraordinary Student 

(from author’s collection). 
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Appendix K - Social Justice Advocacy Award 

 

Appendix Figure 11: K-State College of Education Spring 2024 Social Justice Award (from 

the author’s collection). 
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Appendix L - African Student Union (ASU) Outstanding Member 

Certificate of Recognition 

 

 

 

Appendix Figure 12: Certificate of Appreciation for outstanding contribution to ASU 

(from author’s collection). 
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Appendix M - Appointment Email to Department of Curriculum 

and Instruction (C&I) Faculty and Executive Faculty Committee 

 

Appendix Figure 13: Appointment email as a graduate student’s representative on the C&I 

Faculty and Executive Faculty Committee Member (from author’s collection). 
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Appendix N - Community Engagement by Ernestina Wiafe 

EduCare  

 

 

Appendix Figure 14: Community Engagement Through Ernestina Wiafe EduCare Consult 

(from author’s collection). 
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Appendix O - Inquiry to Relate Course Projects to Research Focus 

and Instructor’s Response 

 

Appendix Figure 15: Email Inquiring to relate course projects to research focus and 

instructor’s response (from author’s collection). 
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Appendix P - Instructor Empathy in Academic Space 

 

Appendix Figure 16: Instructor’s empathy email (from author’s collection). 
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Appendix Q - Instructor’s Email Prioritizing Students’ Well-being 

 

Appendix Figure 17: Instructor email prioritizing my wellbeing (from author’s collection). 
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Appendix R - End of Ph.D., Course Work Transcript 

 

Appendix Figure 18: End of Ph.D., Course Work Transcript (from author’s collection). 
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Appendix S - IRB Exemption Letter 

 

Appendix Figure 19: IRB Exempt Letter 
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Appendix T - Screenshot of Life Writings Guidelines 

 

Appendix Figure 20: Screenshot of Life Writings Guidelines 
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Chapter 3 - Curriculum Experiences of African Female Graduate 

Students in the United States and Sub-Saharan Africa 

This research is tailored to the Journal of Curriculum and Pedagogy  

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/ujcp20/about-this-journal#aims-and-scope. Hence, the 

manuscript structure followed 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=ujcp20

#article-types formatting guidelines. 

Ernestina Wiafe 

 Abstract 

Africa contributes to over half of the world’s population growth, projected to reach 3.9 

billion by 2100. Empowering women through education is essential for sustainable development. 

Yet, African women, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), face persistent barriers in 

accessing quality education, especially in underrepresented fields like STEM. This study 

examined the curriculum experiences of African female graduate students in the U.S. and sub-

Saharan Africa, analyzing challenges and opportunities through the frameworks of Critical 

Postcolonial Curriculum Theory (CPCT), Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP), and 

transnationalism. Using a qualitative comparative-case study design, it employed semi-structured 

interviews with purposively sampled participants from diverse sub-Saharan African nations and 

disciplines to gain a deeper understanding of how cultural environments, gender dynamics, 

identity negotiation, socioeconomic factors, and academic support systems influence the 

academic successes and challenges faced by female scholars from this demographic within two 

distinct educational contexts: the United States and Sub-Saharan Africa. This article contributes 

to decolonizing education by shifting the conversation about female educational intersectionality 

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/ujcp20/about-this-journal#aims-and-scope
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=ujcp20#article-types
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=ujcp20#article-types
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beyond a Western or Eurocentric perspective, thereby enriching the theoretical framework in 

academic research. 

Keywords: Curriculum, Culturally Relevant Education, .., transnationalism, intersectionality, 

multiple case study, and comparative case study analysis. 
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 Introduction 

Africa is projected to account for more than half of the world’s population growth, 

reaching approximately 3.9 billion people by 2100 (United Nations, World Population Prospects, 

2022; Dyvik, 2024). In this context of rapid demographic expansion, empowering women 

through education is widely recognized as a cornerstone for unlocking the continent’s potential 

and advancing sustainable development (Frick et al., 2016). Significant progress has been made 

at the foundational levels, where completion rates for elementary to secondary education rose 

from 52% in 1990 to over 70% by the late 2010s, while gross tertiary enrollment more than 

doubled from 9% to 19% between 2000 and 2023 (UNESCO, 2024; World Bank, 2024). 

However, this promising educational pipeline narrows considerably at the graduate level, 

especially during doctoral studies. Scholars have long criticized the deep-rooted gender 

inequalities in African higher education, noting that women’s education is influenced by a 

complex interplay of cultural norms, religious beliefs, colonial histories, and economic factors 

(Aina, 2010; Mama, 2003; Odejidi et al., 2006). This underrepresentation of women with 

doctorate degrees has a dual negative impact, including reducing the pool of experts who can 

lead African-driven research and development. The impact of an educated woman has a ripple 

effect; At home, she mentors the next generation of boys and girls, with studies consistently 

linking mothers’ educational levels to their children’s academic achievement and cognitive 

development (World Bank, 2018; Smith & Zaslow, 2015). In the public sphere, she is equipped 

to shape policies that ensure equitable access and opportunity, as women in leadership are more 

likely to invest in social spending that benefits broader communities (World Economic Forum, 

2024; OECD, 2023). Women create a legacy that extends far beyond personal achievements to 

reflect the core truth of the saying, “… if you educate a woman, you educate a nation” (Aggrey, 



 84 

n.d.). With 75% of Africa’s population under 35 and 49.8% female (United Nations, 2022), 

young Africans are a vital resource for the continent and the world, poised to drive economic 

growth, innovation, and sustainable development. However, realizing this potential depends on 

educational curricula that effectively support this goal by equipping students with essential 

knowledge and skills aligned with national, continental, and global priorities (African Union 

Commission, 2014).  

 Statement of the Research Problem 

For Africans, education is a key avenue for empowerment, particularly for women, 

enabling agency and the capacity to drive positive change. Many African nations face persistent 

challenges in providing equitable educational opportunities, while U.S. graduate programs often 

struggle to offer culturally responsive and tailored experiences for diverse student populations. 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2020), females constitute 61% 

of the total graduate student population in U.S. universities, approximately 1.9 million students. 

Of these, 71.5% are pursuing master’s degrees, and 65.9% of doctoral, medical, and dental 

degrees (Fast Facts: Association of American University Women, n.d.). However, the proportion 

of Black African women studying on student visas remains unknown, as this demographic is not 

disaggregated in existing data. This gap highlights a lack of research on this specific scholarly 

group, leading to misrepresentation and marginalization, as each subset of female graduate 

students experiences higher education differently based on intersectional factors (Cho et al., 

2013; Crenshaw, 1991). The absence of recognition in research and statistical reporting 

diminishes the visibility of African female graduate students, obscuring their voices, experiences, 

contributions, and achievements. 
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In Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), higher education literature has increasingly addressed 

topics such as student supervision (Muraraneza et al., 2016), institutional ranking (Dlamini, 

2016; Ntshoe et al.,), access and value of higher education (Allais, 2017; Ilie & Rose, 2016; 

Oketch, 2016), entrepreneurial education (Amadi-Echendu et al., 2016), and curriculum 

internationalization (Gwakwa, 2016; Higgs, 2016). Yet these discussions often neglect the voices 

and experiences of the graduate students for whom they are intended. 

 Research Purpose 

This study explored the curriculum experiences of African female graduate students in 

the U.S and SSA. 

 Significance of Research 

This study fills a critical gap in the literature on graduate education for African women. 

Comparing the curriculum experiences of African female graduate students in two different 

contexts: SSA and U.S universities, offers insights into how geographic contexts, cultural 

settings, academic support, and gender issues shape graduate education and career paths. By 

highlighting the curriculum experiences of African women, this research contributes to 

advancing the decolonization of graduate education. The findings play a crucial role in 

promoting a more inclusive and culturally relevant curricular framework that meets the specific 

needs of the students they intend to serve. 

 Research Questions 

Two questions guided the study:  

1. In what ways do African female graduate students interpret their experiences with the 

curriculum in universities in the U.S. and SSA? 
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2. How do African female graduate students reflect on the personal and academic impact of 

their experiences with the curriculum in universities in the U.S. and SSA? 

 Relevant Literature and Theoretical Grounding 

The word “curriculum” has multiple meanings. Generally, curriculum refers to the 

knowledge integrated into teaching and learning programs, as reflected in Herbert Spencer’s 

1884 title, “What Knowledge Is Most Valuable?” Although there are various viewpoints on 

curriculum, one that emerged prominently in the latter half of the twentieth century and remains 

prominent in the first two decades of the twenty-first century is Tyler’s and Biggs’s. Tyler and 

Biggs define curriculum as a basic, tightly connected system in which it is both possible and 

desirable to closely align what students learn with expected learning outcomes and how they are 

assessed (Tyler & Biggs, 1949, p. 7). This view of curriculum, agreeing with Grange (2016a), 

represents an instrumentalist and utilitarian perspective that is colonial in nature, as it presents a 

single method of knowing, being, and becoming as the only valid approach. In other words, this 

dominant view of curriculum does not reflect the uniqueness of each individual, in this case, 

graduate students’ particular ambitions, expectations, and beliefs, as well as those shaped by 

race, gender, and sexual orientation (Gough, 2013; Grange, 2016a). 

In his work Curriculum Theorizing: The Reconceptualists, Pinar (1975) redefined 

curriculum by returning to its Latin root, currere, which means to run the course or racecourse. 

This definition shifted the focus of curriculum from standardized content to the importance of 

individual experience, as cited in Le Grange (2016a). This suggests that the core of the 

curriculum is not in a fixed path but in how each person uniquely “runs” it (Pinar, 1975). This 

complexity, according to Pinar, arises from our different genetic, social, and cultural identities, 
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including race, gender, and class, making the experiences of one’s academic journey, here, 

graduate education, central to the curriculum (Pinar, 2011). 

 Grumet (1981) provided an alternative view of curriculum to that of Tyler (1949), 

describing it as “the stories that we tell students about their past, present, and future.” (as cited in 

Le Grange, 2016a, p. 7). Grumet’s (1981) alternative view is vital because it prompts us to ask 

critical questions, such as “whose stories are students told about their past, present, and future, 

and who has the power to tell them?” (as cited in Le Grange, 2016a, p. 7). Ted Aoki (1999), 

contends that curriculum should not only focus on what is planned (the curriculum-as-plan), but 

also on how it is lived (the curriculum-as-lived), thus, how students and lecturers experience the 

curriculum (as cited in Grange 2016, p. 7). Aoki (1999) emphasizes that legitimizing the 

curriculum-as-lived does not eliminate the curriculum-as-plan, but instead creates a space 

between the two, one of struggle, innovation, and transformation. The South African student 

demonstrations of 2015 and 2016, for instance, revealed that many professors and university 

managers had failed to understand students’ lived experiences, both inside and outside the 

institution, and that this dimension of the curriculum lacked legitimacy in the university (Grange, 

2016). Paying attention to Aoki’s insight into legitimizing the curriculum-as-lived, alongside the 

curriculum-as-planned, has the potential to transform African and global universities, as the 

tension between the two can serve as a decolonizing space (Aoki, 1999; Grange, 2016).  

Consistent with Pinar’s (1975; 2011) perspectives on curriculum, this study aligns with 

the definition of curriculum provided by Marsh and Willis (2007), who describe it as “an 

interrelated set of plans and experiences that a student undertakes under the guidance of the 

school” (p. 15). This definition is especially suitable for this research because the phrase “an 

interrelated set of plans and experiences” captures the combination of pre-planned activities and 



 88 

unanticipated or emergent experiences that graduate students encounter (Marsh & Willis, 2007). 

It recognizes that while some aspects of the curriculum can be planned, others develop naturally 

through student experiences, engagement, and interaction. Marsh and Willis’ (2007) definition 

also highlights the importance of both instructors and students, emphasizing how their 

interactions shape the “lived” curriculum; thus, the curriculum is how each individual actually 

experiences it.  

Marsh and Willis’ (2007) definition aligns closely with Eisner’s (1985) idea of the 

explicit, implicit (hidden), and null curricula, which reveal how educational experiences are 

shaped. The study agrees that understanding curriculum requires considering three 

interconnected dimensions: the explicit, the implicit or hidden, and the null curriculum. The 

explicit curriculum includes approved materials like syllabi and assessments, while the implicit 

curriculum involves unofficial learning of the school’s culture and values. This creates a standard 

for an “ideal” graduate, reinforcing it and framing non-conformity as “other.” The null 

curriculum refers to excluded subject matter or perspectives. Within this working definition, the 

curriculum experiences of African female graduate students in the U.S. and SSA universities 

were viewed as curriculum guiding what is officially designed (the planned curriculum), how 

instructors deliver it (the enacted curriculum in the universities), and how students ultimately 

receive and internalize it (the experienced curriculum). This helps bridge the space between the 

planned curriculum and the lived curriculum, which the study agrees may function as a 

decolonizing space (Aoki, 1999; Grange, 2016a). 

Given that this research investigates the curriculum experiences of African female 

students in U.S. universities and SSA universities, Critical Postcolonial Curriculum Theory 

(CPCT) was employed to examine how colonial histories and power structures influence 
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education, critiquing Western knowledge dominance, and advocating for decolonization 

epistemologies (Said, 1978; Andreotti, 2011; Le Grange, 2016; Mbembe, 2016) and  Culturally 

Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) by Ladson-Billings (1995), was applied to assess how curricula and 

teaching either marginalize or affirm the students’ knowledge systems, guiding decolonizing 

recommendations through its pillars of (1) academic success, (2) cultural competence, and (3) 

critical consciousness. Transnational literature helps explain how culture and power transcend 

borders, shaping their identities and fostering hybrid ways of knowing (Quayson & Daswani, 

2013). At the same time, intersectional resources acknowledged that these students’ experiences 

are shaped by the convergence of race, gender, class, and immigration status (F1 visas), 

revealing how interconnected barriers limit access and success in graduate education (Crenshaw, 

1991; Cho et al., 2015). 

 Research Methodology and Method 

This study employed a qualitative methodology, utilizing a comparative case study 

approach (Spradley, 1979; Yin, 2018) to gain insights into the curriculum experiences of African 

female graduate students across two distinct educational contexts: the U.S and SSA. Each 

participant was regarded as a unique case, enabling both detailed multiple-case analysis and 

cross-case synthesis. Primary data sources were collected through semi-structured interviews, 

and minor linguistic errors in the transcripts were corrected to enhance readability without 

altering meaning. Additionally, six course syllabi, one per participant, were analyzed to 

systematically identify alignment or divergence points between participants’ transcripts and the 

course syllabus through a document analysis (Bowen, 2009; Prior, 2003) as shown in Table 2. 

Since the study aimed to compare curricular experiences of African female graduate students, a 

comparative case study approach was most appropriate.  
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 Participant Recruitment 

Purposeful sampling techniques were used to select six participants: three from U.S. 

doctoral programs and three from universities in SSA (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To ensure 

diversity in disciplines, institutions, languages, and countries of origin, inclusion criteria required 

that participants: (1) identify as female and Black African. This helped distinguish the population 

set from White South African experiences where racial and ethnic distinctions have a specific 

historical and social meaning (2) be enrolled full-time in a Ph.D. program on a student visa in the 

U.S. or be an African citizen and be based in a Sub-Saharan African (SSA) country; (3) represent 

any academic discipline; and (4) Speak English or French as an official language. A sample size 

of six participants and six syllabi was expected to achieve thematic saturation (Saunders et al., 

2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

 Data Collection, Analysis 

Data collection involved two rounds of semi-structured interviews, each lasting at least 

one hour, conducted and audio-recorded via Zoom (Bhattacharya, 2017; Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Transcriptions were created using MAXQDA transcription software (VERBI Software, 2023) 

and verified against the original recordings for accuracy and clarity. A grounded coding 

approach was used to identify meaningful data segments for each case. Codes with shared 

meanings were grouped into categories, which were then refined and constructed into broader 

themes following Braun and Clarke (2006). These themes were organized in a comparative 

matrix under each research question to illustrate the multi-case analysis (Tables 2 and 3). A 

cross-case synthesis was then employed to highlight similarities, variations, and key insights, 

supported by direct quotes. 
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 Ethical Considerations and Trustworthiness 

Upon IRB approval, ethical standards were maintained by obtaining informed consent, 

using pseudonyms, and ensuring anonymity to protect participant identity. The methodological 

design achieved data saturation through multiple data sources and analytical approaches. The 

inclusion of diverse institutional contexts across US and SSA institutions further strengthened 

transferability, as thick, contextualized descriptions offer readers sufficient detail to determine 

the applicability of the findings to other settings (Nowell et al., 2017). To enhance the study’s 

trustworthiness, credibility was ensured through member checking, which allowed participants to 

review and clarify their interview transcripts and emerging interpretations. Confirmability was 

ensured through triangulation of data sources (interview transcripts and course syllabi) and 

through analytic triangulation via cross-case synthesis (Yin, 2004; Mills & Wiebe, 2010), which 

enabled comparisons across multiple cases (Yin, 2018).  

 Findings  

The study’s findings first describe the demographic composition and backgrounds of 

research participants in the U.S. and SSA universities, as summarized in Table 1. Next, key 

themes constructed from each case were compiled into a comparative matrix for a multi-case 

analysis and organized by research questions one and two, as shown in Tables 2 and 3, 

respectively. A cross-case synthesis then compared patterns across the two regions, identifying 

both similarities and differences to provide a comprehensive comparative perspective. To enrich 

the analysis, direct participant quotes were incorporated to offer deeper insights for inductive 

interpretations drawn from the data. 
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Table 1 

 Demographic Representation and Background of Research Participants 

Category Sub-Saharan Africa-based United States-based 

Participants Tina  

(Benin) 

Daavi  

(Ghana) 

Nancy  

(Kenya) 

Girl’s Girl 

(Zimbabwe) 

Makida 

(Ethiopia) 

Grace  

(Zambia) 

Age 27 32 39 33 38 31 

Nationality Beninese Ghanaian Kenyan Zimbabwean Ethiopian Zambian 

Ethnicity Fon Kasena Kikuyu Shona Amharic Tumbuka & Ngoni 

Language(s) French, Fon English, Kasem English, Swahili, 

Kikuyu 

English, Shona Amharic-speaking English, Tumbuka, 

Ngoni 

Family 

Status 

Not specified Married with 

children 

Shared concerns about 

sexist comment “marry 

first” 

Not specified Married, two 

children 

Not specified 

Degree 

Program 

PhD in Applied 

Linguistics and 

dialectics 

PhD in Molecular 

Biology 

PhD in HR 

Management 

PhD in 

Chemistry 

PhD in 

Agricultural 

Economics 

PhD in Sociology 

Program 

Duration 

3 years (Year 2) 4 years (Year 3) 4 years (currently in15 

years (collecting data 

for dissertation) 

5+ years 

(writing 

dissertation) 

4 years (Year 4) 3 years (Year 3) 

Career 

Background 

English as a 

Foreign Language 

Teacher at high 

school & 

university (7 yrs.) 

Clinical 

Microbiology, with 

expertise in Public 

Health research, 

specializing in 

vaccine trials and 

device evaluation 

HR Manager Chemist 

Trainee & 

Teacher in 

Zimbabwe 

Agricultural 

Researcher 

Demographer 

Anticipated 

Career 

Continue 

Teaching English 

as Foreign 

Language 

Lead Independent 

Research 

University Vice-

Chancellor 

Industrial 

Chemist 

Undecided 

(seeking U.S. 

options) due to 

current instability 

in Ethiopia. 

Sociologist 

Source: Wiafe, E. (2025). Demographic and academic background representation of research. In a semi-structured interview, data 

were collected.
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 Demographic Representation and Academic Background of Participants 

A total of six female African Ph.D. students participated in the study. Three of them, 

based in Sub-Saharan Africa, were Tina (Benin), Daavi (Ghana), and Nancy (Kenya), studying 

in Applied Linguistics, Molecular Biology, and Human Resource Management, respectively. The 

other three students based in the U.S., including Makida (Ethiopia), Abby (Zimbabwe), and 

Grace (Zambia), are pursuing degrees in Agricultural Economics, Chemistry, and Sociology, as 

shown in Table 1. These fields span disciplines in STEM, Social Sciences, Education, and 

Business, representing diverse academic areas. 

 Age 

The participants’ ages range from 27 to 39 years old. Tina (Benin) is the youngest, and 

Nancy (Kenya) is the oldest. While there is no single, widely cited statistic for the average Ph.D. 

completion age for Sub-Saharan Africans in both study regions, the age distribution of these 

female African scholars (27-39) mirrors the average Ph.D. graduation age of 36.1 years for 

African American women in the U.S. (Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 2021).  

 Academic Background and Integration of Prior Knowledge 

Makida (Ethiopian) stands out for her rich international educational background, which 

includes a Master’s degree from Wageningen University in the Netherlands and a post-MSc 

program at the University of Ghana. All six participants had relevant pre-Ph.D. education and 

work experience, ranging from an agricultural economist, chemist, demographer, EFL teacher, 

clinical microbiologist with expertise in public health research, specializing in vaccine trials and 

device evaluation, to a human resources manager and university lecturer. This likely provided 

strong preparation for their doctoral programs, aligning with their future career goals. 
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As Grace noted, “I’ve been allowed to incorporate my demographic knowledge into 

sociology and from my other work experiences into education, which wouldn’t have happened in 

Zimbia at all” (Zambian Participant Transcript, Pos. 77). In contrast, Makida found few 

opportunities to integrate her experiences. At the same time, Girl’s Girl believed that her 

master’s degree from Zimbabwe gave her an advantage when she entered the U.S. Ph.D. 

program. She reflected, “I felt like I was overqualified in some way. In some classes, when I was 

learning certain content, it felt more like a revision” (Zimbabwe Participant Transcript, Pos. 75).  

 Ethnicity and Linguistic Identities 

The participants display a diverse range of ethnic and linguistic backgrounds from across 

sub-Saharan Africa, and these identities are closely connected to their academic journeys. 

Tina, a member of the Fon, a major ethnic group in Benin, is fluent in French, the official 

language, as well as the Fon indigenous language. Her education and years of experience 

teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL) to French speakers directly inform her career in 

language education. Daavi is from the second-largest ethnic group in Northern Ghana, called 

Kasena, and she is proficient in both English and Kasem, the indigenous language of her people. 

She emphasizes that bilingualism is essential for conducting scientific research within local 

communities and for communicating findings, which shows a direct link between her language 

skills and her effectiveness in her local disease project.  

Similarly, Nancy, from the Kikuyu, Kenya’s largest ethnic group, is trilingual in English, 

Swahili, and Kikuyu. She finds that this trilingual ability directly shapes her approach to human 

resources management, which indicates her capacity to navigate different cultural and linguistic 

contexts in her work. Abby is from the Shona ethnic group, who make up about 80% of 

Zimbabwe’s population. As a Shona, she speaks Shona, a Bantu language that is one of the 
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country’s official languages. Abby has leveraged her bilingual skills to effectively communicate 

with her academic advisor, who is also from her ethnicity in Zimbabwe.  

Makida from Ethiopia rejects ethnic labels, saying, “There are many ethnic groups, but I 

just want to identify as an Ethiopian. Ethnicity is why Ethiopia is like this” (Ethiopian Participant 

Transcript, Pos. 14), showing her political stance against ethnic politicization (Kleppe, 2022). 

Despite her international education, she sees English proficiency as a barrier, illustrating how 

even the highly educated face language limits.  

Grace comes from two ethnic groups, the Tumbuka and Ngoni groups of Zambia. She is 

trilingual in Tumbuka, Ngoni, the indigenous languages of her people, and English as the official 

language. Her multiethnicity, mixed heritage, and trilingual identity highlight how she is 

leveraging her educational background in Demography to her current graduate studies and 

research in Sociology. 

Participants’ demographics, educational backgrounds, and experiences reveal meaningful 

links between their prior learning, careers, and current doctoral work, boosting their confidence, 

improving adaptability, and fostering a sense of readiness. This supports Nettles and Millett’s 

(2006) research findings, which show that postgraduate students with relevant pre-Ph.D., 

experienced tend to have higher persistence rates due to more targeted goal alignment.   
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Multi-case Thematic Analysis of Research Participants for R.Q. 1 and Document Analysis of Course Syllabus 

In what ways do African female graduate students interpret their experiences with the curriculum in universities in the U.S. and Sub-

Saharan Africa? 

Table 2 

Multi-case Thematic Analysis of R.Q. 1 and Course Syllabus Analysis  

Category Sub-Saharan Africa-based United States-based 

Theme Tina  

(Benin) 

Daavi  

(Ghana) 

Nancy  

(Kenya) 

Abby 

 (Zimbabwe) 

Makida  

(Ethiopia) 

Grace  

(Zambia) 

Curriculum & 

Pedagogical 

content 

PhD content 

lacks a 

structured 

curriculum and 

is self-directed. 

Focuses mainly 

on research and 

theoretical 

knowledge 

rather than 

practical. 

Structured PhD which 

includes coursework 

& lab work.  

Focus on independent 

research skills. 

Corporate focused 

HR content which 

lacks HR content 

and skills good for 

academia.  

Contains 

foundational courses 

in research analysis, 

methods, theory, and 

teaching. 

Curriculum focuses on 

coursework over 

practical research, 

which she finds less 

beneficial for her 

learning style. 

Offered foundational 

courses in research 

methods, analysis, 

and teaching. 

Culturally 

Relevant & 

Reaction to 

African-focused 

Research 

The linguistics 

curriculum 

ignores local 

culture. Relies 

heavily on 

Western 

materials.  

The curriculum 

overlooks local 

diseases (e.g., those 

attributed to 

“witchcraft”). 

Biomedical research 

prioritizes Western-

published studies over 

local realities. 

Uses a lot 

Kenyan/African in 

case studies. 

Students are 

encouraged to cite 

Kenyan/African 

examples. 

Currently 

collecting data for 

research on African 

focused research. 

No direct cultural 

integration. 

Cultural comfort 

came only via the 

Zimbabwean advisor. 

Mostly Western 

focused research. 

The African context is 

self-integrated. 

The curriculum lacks 

institutional cultural 

reflection.  

Some flexibility to 

choose Africa-focused 

topics through advisor 

support. 

Curriculum is U.S.-

centric. African 

perspectives are 

often dismissed in 

class. 

Abandoned her 

African research due 

to lack of faculty 

support or 

inadequate 

knowledge of the 

research area. 
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Category Sub-Saharan Africa-based United States-based 

Theme Tina  

(Benin) 

Daavi  

(Ghana) 

Nancy  

(Kenya) 

Abby 

 (Zimbabwe) 

Makida  

(Ethiopia) 

Grace  

(Zambia) 

Career 

Alignment of 

Curriculum 

No alignment 

with teaching 

career. 

Prepares independent 

researchers. 

Does not align with 

her academic 

focused career. 

Strong practical and 

research exposure; 

feels equipped for 

both industry and 

academia. 

Curriculum leans 

heavily on 

coursework; limited 

practical research 

experience. 

Well-aligned with a 

research career; 

flexibility to tailor 

coursework toward 

career goals. 

 

Document Analysis of Course Syllabi 

Curriculum, 

Pedagogy, and 

Global 

Pluralism 

 

Contains only 

information for 

research 

expectations and 

due dates. 

 

Promotes active 

learning through 

journal club 

presentations, lab 

practical, and exams 

that encourage 

dialogue and analysis, 

but it primarily 

reflects a Western 

scientific perspective 

with sources drawn 

mainly from Western 

scholarship. 

 

A syllabus was not 

provided, as 

coursework was 

completed many 

years ago, and now 

in the fifteenth year 

of the degree. 

 

Primarily uses a 

lecture-based 

approach with limited 

structured student 

participation. Does 

not reference diverse 

perspectives, but 

encourages relevant 

topics for societal 

impact. 

Focus on economics 

model and their real-

world application from 

various global context. 

Course is lecture-

based with 

participatory activities 

such as group 

assignment. 

 

Uses dialogue and 

participatory 

approach to build a 

community where 

students voices and 

experiential 

knowledge are 

central. Content 

incorporates global 

and transnational 

perspectives to 

contextual U.S. 

racial formations. 

       

Source: Wiafe, E. (2025). Multi-case thematic analysis of research participants for Research Question 1. In semi-structured interview 

data and course syllabus document analysis. 
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 Cross-Case Synthesis for Research Question 1 

 Curriculum and Pedagogical Content 

Across cases, the study noted that the curriculum of graduate programs often fell short of 

participants’ expectations, particularly in terms of structure and cultural relevance, with few 

exceptions.  

Tina described her doctoral program as less structured. In her words, “In the PhD 

program, there is no set curriculum to follow. It is self-directed. There are no lectures or 

anything…. honestly, it’s mainly just theory, no practical” (Beninese Participant Transcript, Pos. 

84). On the other hand, Nancy (Kenya) lamented the imbalance between an academic-focused 

Human Resource (HR) curriculum, which she was interested in, and the corporate skills 

emphasized in her program. For Abby, even though she gets to do research, teach courses, and 

mentor students in the research lab, as and when the need arises, she feels in her department, “the 

curriculum and training are designed in ways that prepare us primarily for academic careers to 

become professors.” (Zimbabwean Participant Transcript, Pos. 102) 

Grace, however, enjoys both a theoretical and research-grounded curriculum in her 

graduate studies. In expressing her excitement about that, she said, I have noticed my PhD 

curriculum is structured to begin with foundational courses, mainly in research analysis, research 

methods, theory, and teaching. As the program progresses, students can choose their focus” 

(Zambian Participant Transcript, Pos. 54) 

Meanwhile, Makida made a strong case that the content of the curriculum has been 

different from what she expected, stating: 

…the experience here has been different from what I expected. I thought I would be 

doing more research and engaging in practical studies, but instead, there is a heavy 
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emphasis on coursework… at this level, there should also be more emphasis on practical 

research rather than just sitting in class. (Ethiopian Participant Transcript, Pos. 86) 

 In contrast, Daavi’s curriculum offered a structured balance of coursework and lab work, 

positioning her more firmly on the path to becoming an independent researcher. She explained:  

I think the curriculum is structured to expose you to different aspects, not just classroom 

work or lab work. The first year is dedicated to coursework, …. that’s very critical for 

developing new research ideas. Another component is experiential learning, where you 

can attach yourself to an organization or setting that aligns with your thesis to gain 

practical experience. Then there is the thesis itself, I believe this prepares you better for 

becoming a Principal Investigator (PI) after the PhD. (Ghanaian Participant Transcript, 

Pos. 56) 

 Culturally Relevant Curriculum and Reaction to African Research  

The dominance of Western content, materials, and frameworks in the curriculum was a 

recurring concern when participants were asked about how the curriculum acknowledges and 

integrates their cultural background. Tina (Benin) noted that curriculum materials disregarded 

local contexts. Similarly, Daavi criticized courses for ignoring local diseases, indicating: 

I would say not so much, because when it comes to the sciences and the biomedical 

aspects of health, there isn’t much representation from the Ghanaian context. Most of the 

material is based on what has been published elsewhere, usually from the West, and we 

don’t have many in-depth published studies from our side of the world. This makes it 

difficult to relate to much of what we are learning. Sometimes we struggle to connect 

classroom learning with what happens in our own setting, especially in areas like genetic 
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studies, where research is still very limited. That makes it challenging to fully relate as a 

Ghanaian. (Ghana Participant Transcript, Pos. 59) 

In the same vein, Grace (Zambia) found her curriculum to be dominated by U.S.-centric 

perspectives and dismissive of her African contributions. She complained: 

I think the majority of the curriculum is very U.S.-based, and I don’t feel included. There 

are times in class when I try to participate by sharing my experiences in Zambia or 

aspects of our educational system, but most people can’t relate and seem disinterested. It 

feels like they don’t really want me to talk about it. (Zambian Participant Transcript, Pos. 

67)  

She, however, acknowledged exceptions, stating: 

There have been a few classes, like the one I’m currently taking on race and inequality, 

where I feel my cultural identity is valued. In such classes, because we look at history and 

issues like slavery, there is some overlap in the discussions, and my voice is heard. 

Professors and students alike show interest in my experiences and culture. However, 

when I look at the curriculum of the program, I don’t feel that my local context and 

experiences are really valued. For a long time, I was the only international student, 

though now there are a few more. I think inclusion will improve with time, but there is 

still a need for the curriculum to better reflect diverse cultural perspectives. (Zambian 

Participant Transcript, Pos. 70.) 

Only Nancy’s courses explicitly used African case studies. However, these were initially 

sidelined due to tribal focus. Makida observed that cultural relevance had to be self-initiated 

rather than one that is embedded in the curriculum. She mentioned: 
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The good thing is you get to work on topics you are interested in. At the same time, you 

have the chance to choose an advisor from among the professors in the department. My 

professor, for instance, had experience working in Africa, which was a great opportunity 

for me to integrate my existing knowledge with what I wanted to work on. (Ethiopian 

Participant Transcript, Pos. 96) 

However, Abby relied on her Zimbabwean advisor, who understood her background and 

provided relevant support and opportunities. In her words: 

My PI is from Zimbabwe. She is Zimbabwean, so she introduced me to some of the 

organizations that I didn’t know about. Like the National Organization for the 

Professional Advancement of Black Chemists and Chemical Engineers (NOBCChE)…. I 

mean, obviously, if you have a white professor, they will tell you information that they 

know. But sometimes it’s good to see people who look like you and how they do things, 

especially in your field. It just feels good. (Zimbabwe Participant Transcript, Pos. 162) 

Notwithstanding, she admitted that there is a general absence of culturally relevant integration in 

the curriculum, likely due to the program’s nature. 

On the issue reactions to African research, participants’ responses were divided regarding 

the pursuit of Africa-focused scholarship. Grace (Zambia), Daavi (Ghana), and Abby 

(Zimbabwe) said that it was often discouraged either due to the unavailability of expert 

supervisors in that field or because of the nature of the graduate program.  

Grace’s struggle exemplified this, as she had to abandon her African-centered research, 

noting: 

After my original advisor left, I faced significant challenges finding a new one who 

understood the project I had brought with me from Zambia. I approached roughly five 
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advisors, but each one was reluctant to work with me. They were unfamiliar with the 

African context of my data and were unwilling to engage with it because it fell outside 

their area of expertise … I had to switch my topic and use data from the US, which is sad. 

(Zambian Participant Transcript, Pos. 94, 98) 

 Daavi (Ghana) observed that biomedical studies prioritize established diseases and 

published research, primarily conducted by Western scholars, over local realities. Stating: 

I think this has to do with the kinds of diseases we encounter in our context, especially in 

rural areas. Some of these diseases are often attributed to witchcraft, yet we know there 

are scientific explanations behind them. However, they are not fully captured within our 

scientific system. As a result, no matter how common they are, we are unable to design 

studies to address these conditions. This leaves a significant gap. Instead, most of the 

diseases we study are those already documented elsewhere. There is limited capacity to 

investigate conditions that don’t even have English names, diseases that are unique to our 

communities but unfamiliar in Western contexts. It feels as though research efforts are 

focused on solving problems discovered elsewhere, rather than addressing the ones that 

directly affect us in our setting. (Ghana Participant Transcript, Pos. 71) 

Despite this, she acknowledges that her program’s curriculum is fostering contextual integration 

by enabling students to design proposals tailored to their environment, aimed at addressing 

problems specific to our setting, which is in addition to their thesis work (Ghana Participant 

Transcript, Pos. 65). 

Nancy (Kenya), however, was at the data collection stage for her Africa-focused 

research. At the same time, Madika (Ethiopia) praised the flexibility in research, noting that 

students can pursue topics of interest and choose their own advisors. She highlighted her positive 
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experience working with her professor, who has prior experience and exposure to Africa, who 

allowed her to “…integrate what I know and what I want to work on.” She also emphasized the 

autonomy given to students in their coursework, stating, “it’s really up to you” to select projects 

based on her interest. Naturally, you select topics you already have some experience or 

understanding of. (Ethiopian Participant Transcript, Pos. 96). 

Abby noted that, due to the nature of Chemistry, most of its content is mainly Western-

focused. She stated:  

I feel like, in terms of chemistry itself, because it’s a pure science, maybe there is nothing 

really directly related, but maybe because my mentor is also from Zimbabwe, I feel like 

there is good communication there. Like she knows my culture, and maybe she knows 

what I mean when I say certain things. So, I feel like maybe I was fortunate in that way, 

that it’s easy to communicate and not misunderstood when you say certain things. 

(Zimbabwe Participant Transcript, Pos. 52) 

 Career Alignment of the Curriculum 

The degree to which participants’ curricula aligned with their career aspirations varied. 

Grace found strong alignment with research. She noted: 

My biggest passion has been doing research, social research, specifically, healthcare 

access. And so that is my main goal here, to learn as much as I can to be able to do my 

own research and probably work with a research organization” (Zambian Participant 

Transcript, Pos. 44); as a result, “I have had the opportunity to pick as many research 

methods classes as I wanted. (Zambian Participant Transcript, Pos. 54) 

Similarly, Daavi (Ghana) feels equipped with independent research skills. 

On the other hand, Abby (Zimbabwe) felt less prepared for an industry career, noting:  
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I felt behind in terms of career guidance. I was lacking direction. Perhaps Americans 

don’t consider this a major issue because they receive better career guidance from a 

young age. They seem to know already what they want to do; they have mentors and 

clear aspirations. However, I believe my graduate program could incorporate a small 

section of career guidance to enlighten students and give them realistic expectations. 

Specifically, that a PhD isn’t only about academia. Right now, I feel the focus is mostly 

there. (Zimbabwe Participant Transcript, Pos. 148) 

In contrast, Nancy lamented the lack of preparation for academic careers in the HR graduate 

program, which she feels is more geared towards corporate roles. She said: 

During my one-year coursework, which was divided into three semesters, I felt the 

curriculum was primarily targeted toward corporate careers. I believe the only component 

that prepared me for my goal of teaching at the university level was the research methods 

course. What was lacking was instruction on how to teach others. (Kenya Participant 

Transcript, Pos. 57) 

For Tina, there was complete misalignment with her teaching aspirations, she explained:  

The institution carved out a three-month period for lectures. Stating that we attended 

lectures every day from Monday to Saturday. At the end of the three months, they gave 

us about three weeks to revise and go through everything. Then we had an exam. Now, 

regarding whether it really prepared us for a full career and stuff... I don’t even know 

what to say, because it was theoretical…. It will prepare us in a way… at least we have 

the theory, and we try to apply it. (Benin Participant Transcript, Pos. 98) 

Makida (Ethiopia), meanwhile, criticized the imbalance of heavy coursework against 

limited practical research experience. She noted “my expectation was I would do more research 
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and engage in more research. But what I observe here is we need to take a lot of coursework... I 

feel like it’s a little bit too much at the PhD level” (Ethiopian Participant Transcript, Pos. 86). 

 Document Analysis of Participants’ Syllabi 

An analysis of the provided syllabi confirmed their alignment with participant interviews, 

supporting the descriptions of curriculum experiences shared in Research QI. The syllabi also 

reflect a variety of teaching methods, ranging from self-directed and participatory learning to 

traditional lecture-based approaches. However, few courses explicitly structure their syllabi to 

emphasize diverse global perspectives as a core component; most instead encourage students to 

adapt the content to their individual research interests.  

While this document analysis of participants’ course syllabi helped triangulate the 

findings, it is not intended to generalize to all participants’ graduate course syllabi. Rather, it 

provided an in-depth contextual analysis of what the research participants presented and what 

was available to the researcher at the time of the study. 

Curriculum, Pedagogy, and Global Pluralism 

The syllabus provided by Tina (Benin) clearly serves as a guideline outlining the 

dissertation milestones each student must achieve throughout the program. Supporting her claim 

that the PhD program does not have a fixed curriculum, it is self-directed, with no lectures, and 

primarily emphasizes theory over practical training. Therefore, the syllabus’s content and 

pedagogical approach validate what is described in the participants’ interview transcripts.  

Daavi (Ghana) provided a syllabus for the “Molecular Mechanisms of Human Genetic 

Disease” course. It features journal club presentations, lab practical, and an exam, illustrating 

that students actively participate through dialogue and analysis, fostering deeper understanding. 

They develop practical skills via activities like DNA extraction, PCR, and bioinformatics, which 
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simulate real geneticist work. The exam emphasizes application rather than rote memorization. 

These varied approaches directly validate Daavi’s description that “the curriculum is structured 

to expose you to different aspects, not just classroom work or lab work.” However, the course 

mainly adopts a Western scientific perspective, citing Western sources, also serving as a clear 

example noted by the Ghanaian participant that the course content is “based on what has been 

published elsewhere, usually from the West, which makes it abstract and complex to relate to 

local realities” (2023, p. 4).  

A few exceptions in Daavi’s syllabus include lecture 11, which compares retinitis 

pigmentosa in African and European populations to help students practically assess the 

significance of this rare disorder across regions (Molecular Mechanisms of Human Genetic 

Disease, 2023, p. 4). Similarly, students analyze DNA databases for the prevalence of the sickle 

cell trait in Africa using OMIM links to highlight regional genetic variation (Molecular 

Mechanisms of Human Genetic Disease, 2023, p. 5), which contradicts Daavi’s claim that the 

syllabus doesn’t include the local or African context due to the nature of the program. These 

examples further demonstrate how her cohort learn that disease prevalence and genetic factors 

vary across populations due to unique ancestries and evolutionary histories. 

Nancy (Kenya) couldn’t provide a course syllabus because 15 years have passed since 

she completed her coursework requirements for the Ph.D. program.  

Makida (Ethiopia) offered a “Macro Economics Theory 2” syllabus that follows a 

traditional, lecture-based method for teaching concepts and theories, as implied by the course 

title. Although it suggests students could apply these theories in future research, it does not 

specify how they would do so within the course or as part of a research project. It is clear, 

however, that “grades will be based on problem sets, a midterm exam, and a final exam,” and 
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students are encouraged to work in groups on assignments. This reflects Makida’s view that the 

curriculum offers limited practical research experience, instead focusing on coursework and 

exams. A closer look at the syllabus shows that it broadly covers global economic concepts, 

equipping students with tools to explore and address various issues. Nonetheless, the syllabus 

lacks regional or cultural specifics but allows for some adaptation based on the choice of topic, 

stating, “While we will focus on macroeconomics in our choice of topic, the tools of our 

investigation will be more broadly applicable” (Macroeconomic Theory Syllabus, p.1). This 

supports Makida’s view that the African context is self-contained and that individuals must add 

personal or regional content, as the curriculum does not include these as core elements. 

The “Special Topics in Analytical Chemistry, Chemical and Biomedical Sensors” course 

syllabus was presented by Abby (Zimbabwe) for this part of the study. The pedagogical 

approach is primarily lecture-based, with some structured student participation, including a 

presentation partly peer-evaluated based on their colleagues’ understanding of the literature, 

presentation quality, comprehension, and Q&A responses. There is also an allocated 10% grade 

for student class participation, including questioning, answering, and discussion. These 

demonstrate a strong participatory and collaborative assessment method. While the syllabus 

doesn’t explicitly mention diverse perspectives, as noted by Abby, this is “likely due to the 

program’s nature.” It is, however, refreshing to see that the course’s Objective #4 aims to “link 

the research with societal impact so that the students can identify potential topics in their own 

research and prepare themselves for future careers” (Special Topics in Analytical Chemistry, 

Chemical and Biomedical Sensors, 2). 

Grace (Zambia) submitted a seminar course title, “Race From Bruce Lee to Black Lives 

Matter: Sociological Perspectives on Structures of Racism, Colonialism, and Afro-Asian 
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Solidarity.” The course is highly inclusive with a decolonial focus. It employs a dialogue-based, 

participatory pedagogical approach to foster a learning community where student voices and 

experiential knowledge are at the center. This directly substantiates Grace’s claim that her 

background, identity, and voice are valued in the course because of its connection to Africa, 

colonialism, and slavery. While focusing on U.S. racial issues, the course uses post-colonial, 

anti-colonial, and decolonial frameworks to encourage comparative and historical analysis 

linking U.S. race to global and colonial issues.
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 Multi-case Thematic Analysis of Research Participants for R.Q. 2. 

How do African female graduate students reflect on the personal and academic impact of their experiences with the curriculum in 

these universities? 

Table 3 

Multi-case Thematic Analysis of Research, R.Q2 

Category Sub-Saharan Africa-based United States-based  

Theme Tina  

(Benin) 

Daavi  

(Ghana) 

Nancy  

(Kenya) 

Abby 

(Zimbabwe) 

Makida  

(Ethiopia) 

Grace  

(Zambia) 

Language 

and 

Communicati

on Barriers 

Not a core issue as 

she is English 

proficient (both 

oral and written).  

Not a core issue as she 

is English proficient 

(both oral and 

written).  

Not a core issue as 

she is English 

proficient (both 

oral and written). 

Not a core issue as she 

is English proficient 

(both oral and 

written). 

English language is 

a major challenge. 

Some adjustments 

needed initially. 

 

Gender & 

Familial 

Responsibilit

y 

 

No explicit mention 

of gender or 

familial 

responsibilities. 

 

Advocates for 

maternity support 

(nurseries, extended 

timelines). 

 

Referenced  

sexist remarks like 

“marry first” and 

mental health 

concerns. 

 

No explicit mention of 

gender & familial 

responsibilities but 

thankful for a female 

advisor who is from 

Zimbabwe.  

 

Burdened by 

navigating family 

needs (unforeseen 

circumstances in 

Ethiopia) with 

personal dreams. 

 

No explicit mention 

of gender challenges. 

 

Institutional 

resource, 

Advising, 

Mentoring, 

and Funding 

 

No post-

coursework 

support. No Wi-Fi: 

students buy 

internet bundles.  

Faculty provide 

mentorship at the 

final stages of 

writing research. 

Initial family 

supported funded, 

now entirely self-

funded. Compared 

 

Strong digital 

resources (e-library) 

and international 

partnerships (e.g., 

Imperial College, 

London). Mentorship 

and practical/hands-on 

guidance throughout. 

Full NIH scholarship 

including tuition, 

stipend, & research 

costs. 

 

No post-

coursework follow-

up. Relies on  

supervisors who are 

“too busy.” Initially 

family-supported 

funding, now self-

funded (15-year 

PhD). Critiques the 

public university’s 

lack of financial 

aid. 

 

Strong mentorship 

from an African 

advisor who provided 

access to culturally 

relevant networks and 

opportunities. 

However, mentorship 

toward industry 

careers is lacking. 

Full NSF scholarship 

(tuition & stipend)/ 

GTA from Department 

 

Valued library, 

literature access, and 

workspace; quiet 

study areas 

enhanced learning. 

Positive advisor 

experience, but no 

culturally specific 

mentorship noted. 

USAID full funding. 

 

ITA training and 

support offices were 

key. 

Initially supportive 

advisor left, however 

struggled to find 

someone willing to 

work with African 

data till dropping the 

African focus 

research. 

Full Departmental 

funding 
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Category Sub-Saharan Africa-based United States-based  

Theme Tina  

(Benin) 

Daavi  

(Ghana) 

Nancy  

(Kenya) 

Abby 

(Zimbabwe) 

Makida  

(Ethiopia) 

Grace  

(Zambia) 

to students who 

previously studied 

for their Ph.D.  

(Teaching/research 

assistantship).  

       

Source: Wiafe, E. (2025). Multi-case thematic analysis of research participants for research question 2. In semi-structured interview 

data and course syllabus document analysis.
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 Cross-Case Synthesis for Research Question 2. 

 Language and Communication Barriers 

Language issues were minimal for participants like Grace (Zambia), Daavi (Ghana), 

Abby (Zimbabwe), and Nancy (Kenya) who were proficient in English and come from countries 

where English is an official language, or for Tina (Benin), who has English language training 

despite being from a French-speaking African country and received additional preparation to 

teach English as a second language to French speakers. Makida (Ethiopia) on the other hand 

shared that “the challenge I always have is with discussions. I’m quieter. It doesn’t mean I don’t 

know,” (Ethiopian Participant Transcript, Pos. 96) when asked about her challenges transitioning 

to U.S. graduate school as an English as a second language learner. She complained about the 

U.S. assumption that silence equates to not knowing. 

However, Grace (Zambia) initially used some language skills that her school’s Institute 

of International Teaching Assistant (ITA) helped her with, particularly in teaching contexts. She 

said: 

The Graduate School has the ITA program for International Teaching Assistants. 

Through it, we got to meet several other international students. They taught us about the 

curriculum, how to teach, and how to speak clearly so that we could communicate 

effectively with local students. (Zambian Participant Transcript, Pos. 74) 

 Gender and Familial Responsibilities 

Gendered issues varied among participants. Daavi referenced the need for resources for 

graduate parents, such as on-campus nursing rooms and course requirement accommodations, 

explaining that:  
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We’re not saying anyone should relax the rules for us. But in designing the curriculum, 

there should be consideration for female students who are not teenagers but in their 

reproductive years, and who may need to raise families while in the program.  

(Ghana Participant Transcript, Pos. 123) 

She elaborated, this is not just about caregiving, citing that:  

When it comes to general caregiving, one can easily get or hire someone to help. For 

example, I have a son now, and I don’t need to worry so much at his age because we are 

two parents, his father can take care of him just as I can. But imagine when I am pregnant 

or breastfeeding… That’s not something anyone else can carry or do for me. (Ghana 

Participant Transcript, Pos. 125, 127, 129, 133, 135) 

Nancy didn’t explicitly mention a gender related issue of childbirth and caregiving, but 

reported receiving sexist remarks from someone in her department earlier in her Ph.D studies. 

While narrating what happened, Nancy said she was told, “You are such a young girl. First go 

and get married, and have kids. Then come back and finish” (Kenya Participant Transcript, Pos. 

83), which she found very demeaning. Now a lecturer in Human Resources at a Kenyan 

university, she reflected on her experiences with Ph.D. students dropping out of the program due 

to mental health crises. This is how she put it: 

Today, just before our call, I was talking to someone dealing with mental health issues. 

Besides female graduate students, others say, ‘I have stopped doing this research,’ or ‘I 

don’t feel supported,’ or ‘I’m no longer going to class.’ This raises the question: how do 

we address the mental health challenges tied to the PhD program? They tell us to focus 

on our goals despite the obstacles, but as graduate students, life keeps happening. Life 

doesn’t stop. So, how do we balance all of that with our mental health? Today, for 
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example, I felt fatigued. I even mentioned that I was mentally overwhelmed. So, how can 

we manage all of this? (Kenya Participant Transcript, Pos. 83) 

Makida’s family circumstances differed significantly. She noted that the political 

instability in Ethiopia forced her husband and children to join her in the U.S., disrupting her 

plans to return home after completing her PhD. She explained, “I planned to return to Ethiopia to 

start a consultancy... but now I’m trying to figure out where to fit in the U.S. system” (Ethiopian 

Participant Transcript, Pos. 69). On the other hand, Tina (Benin) and Grace (Zambia) didn’t 

mention any gender-related barriers. Abby, however, shared positive notes as she complimented 

the valued guidance of her female African advisor, who is also Zimbabwean. 

 Institutional resource, Advising/mentoring, and Funding 

Daavi has access to substantial institutional resources, including library resources and 

international partnerships through her institution. She mentions that her university actively 

collaborates with institutions such as Imperial College London, the Medical Research Council in 

The Gambia, the University of Birmingham, and the University of Nottingham. She reflected 

that these collaborations offer her essential opportunities to gain international exposure and 

diversify her academic and professional skills (Ghana Participant Transcript, Pos. 78, 84). In 

terms of mentorship, Daavi similarly appreciated hands-on mentorship; she acknowledges that 

“They take their time to train you on essential academic skills such as conducting literature 

reviews, systematic reviews, and related tasks….When there are any concerns, they typically 

organize small workshops to provide further explanations” (Ghana Participant Transcript, Pos. 

97 & 119). Financially, Daavi benefits from a comprehensive NIH Digital Diagnostics for Africa 

Network scholarship, which covers tuition, research, travel, and stipends, providing financial 

stability that likely accelerates her progress. 
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In contrast, Tina (Benin) struggles with basic internet access, an outdated library, and 

research resources. She complained, “We do have a library, of course, but for me, it’s not 

enough. It isn’t an e-library,” she continued, noting “Most of the materials are very old, mostly 

dissertations from a long time ago. It’s not up to date” (Benin Participant Transcript, Pos. 158, 

160). Her experience with faculty support was also limited, described as often only engaging at 

the dissertation stage. Furthermore, Tina is entirely self-funded, with limited family support at 

the beginning of her program. 

Meanwhile, Grace had a mixed experience. She recounted benefiting from international 

teaching assistant (ITA) training for international teaching assistants and departmental offices 

that supported her integration. However, her experience with mentorship was complex; she 

initially had supportive advising, yet her African-centered research was ultimately abandoned 

after her advisor left due to faculty reluctance to supervise her research or their limited expertise 

of the research region. For funding, Grace relies on teaching assistantships. 

Similarly, Makida valued access to literature and quiet study spaces at the library. She 

mentions, “I really enjoy spending time in the library. I’m also very happy with how easily I can 

access literature here. Back home, it wasn’t easy because I had to pay for many resources to get 

access. So, this is nice” (Ethiopian Participant Transcript, Pos. 108). She had a positive 

supervisory relationship, but cultural mentorship was absent. Makida receives USAID funding, 

but she expressed concerns that recent funding cuts could potentially disrupt her research project, 

although she remains optimistic about completing her degree program. 

Abby (Zimbabwe) benefited significantly from an African advisor who connected her to 

culturally relevant resources and networks, although career guidance for an industry path was 

limited. She suggested that professional development sessions should “invite alumni who have 
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graduated and are now working in the industry. These alumni can share their experiences and 

offer advice to help current students better prepare for entering the industrial workforce” 

(Zimbabwe Participant Transcript, Pos. 150–152). Financially, Abby faces financial precarity, 

depending on NSF grants that require her to “alternate between graduate research and teaching 

assistantships depending on funding availability.” She also expressed concerns that recent 

funding cuts could potentially disrupt her research project, but she remains optimistic about 

completing the degree program. 

Like Tina (Benin) and Nancy (Kenya), who described limited engagement with faculty, 

often only during the dissertation stage, she is also entirely self-funded, with limited family 

support at the start of her program, which may explain her slow progress over 15 years amid 

professional and personal commitments. 

 Discussions 

This section interprets the findings in relation to the research questions, connecting them 

to the two CPCT and CRP, transnationalism and Intersectionality discourse, and the existing 

body of literature. 

 RQ1. In what ways do African female graduate students interpret their experiences 

with the curriculum in universities in the U.S. and Sub-Saharan Africa? 

 Curriculum and Pedagogical Content 

African female graduate students based in SSA reported that the curriculum mainly 

reflects Western perspectives, leading to a “...struggle to connect classroom learning with what 

happens in [their] own setting” (Ghana Participant Transcript, Pos. 59), a finding also supported 

by document analysis of course syllabi. This disconnects highlights longstanding critiques that 

post-colonial African higher education still favors Eurocentric epistemologies over indigenous 
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knowledge systems (Altbach, 2016; Teferra & Altbach, 2004), reinforcing calls for the continent 

to move beyond dependency on Western frameworks toward epistemic justice that affirms 

African worldviews and intellectual mores (Dei, 2012; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018; Nyamnjoh, 

2019). This call for decolonization (African Union CESA 16-25, 2025; Jansen, 2017; Mbembe, 

2016; wa Thiong’o, 1986) goes beyond simply replacing Western content, as Wiafe (2025) 

argues. It promotes a curriculum that is both rooted in local contexts and globally capable, able 

to recognize African knowledge systems and scholarship within an interconnected world 

(OECD, 2018; UNESCO, 2015; Wiafe, 2025). As detailed in the African Union’s Agenda 2063, 

the vision is “An integrated, prosperous and peaceful Africa, driven by its own citizens, 

representing a dynamic force in the international arena” (African Union Commission, 2014, p. 

2).  

 Culturally Relevant Curriculum and Reaction to African Research 

The dominance of Western perspectives also extends transnationally, as illustrated by 

Grace (Zambian) in the U.S., who felt her African experiences was rendered irrelevant, with 

peers who “ … can’t relate and seem disinterested… they don’t really want [her] to talk about it” 

(Zambian Participant Transcript, Pos. 67). This illustrates the epistemic exclusion that happens 

when dominant educational systems fail to recognize or validate knowledge created outside 

Western frameworks (Apple, 2004; Smith, 2012). Grace’s experience also highlights a common 

issue faced by many international students, who often feel marginalized (Gay, 2018; Giroux, 

2011; Ladson-Billings, 1995;). This indicates that intellectual mobility involves not only 

physical relocation but also navigating epistemic boundaries (Kim, 2017; Quayson & Daswani, 

2013). While “ … a few classes, [like the one she took] on race and inequality” provided a space 

for her perspective, this selective acknowledgment in isolated or “safe” courses symbolizes a 
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tokenistic engagement rather than genuine integration (Pinar, 2011; Giroux, 2011). Grace had to 

abandon her Africa-focused research after her advisor left, and she couldn’t find another faculty 

member with relevant expertise. This mirrors broader issues in higher education, where limited 

diversity and Western-centric knowledge restrict research options (Domínguez et al., 2022; Lee 

& Rice, 2007). Students engaging with global South perspectives often face pressure to conform, 

and Grace’s experience shows how a lack of diverse mentorship limits academic freedom and 

burdens international and minority scholars (Marginson, 2014). 

 Career Alignment of Curriculum 

Concerns about the disconnect between higher education outcomes and labor market 

expectations reflect a longstanding global issue that continues to drive curriculum reform 

(Barnett, 2000; UNESCO, 2015). Across SSA, graduates often leave university underprepared 

for the skills, innovation demands, and context-specific problem-solving required in 

contemporary workplaces (African Union Commission, 2015; Wangenge-Ouma, 2010; Wiafe, 

2025). Yet reform conversations rarely center on students’ experiences of courses and whether 

they align with their goals. Nancy (Kenya), for example, was concerned about the mismatch 

between her program’s corporate-oriented training and her desire for an academic career. Such 

misalignment in African higher education is exacerbated by continued reliance on borrowed or 

Eurocentric curricula that overlook local knowledge and national priorities (Altbach, 2016; 

Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018), as reflected in a participant’s concern that the curriculum was overly 

theoretical (Benin Participant Transcript). Abby and Madika (Ethiopia), in U.S. graduate 

programs, highlighted a lack of career guidance for industry pathways and frustration that their 

curricula prioritized coursework and exams over research and hands-on learning. Their 

experiences reflect a broader discrepancy between the training students receive and the skills 
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they expect to need for their future careers, a challenge particularly pronounced for international 

students navigating cultural, institutional, and immigration-related barriers ( Lee & Cervero, 

2017; NAFSA, 2023; St Clair et al., 2017).  

Two participants emphasized that seeing “people who look like you and how they do 

things, especially in your field” (Zimbabwe Participant Transcript, Pos. 162) and working with 

professors who allow them to “integrate what I know and what I want to work on” (Ethiopian 

Participant Transcript, Pos. 96) strengthened their academic experience. These reflections align 

with Ladson-Billings’ (1995) emphasis on cultural competence in CRP, underscoring how 

representation supports students’ academic and social success. Abby further noted that her 

Zimbabwean professor introduced her to NOBCChE, illustrating how culturally responsive 

mentorship fosters a sense of belonging in spaces dominated by mainstream norms. 

 RQ2. How do African female graduate students reflect on the personal and 

academic impact of their experiences with the curriculum in universities in the U.S. 

and Sub-Saharan Africa? 

 Language and Communication Barrier 

All participants are bilingual and educated in English, one of the official languages of 

their home countries. This reflects a dual dynamic in decolonization debates: English proficiency 

stems from colonial language imposition, perpetuating a colonial legacy where access to 

opportunities depends on a colonial language framework and Western epistemic dominance in 

African and global education. Makida, an Ethiopian Amharic speaker learning English, 

expressed concerns about the assumption in U.S. classrooms that silence signifies not knowing. 

Citing Lippi-Green (2012) and Rubin (1992). The study agrees that these bias disadvantages 

non-native speakers, particularly those from cultures where silence reflects Ethiopian norms and 
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where people don’t talk much as a sign of respect (Liu, 2001), like Chinese and American Indian 

cultures. This demonstrates a lack of cultural competence, as instructors often misinterpret silence 

and overlook diverse discourse patterns (Ladson-Billings, 1995) in academic settings that equate 

verbal participation with critical thinking (Tatar, 2005), thereby marginalizing students from 

listening-valuing cultures (Lee & Rice, 2007; Morita, 2004).  

English literacy offers an advantage for students entering international English-speaking 

universities worldwide, enabling them to navigate linguistic and cultural spaces, using English 

for mobility while maintaining their identities (Levitt & Jaworsky, 2007; Vertovec, 2009). 

However, CPCT reminds us that colonial hierarchies influence this mobility, as English and 

other colonial languages remain dominant academic currencies due to historical imposition 

(Andreotti, 2011; wa Thiong’o, 1986). The aim isn’t to reject English in decolonizing education 

as doing so would limit participation in global networks, but to elevate African languages and 

epistemologies as equally valid (Dei, 2012; wa Thiong’o, 1993). The bilingualism of participants 

highlights this tension and emphasizes the need for policies that decolonize language, affirming 

African identities while maintaining access to global academic spaces. 

 Gender and Familial Responsibilities  

The faculty member’s sexist remark that Nancy should get married and have kids, then 

return to finish, reflects widespread gender expectations that see African women’s primary value 

in marriage and reproduction, as documented in African and global higher education (Mama, 

2003; Morley, 2006). Nancy’s fifteen-year journey through her Ph.D. program further 

accentuates how gendered biases can intersect with structural barriers to impede academic 

progress. Research shows that discriminatory microaggressions, gendered role expectations, and 

lack of institutional support contribute significantly to delays, attrition, and emotional distress 
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among women doctoral students (Leath & Chavous, 2018). These experiences also point to 

broader concerns related to mental health in doctoral education, where students routinely face 

high levels of stress, depression, and anxiety conditions exacerbated by hostile or unsupportive 

academic environments (UC Berkeley Graduate Assembly, 2014).   

Davis’s request for resources like on-campus nursing rooms and accommodations for 

expectant and nursing graduate mothers is reasonable and aligns with calls for family-friendly, 

gender-responsive academic environments (Mirick & Wladkowski, 2018). It highlights gaps in 

African graduate education policies that often neglect the needs of student-parents. Research 

shows women in graduate programs often struggle to balance academic, pregnancy, childbirth, 

and caregiving responsibilities due to a lack of institutional support (Bueskens, 2018; Wiafe & 

Azubuike, 2024). Universities that lack lactation spaces, flexible policies, or parental guidelines 

reinforce gender inequalities, causing delayed degrees and higher attrition, underscoring the need 

for inclusive policies recognizing caregiving as a structural challenge in graduate education. 

 Institutional resources, Advising/Mentoring, and Funding 

Four participants benefited from institutional support, such as advising, mentoring, and 

funding, which are key to student persistence and well-being (Gardner, 2009; Tinto, 2012). 

Effective advising guides students academically and professionally, vital for international and 

minoritized students navigating unfamiliar cultures (Schlosser et al., 2011). By embodying those 

values, cultural humility boosts research confidence and a sense of belonging (Curtin et al., 

2013; Felder et al., 2014). Funding lessens financial stress, helping students complete degrees 

and stay productive, especially under visa restrictions (Benin et al., 2011; Domínguez et al., 

2022). The participants’ positive experiences demonstrate that strong institutional support can 
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address challenges such as isolation, unclear expectations, and financial strain, thereby 

promoting resilience, retention, and well-being (Golde, 2005; Evans et al., 2018). 

 Conclusion 

This study examined how African female graduate students interpret and reflect on their 

curricular experiences in universities across the United States and SSA, situating their narratives 

within the discourses of CPCT and CRP, transnationalism, and intersectionality. Across both 

contexts, the study concludes that curriculum experiences converge around persistent Western 

epistemic dominance, misalignment between training and career aspirations, and the centrality of 

mentorship and institutional support in shaping graduate student success. At the same time, they 

diverge in the forms that in Sub-Saharan Africa, students emphasized the disconnect between 

Western-oriented curricula and local realities, while in the United States, participants described 

epistemic marginalization, tokenistic inclusion of African perspectives, and structural limitations 

on research and advising support. 
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The chapter critically explores how gender equity or related policies, mainly aimed at 

promoting women’s access and opportunities in higher education, are conceptualized, the 

priorities they set, and the specific strategies implemented to ensure fair treatment for female 

students. This study explores the University of Ghana, Makerere University, the University of 

Yaoundé I, and the University of Cape Town, SSA’s leading institutions across West, East, 

Central, and Southern Africa. It fills an essential gap in the literature by exploring the concepts, 

priorities, and strategies embedded in gender equity policies within higher education in SSA, 

using Fairclough’s (1995, 2010) three-dimensional Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) model, 

which conceptualizes discourse as simultaneously a text, a discursive practice, and a social 

practice, highlighting institutional and policy efforts to increase women’s access to higher 

education in the region. Findings from the study contribute to an expanding body of research on 

social justice education, gender equity, and policy reform in African higher education, helping 

institutional leaders, policymakers, and advocacy groups strengthen gender equity initiatives and 

develop more transformative and actionable policies. The terms “female” and “women” are used 

interchangeably in this research. 
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 Introduction 

Higher education in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) has expanded significantly in recent 

decades, becoming increasingly central to economic development, social mobility, democratic 

participation, and innovation (Bloom et al., 2006). Despite this growth, many higher education 

institutions continue to face deep-seated equity challenges. Structural inequalities shaped by 

colonial legacies, economic disparities, sociocultural norms, and rural-urban divides continue to 

limit educational access for historically marginalized groups, including women, low-income 

students, students with disabilities, and individuals from remote communities (United Nations 

Girls’ Education Initiative [UNGEI], 2019). In response to these persistent inequalities, 

universities and policymakers across the region have introduced policies and reforms to expand 

access, create equitable learning environments, and expand educational opportunities for 

disadvantaged populations (UNESCO Office Dakar & African Union, 2023), including policies 

addressing gender inequity. However, despite growing attention to gender equity, widespread 

disparities remain (Ajani, 2024). Enrollment and completion rates for women continue to lag 

national averages as many women in higher education encounter sociocultural barriers, gender-

based discrimination, and sexual harassment, including coercive practices such as “sex for 

grades” (BBC Africa Eye, 2019). Students from economically disadvantaged families and rural 

communities also often face financial obstacles that hinder their ability to enroll in or complete 

higher education (Klapper & Panchamia, 2023).  

 Research Problem 

Although many higher education institutions in SSA have developed gender policies 

aimed at advancing equity, the widespread disparity between female students’ enrollment and 

completion raises critical questions about the actual content, priorities, and commitments 
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embedded within these documents. It remains unclear how these SSA higher education policies 

conceptualize equity, what they prioritize, and what concrete strategies they outline to promote 

it. Existing research rarely examines how the language, values, and ideologies embedded in 

institutional policies influence their capacity to create genuinely gender-equitable learning 

environments (Zickafoose et al., 2024). As a result, the gap between policy intentions and lived 

realities remains largely underexplored. These uncertainties raise further questions about whether 

the discourse within these policies reflects genuine institutional commitment to equity or merely 

symbolic compliance with national, regional, and global expectations. Understanding what these 

policies contain and what they omit is essential for evaluating their capacity to transform 

inequitable educational environments within SSA. 

 Purpose of the Study 

This study examined how institutional gender equity or related policies, primarily 

focused on advancing equity for women, are conceptualized, the priorities they articulate, and the 

concrete strategies in place to promote equitable access, opportunities, and treatment for female 

students in higher education across SSA. By analyzing the language, values, and underlying 

ideologies embedded in these policies, the study assessed the extent to which institutions 

demonstrate a substantive commitment to gender equity. 

 Significance of the Study 

This study addresses a crucial gap in the literature on the concept, priority, and strategies 

contained in gender equity policies in SSA higher education, highlighting institutional and 

policy-driven efforts to promote women’s higher education in the region. It contributes to an 

expanding body of research on social justice, gender equity, and policy reform in SSA higher 

education. The findings can help institutional leaders, policymakers, and advocacy groups 
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strengthen gender equity initiatives and develop more transformative and actionable policies. 

Female and women are used interchangeably in this research 

Research Questions 

Three research questions guided the study 

1. How is gender equity for female students represented in higher education policy texts in 

SSA? 

2. How are discourses of gender equity for female students produced, circulated, and 

legitimized within higher education policies in SSA? 

3. What broader historical, sociocultural, and political forces shape these gender equity 

discourses? 

 Literature Review 

 Background 

Historically, African higher education institutions were established primarily to serve 

instrumental colonial objectives, particularly the production of technical and administrative 

knowledge necessary for colonial governance (Hailu et al., 2023). Within this framework, 

colonial governments advanced male-centric, gender-neutral, and often explicitly gender-blind 

ideologies that systematically excluded gender equity considerations in access, participation, and 

outcomes across multiple sectors, including education (Aina, 2013; Hailu et al., 2023). Colonial 

educational policies deliberately restricted Africans’ access to education comparable to that 

afforded to Europeans, while simultaneously transferring European gender hierarchies into 

African contexts (Aina, 2013; Wiafe, 2021). Borrowing the words of Aina (2013), this 

intersection produced a condition of “double jeopardy” for African women (p. 5), whose 

exclusion was further reinforced by entrenched patriarchal norms in many African societies. 
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Notably, colonial administrations explicitly positioned African men as the primary, and often 

exclusive, targets of formal education (Aina, 2013; Hailu et al., 2023). 

 First Wave of Postcolonial Higher Education in Africa 

The first wave of postcolonial African universities emerged in the 1960s, coinciding with 

the United Nations’ designation of “Development Decade” (United Nations General Assembly 

[UNGA], 1961). This period unfolded amid significant development crises, as newly 

independent States in the Global South, including colonial Africa inherited distorted economies, 

widespread poverty, and limited physical infrastructure as enduring legacies of colonial rule 

Hailu et al., 2023; Shaw, 2002). The UN Development Decade prioritized rapid industrialization 

as a pathway to economic growth, operating under the assumption that development gains would 

eventually “trickle down” to broader populations. According to Goldin and Katz (2023), when 

this assumption failed to materialize, development paradigms shifted toward an emphasis on 

“human capital,” reframing investment in people as a prerequisite for sustained economic 

growth. This shift emphasized commitments to fairer wealth and income distribution, social 

justice, and enhancements in education, health, and social security. In this context, education was 

seen as key to addressing the structural inequalities in society. 

 The Twenty-First Century Higher Education in Africa 

As Africa advances further into the twenty-first century, higher education institutions are 

being reshaped by rapid technological, scientific, and economic transformations, alongside 

globalization and increased migration (Aina, 2013; Hailu et al., 2023; Wiafe, 2025). These shifts 

have rendered the university environment more dynamic and complex, intensifying demands on 

institutions to respond to evolving contextual realities. In this contemporary context, gender-

balanced human resource development has emerged as a central concern in higher education 
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policy discourse (Aina, 2013; Hailu et al., 2023). Increasingly, national, continental, and global 

policy frameworks recognize gender equity as essential to building inclusive, responsive, and 

sustainable societies to increase productivity and achieve long-term economic growth (Elson & 

Seth, 2019; Ministry of Education of Kenya, 2015; United Nations, n.d.; World Bank Group, 

2017; World Bank, 2021b). Higher education systems play an important role in addressing 

persistent inequalities while navigating ongoing global transformations. 

 Gender and Higher Education in Africa 

Within many African contexts, including those examined in this study, gender is 

predominantly understood through a binary framework of male and female that organizes social 

life around socially recognized roles and responsibilities, such as father and mother, husband and 

wife, and brother and sister (Aina, 2013). These gendered categories are deeply embedded in 

cultural, familial, and social structures and continue to shape expectations, access, and 

participation within institutions, including education (Mama, 2019). As an integral part of 

society, the higher education sector is shaped by prevailing gender categories and stereotypes 

thus, power relations between men and women within society are reflected and reproduced in 

academic institutions. Although academia often perceives itself as a progressive sphere and a 

driver of innovation, the realities of gendered power dynamics within higher education 

frequently challenge this self-perception (Galizzi et al., 2024; Llorens et al., 2002; Moley et al., 

1996).  

 Pattern in program enrollment 

Patterns of gender inequality are particularly evident in the distribution of students across 

academic disciplines, with Science and Technology fields reflecting persistent male 

overrepresentation. Data from the National Universities Commission (NUC) on Africa’s most 
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populous nation, Nigerian universities in 2019 show female enrolment into ‘Engineering and 

Technology’ and Sciences was far below that of males, 12.06% of females and 87.4% of males 

enrolled for ‘Engineering and Technology’, 27.6% of females and 72.4% of males enrolled for 

‘Sciences’ (NUC, 2019). These disparities are reinforced by institutional environments that are 

often unwelcoming to women. Sources also confirm the University of Zimbabwe (UZ) and other 

Zimbabwean higher education institutions are perceived as gender-hostile, marked by prevalent 

sexual harassment from staff/students, weak policies, poor reporting, and victim impact (mental 

health, dropouts), leading to a national crackdown by the Gender Commission and UNESCO-

backed policy reforms for safer campuses (Zimbabwe Gender Commission, 2025). However, 

deep-rooted issues like poverty and power imbalances persist.  Gender disparities become even 

more pronounced at advanced levels of study, where participation data reveal a steep decline in 

women’s representation at the doctoral level, particularly within research-intensive and STEM-

oriented fields in Africa (Morley et al., 2017; UNESCO, 2017; UN Women, 2020). Yotebieng’s 

(2021) research findings showed that, in some African countries, women’s participation 

decreases by nearly 30% at this stage.  

 Gender Stereotype in Program Choice 

Gender stereotypes further shape student experiences and program choices within African 

higher education institutions. Academic and career choices are frequently guided by gendered 

expectations, affecting students’ choice of subjects and post-graduation employment paths. 

Students who deviate from socially prescribed male-female academic and career paths, according 

to Aina (2013) and Hailu et al. (2023), are more likely to experience unequal treatment and 

discrimination, both within academic spaces and in the labor market. Although the number of 

female graduates in science, mathematics, and technology has increased slightly in recent years, 
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men continue to dominate these fields globally and across Sub-Saharan Africa (Aina, 2013; 

UNESCO, 2017; World Bank, 2021b). In contrast, women comprise more than 80% of students 

in education and in health and welfare disciplines, a pattern that reinforces the gendered 

segmentation of academic fields and reflects deeply rooted sociocultural and institutional norms 

within African higher education systems (Elson & Seth, 2019; Mama, 2001; UNESCO Institute 

for Statistics [UIS], 2019;).  

 Gap in the literature 

The literature on gender equity in SSA higher education traces a clear historical path 

from colonial exclusion of women to contemporary patterns of women inclusion across 

disciplines, persistent barriers in STEM, declining female participation at advanced levels of 

study (NUC, 2019; UNESCO, 2017; UN Women, 2020; Yotebieng, 2021), and commitments to 

equity. However, significant gaps remain in understanding how institutional and national policies 

operationalize gender equity. Most studies focus on enrollment statistics and access, with limited 

exploration of the language, framing, and discursive strategies within policy documents that 

shape institutional commitments and practices (Mama, 2001; Morley et al., 2017). Data on the 

effectiveness of policies in addressing intersectional inequalities, including rural-urban, 

socioeconomic, and disciplinary disparities, remain sparse. This study addresses these gaps by 

employing Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to examine institutional gender equity policies 

across higher education institutions in SSA. 

 Theoretical Framework 

The study is grounded in CDA, drawing specifically on Fairclough’s (1995, 2010) three-

dimensional model, which examines texts, discursive practices, and social practices. CDA 

interrogates the semiotic dimensions of language in relation to power, exposing how discourse 
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reflects, reproduces, or challenges social inequalities (Johnson, 2011; Kaveh et al., 2022; Van 

Dijk, 2001). As a theoretical approach, CDA explicitly centers on issues of social inequality, 

power, and dominance, highlighting how discursive practices can function as mechanisms 

through which dominant groups influence and control public discourse, thereby abusing power 

(Van Dijk, 2001). In education policy studies, discourse can be analyzed through theoretical, 

epistemological, and methodological lenses (Anderson & Holloway, 2020). 

As expressed by Johnson (2011) and Kaveh et al. (2022), at its core of CDA is exposing 

and unpacking the power structures embedded within discourse. Specifically, CDA enables 

researchers to examine how sociocultural, political, and economic contexts shape the language 

and meaning of policy. CDA is particularly valuable for analyzing the extent to which colonial 

legacies (Hodes, 2018), gendered hierarchies (Lazar, 2007), and Eurocentric epistemologies are 

reproduced or contested (Dabie, 2025). This is why this framework is appropriate for the study. 

By analyzing texts, processes of discourse production, and the sociocultural and historical 

contexts in which they are situated, CDA enables a critical examination of whose voices are 

legitimized, whose experiences are marginalized, and how knowledge about SSA women and 

their educational experiences is constructed and sustained within institutional gender equity 

policies in higher education across SSA.  

 Fairclough’s Three -Dimensional Model 

Fairclough’s (1995, 2010) three-dimensional model conceptualizes discourse as 

simultaneously a text, a discursive practice, and a social practice.  

 Textual Level 

At the textual level, the analysis attended to linguistic features such as word choice, 

modality, intertextuality, and representational strategies through which gender equity is defined 
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and framed. This level of analysis reveals how policy language constructs female students, 

assigns responsibility for equity, and signals institutional priorities (Fairclough, 1995; 2010). 

From an African feminist perspective, close textual analysis is essential for identifying silences, 

omissions, and gendered assumptions that may obscure African women’s lived realities (Mama, 

2001). 

 Discursive Practice 

The second dimension, discursive practice, focuses on the processes of policy production, 

circulation, and interpretation. This includes examining how global gender equity discourses, 

often shaped by international development agendas and donor frameworks, are taken up, 

adapted, or resisted within institutional contexts in SSA. Drawing on postcolonial theory, 

particularly Spivak’s (1988) critique of subaltern representation, this level of analysis 

interrogates whose voices inform policy construction and whether African women’s 

epistemologies are meaningfully centered or marginalized. Mohanty’s (2003) critique of 

homogenizing representations of women in the Global South further informs this analysis by 

cautioning against universalized policy narratives that erase contextual specificity. 

 Social Practice 

At the level of social practice, the analysis situates institutional gender equity policies 

within broader historical, sociopolitical, and ideological structures, including patriarchal norms, 

colonial and post-colonial legacies, and national and global gender frameworks. This allows the 

study to assess whether policy discourses function as mechanisms of substantive institutional 

transformation or as symbolic commitments that maintain existing power hierarchies. 
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 Methodology and Method 

A qualitative method based on Fairclough’s (1995, 2010) CDA was employed to examine 

gender-equity or related policies, primarily focused on advancing equity for women, on the 

official websites of the highest-ranked public universities across Western, Eastern, Southern, and 

Central Africa geographic regions of SSA (African Union, 1976; University of Pittsburgh 

Library System. (n.d.); United Nations Statistics Division, 2025). Fairclough describes CDA as a 

method that explores the semiotic aspects of language, particularly in relation to power 

dynamics. He also viewed CDA as a means for promoting social change, highlighting its role in 

examining how discourse (as semiotic practice) interacts dialectically with wider social practices 

and events. In line with Fairclough, van Dijk (2001) argues that discourse is inherently shaped by 

social structures and generated through social interactions, making CDA particularly relevant for 

addressing issues of social inequality, power, and dominance. CDA, rooted in the work of 

Norman Fairclough, is appropriate for the study because it provides a model for analyzing the 

language of policy texts and revealing underlying power dynamics, ideologies, and assumptions.  

 Data Sampling 

Using a purposive sampling strategy (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Palinkas et al., 2015; 

Patton, 2015), the University of Ghana ((UG) Accra, Ghana; West Africa), Makerere University  

((MU) Kampala, Uganda; East Africa), the University of Cape Town ((CT) Cape Town, South 

Africa; Southern Africa), and the University of Yaoundé I ((UY) Yaoundé, Cameroon; Central 

Africa) were deliberately selected based on their prominence as highest-ranked universities in 

global and continental rankings (SCImago, 2025; U.S. News & World Report, 2025) as indicated 

in Table 4. 
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 Contextual Description of Selected Universities 

 The University of Ghana (UG), Ghana 

The UG was established in 1948, during British colonial rule in the then Gold Coast, as 

the University College of the Gold Coast, based on recommendations of the Asquith 

Commission on higher education in British colonies. While the British Government at first 

accepted the minority report of the Elliot Commission and decided that a University College for 

the whole of British West Africa should be established at Ibadan in Nigeria, intended to be one 

institution serving all British West Africa, the local people of the Gold Coast, led by scholar and 

political figure the late Dr. J.B. Danquah, argued successfully for their own university college. 

Consequently, the British Government reviewed its decision and agreed to the establishment of 

the University College of the Gold Coast, founded by ordinance on August 11, 1948, as an 

affiliate of the University of London, and later gained full university status in 1961, becoming 

Ghana’s premier institution of higher learning (UG n.d.).1 Situated near Accra, Ghana’s capital, 

the UG has grown steadily since its colonial beginnings and is today the country's oldest and 

largest public university. According to the UG Institutional Research and Planning Office 

(2024), as of the 2023–2024 academic year, the student population totaled 73,155, with about 

36,630 males and 36,525 females, reflecting near gender parity across programs.2 

 The University of Makerere (MU), Uganda 

MU was established in 1922 in Kampala, Uganda, as a modest technical school offering 

courses in carpentry, building, and mechanics to just 14 day students. Over the next decade, the 

institution expanded its curriculum to include medical care, agriculture, veterinary sciences, and 

 

1 https://www.ug.edu.gh/about-ug/history 
2 https://irpo.ug.edu.gh/sites/irpo/files/ENROLLMENT%20STATISTICS%202024.pdf 

https://www.ug.edu.gh/about-ug/history
https://irpo.ug.edu.gh/sites/irpo/files/ENROLLMENT%20STATISTICS%202024.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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teacher training, and by 1935 had become a center for higher education in East Africa. In 1949, it 

became a University College affiliated with the University of London, and after the dissolution 

of the University of East Africa, it became an independent national university by Act of 

Parliament in 1970. Today, it stands as one of the oldest and most prestigious universities in 

Africa, known for its broad range of undergraduate and postgraduate programs and for its 

significant role in the region’s intellectual and socio-economic development.3 Over the decades, 

Makerere has grown from its small beginnings to host a student body numbering in the tens of 

thousands. It enrolls approximately 38,000 students, including about 35,000 undergraduates and 

3,000 postgraduates, drawing students from Uganda and beyond. Recent enrollment data for the 

2023/24 academic year show an overall student population of around 29,258, with 44.6% female 

students and 55.4% male students, indicating progress toward gender inclusion in higher 

education (MU, 2023). 

 The University of Cape Town (UCT), South Africa 

The UCT traces its origins to 1829, when it was founded as the South African College, 

initially serving as a high school for boys with a small tertiary education component. The 

institution began to expand significantly after 1880, spurred by the discovery of diamonds and 

gold in South Africa and the resulting demand for skilled professionals in mining and related 

fields. During this period, the College developed dedicated science laboratories and established 

departments in mineralogy and geology, laying the foundation for its transformation into a fully-

fledged university. UCT was formally established as a university in 1918, supported by the 

Alfred Beit bequest, contributions from mining magnates, and increased state funding. In 1928, 

 

3 https://new.mak.ac.ug/web/about/history?utm 

 

https://new.mak.ac.ug/web/about/history?utm
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the university relocated most of its facilities to its current Groote Schuur campus on the slopes of 

Devil’s Peak, a site bequeathed to the nation for a national university. 

UCT also played a notable role in South Africa’s history of resistance to apartheid, 

earning the nickname “Moscow on the Hill” between the 1960s and 1990s for its sustained 

opposition to racial exclusion in higher education. Although it admitted its first small group of 

Black students as early as the 1920s, broader demographic transformation accelerated 

significantly from the 1980s onward, with the university implementing deliberate policies to 

increase access and diversity. Today, UCT continues to pursue equity and inclusion through 

transformation initiatives focused on student access, staff diversity, curriculum reform, and 

leadership, reflecting its commitment to redressing past injustices and contributing to South 

Africa’s democratic and socio-economic development (UCT, n.d.).4  Over the decades, UCT has 

evolved into South Africa’s oldest university and one of the continent’s leading research and 

teaching institutions, known for its broad range of undergraduate and postgraduate programs and 

its pivotal role in intellectual, cultural, and socio-political life. In 2023, the university enrolled 

29,034 students, comprising 17,550 undergraduates, 11,020 postgraduates, and 465 occasional 

students.5 Among this cohort, 16, 249 were females, of whom 6,062 were postgraduates, 

reflecting a modest female majority in overall enrollment. 

 The University of Yaoundé I, Cameroon, Cameroon. 

 

4 https://uct.ac.za/history-introduction 
5 https://uct.ac.za/institutional-planning/institutional-facts-and-figures 

  
 

 

https://uct.ac.za/history-introduction
https://uct.ac.za/institutional-planning/institutional-facts-and-figures
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The UY I trace its origins to 1962, when it was established as the Federal University of 

Cameroon shortly after the country’s independence from the British in 1961 after they had 

gained same from the French in 1960. The University of Yaoundé was created to train a national 

elite capable of leading the newly sovereign state within a broader post-independence agenda 

that prioritized human capital development and nation-building. In 1973, it was renamed the 

University of Yaoundé, consolidating its position as the country’s principal center of higher 

education.  

Over the decades, the UY I have expanded significantly in both enrollment and 

infrastructure. It now comprises multiple faculties and graduate schools offering diverse 

programs across the sciences, humanities, social sciences, and technological fields. The 

university has invested in modern laboratories, digital libraries, and lecture facilities designed to 

accommodate a large and dynamic student population. Its faculty includes highly qualified 

professors and researchers who contribute to national and international scholarship through 

collaborative research initiatives. The university is recognized as one of the most prestigious 

higher education institutions in Central and Francophone Africa and it continues to strengthen its 

global partnerships, embrace digital innovation, and advance scientific and technological 

research while remaining central to Cameroon’s intellectual life and socio-economic 

transformation. 

 Step-by-Step Gender-Equity Search Protocol  

Table 4 

Step-by-Step Gender-Equity Policy Search Protocol  

Stage Component Description 

Institutional 

Identification 
Purpose 

Ensure regional representation and institutional comparability across 

Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). 
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Source: Compiled by Ernestina Wiafe, 2026. 

It is important to note that, unlike the other universities, no gender-equity or related 

policy primarily focused on advancing equity for women was found on the official website of the 

UY I (Yaoundé, Cameroon; Central Africa) in a publicly accessible form, despite an extensive 

Stage Component Description 

 SSA 

Subregions 
West Africa, East Africa, Central Africa, Southern Africa. 

 Ranking 

Sources 

SCImago Institutions Rankings (2025) 

https://www.scimagoir.com/rankings.php?sector=Higher+educ.&country

=Africa ; U.S. News & World Report – Best Global Universities (2025) 

https://www.usnews.com/education/best-global-universities/africa. 

 Selection 

Criteria 

(a) High ranking within Africa; (b) Consistent performance across both 

ranking systems; (c) Recognition as first ranked or leading research 

institutions. 

 Selected 

Universities 

West Africa: University of Ghana (Ghana)  

https://www.ug.edu.gh/about-ug/overview 
East Africa: Makerere University (Uganda) 

https://mak.ac.ug/ 

Central Africa: University of Yaoundé 1 (Cameroon)  

https://uy1.uninet.cm/en/ 

Southern Africa: University of Cape Town (South Africa)  

https://www.uct.ac.za/ 

Policy Search 

Strategy 
Search Scope 

Official institutional websites; university-hosted policy repositories; and 

equity-related pages. 

 Keywords 

Used 

“Gender policy,” “gender equity,” “gender equality,” and “equity and 

inclusion”  

Policy 

Retrieval 

Outcomes on 

December 23, 

2025 

University of 

Ghana (UG) 

Publicly accessible gender policy identified via Centre for Gender 

Studies and Advocacy: https://cegensa.ug.edu.gh/gender-policy  

   

Makerere 

University 

(MU) 

Gender Equality policy identified through official website; 

https://policies.mak.ac.ug/policy/gender-equality-policy  

 
University of 

Cape Town 

(UCT) 

Publicly accessible institutional framework addressing SDG 5 (Gender 

Equality) identified: https://uct.ac.za/research-innovation-uct-and-un-

sdgs/goal-5-gender-equality 

 
University of 

Yaoundé I 

(UY I) 

No gender-equity or related policy found in publicly accessible form on 

the official website at the time of data collection. Absence of a publicly 

accessible policy does not imply policy non-existence but reflects 

limitations in online availability at the time of data collection.  

https://www.scimagoir.com/rankings.php?sector=Higher+educ.&country=Africa
https://www.scimagoir.com/rankings.php?sector=Higher+educ.&country=Africa
https://www.usnews.com/education/best-global-universities/africa
https://www.ug.edu.gh/about-ug/overview
https://mak.ac.ug/
https://uy1.uninet.cm/en/
https://www.uct.ac.za/
https://cegensa.ug.edu.gh/gender-policy
https://policies.mak.ac.ug/policy/gender-equality-policy
https://uct.ac.za/research-innovation-uct-and-un-sdgs/goal-5-gender-equality
https://uct.ac.za/research-innovation-uct-and-un-sdgs/goal-5-gender-equality
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search of institutional policy archives and the UY I web pages, accessed on December 23, 28, 

and 30 2025. This absence, or the lack of online availability, reflects either a paper copy or an 

unpublished policy format, limited web dissemination, or non-existence of a standalone gender 

equity policy or related at the time of the research’s web search.  

 Justification of Sampling and Selection Criteria 

The data sampling and selection criterion ensured regional representation of the highest-

ranked university in each sub-region, allowing the study to use gender equity or related policies 

from institutions that are often leaders in higher education and pace-setters or models for 

institutional practices within their respective geographic regions in SSA. Although the sample 

comprised three institutional policy documents, the scope is methodologically justified as 

qualitative inquiry emphasizes depth, contextual sensitivity, and interpretive rigor rather than 

large sample sizes (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015). This study used thick description 

(Geertz, 1973; Hailu et al., 2023) in accordance with qualitative rigor standards to ensure 

analytic transferability. Providing richly detailed, contextualized findings that help readers assess 

their relevance to similar settings (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 Data Analysis 

Following Fairclough’s (1995, 2010) three-dimensional CDA model of textual analysis, 

discursive practice, and social practice, the data were analyzed to interpret meaning. In the first 

and second stages of analysis, the study conducted an inductive and deductive analysis by 

reading and annotating the three gender-equity policy documents with the first two research 

questions: 1) How is gender equity for female students represented in higher education policy 

texts in sub-Saharan Africa? 2) How are discourses of gender equity for female students 

produced, circulated, and legitimized within higher education policies in sub-Saharan Africa?  
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The textual analysis focused on a line-by-line examination of how gender equity was 

defined for female students and how equity initiatives were linguistically presented, including 

their goals, rationales, and strategies. Special emphasis was placed on key terms and phrases 

such as female, gender mainstreaming, women empowerment, gender-based constraints for 

women, equal participation for women, Gender balance, and support mechanisms, as well as on 

how policy language outlined institutional responsibilities and suggested strategies to address 

barriers faced by female students. The findings were supported by direct quotes taken inductively 

from the policies. 

The discursive practice phase of the analysis examined the processes of policy 

production, distribution, and consumption of text. This included examining how global gender 

equity discourses, often shaped by international development agendas and donor frameworks, are 

taken up, adapted, or resisted within institutional contexts in SSA within the broader local and 

global gender-equity discourse, like the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal (UN 

SDG), the African Union, the African Union International Centre for Girls, and Women’s 

Education in Africa (AU CIEFFA), etc.  

The final stage of analysis engaged the social practice dimension of Fairclough’s third 

model in the study’s discussion, situating the policies within the broader historical, sociocultural, 

and political contexts of Ghana, Uganda, and South Africa to examine how the policy text 

reflects and responds to enduring patriarchal norms, colonial and post-colonial legacies, and 

gendered hierarchies that shape higher education systems in SSA countries and regions.  

 Analytical Rigor 

To enhance analytic rigor and credibility, the study conducted systematic coding 

procedures using MAXQDA (VERBI Software, 2023), consistent with critical discourse 
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analysis. Policy documents were analyzed using a combination of deductive and inductive 

coding aligned with the research questions, purpose, and Fairclough’s three-dimensional 

framework. Codes were iteratively refined through repeated readings of the texts to ensure 

consistency and coherence across documents. Credibility was further strengthened through close 

attention to textual evidence, triangulation across policy frames including rationales, strategies, 

and outcomes, and the alignment of interpretations with the broader historical, sociocultural, and 

political contexts in which the policies were produced. For data transparency, only publicly 

available gender equity documents from university websites were used. Document sourcing was 

conducted through official, reliable websites, and citations of these sources were provided 

accurately to maintain credibility and transparency (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). 

Findings 

The section focused on the first two dimensions of Fairclough’s model: Textual level 

(Description) and Discursive Practice (production, distribution, consumption of text, and 

intertextuality), where the study reported findings inductively from the UG Gender Policy 

(2022),6 The MU Gender Equality Policy (2019),7 and The UCT Gender Equality (© 2026), 8 

and deductively with the first two research questions, definitional framing, dominant lexicon, 

aim, and strategies in mind.  

 

6 https://cegensa.ug.edu.gh/gender-policy 
7 https://policies.mak.ac.ug/policy/gender-equality-policy 
8 The University of Cape Town & the UN Sustainable Goal 5: 

https://uct.ac.za/research-innovation-uct-and-un-sdgs/goal-5-gender-equality 

https://cegensa.ug.edu.gh/gender-policy
https://policies.mak.ac.ug/policy/gender-equality-policy
https://uct.ac.za/research-innovation-uct-and-un-sdgs/goal-5-gender-equality
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 RQ1. How is gender equity for female students represented in higher education 

policy texts in Sub-Saharan Africa? 

 Textual Analysis (Description) 

This section reports on the definitional framing, dominant lexicon, and aim of equity 

policy documents and strategies outlined to create and provide equal graduate educational 

opportunities for women.
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Table 5 

Textual analysis of gender equity policies from the University of Ghana, the University of Cape Town, and Makerere University 

CDA 

Dimension 

Analytical 

Category 

University of Ghana 

               (UG)                                                             

Makerere University 

(MU) 

University of Cape Town (SDG 

5) UCT 

Textual Analysis Definitional 

Framing 

Gender equity is defined as “the 

process of treating males and females 

fairly and typically includes measures 

to correct historically created 

imbalances, resulting in substantive 

equality.” (p. 7) 

Gender is framed as a “socially 

constructed roles and relations between 

females and males.” (p. 6) 

  

Gender equality is the absence of 

discrimination which is based on a 

person’s sex, in opportunities, 

allocation of resources and benefits, 

human rights, and in access to 

services such as education. (p. 7) 

Gender is explicitly defined as 

a socially and culturally constructed 

phenomenon, distinct from biological 

sex. (p. 7).  

Frames gender equality within the 

context of UN SDG 5, defining it 

as achieving gender equality and 

empowering all women and girls. 

The text positions inequality as 

structural and sustained 

through underrepresentation in 

leadership, violence, and 

discriminatory law. The discourse 

centers on gender justice as 

a university research and 

institutional focus rather than a 

social issue (Through Goal 5).  
Dominant 

Gender 

Lexicon in the 

Text 

 “Gender mainstreaming,” ‘affirmative 

action,” “gender stereotype,” “gender 

based violence,” “gender 

sensitization,” “patriarchal structures” 

“traditional family roles,” “domestic 

responsibilities, ” “gender sensitivity,” 

“gender gap,” “gender parity,” and 

“gender based discrimination.” (pp. 3-

4) 

“Gender equality,” “gender 

equity,” “gender 

mainstreaming,” “gender parity,” 

“women 

empowerment,” “affirmative 

action,” “patriarchal norms,” 

“gender-based violence,” “gender-

responsivepolicy,” “nondiscriminatio

n,” “organizational culture, “gender 

parity” and “substantive equality.” 

(pp 3-6). 

Gender equality, empowerment, 

gender justice, gender equity, 

underrepresentation, gender-based 

violence, gender discrimination, 

gender access, disadvantaged 

background (Through Goal 5.3.1 

to 5.6.9) 

 
Aims To promote “equity, remove gender 

stereotyping, and set up a level playing 

field to allow all sexes to fairly 

compete for available opportunities 

and to protect the dignity of the human 

person.” (p.1) “…ultimately to 

To “achieve gender equality and non-

discrimination for all staff and 

students by integrating gender as 

a cross-cutting issue in all core and 

support functions of the University.” 

(p. 7; 9). A gender-responsive 

Create a university community 

where gender equity and 

inclusivity are core to all 

recruitment, teaching, and 

research processes and to  

to advance gender equality 

through research, policy, and 
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CDA 

Dimension 

Analytical 

Category 

University of Ghana 

               (UG)                                                             

Makerere University 

(MU) 

University of Cape Town (SDG 

5) UCT 

mainstream gender in all university 

policies.” (p. 2) 

University in which substantive 

gender equality is realized. (p. 10).  

strategic initiatives that address 

structural inequalities. It 

emphasizes increasing 

representation of black women 

and …, addressing gender-based 

violence, and supporting 

interdisciplinary research that 

tackles gendered societal 

challenges (Goal 5).   
Strategies That “all undergraduates must take a 

foundational gender course to promote 

gender sensitivity,” “a detailed 

grievance procedure (Appendix) that 

allows students to report issues to Hall 

Masters, Department Heads, or directly 

to the Equal Opportunity Board (EOB) 

Administrator, ensuring accessible and 

multiple points of entry for support, 

“the University provides child-care 

facilities for students and employees of 

the University.” (6.1(vii), p. 11)” 

“Curriculum engendering in all 

courses,” “encourage staff and students 

to undertake gender-sensitive research 

including those focused on the 

university” and acknowledges that “to 

enable the University to achieve 

gender equality, there may be the need 

to enact special measures for the 

benefit of one gender and, according to 

law, the University shall not be held to 

be in breach of this policy by those 

who do not benefit from or who feel 

“Engendering the curriculum 

including… review of all existing 

curricula and ensure that new 

programs are gender responsive.” (p. 

11). “Students enrollment, retention, 

and performance including loan 

scheme to assist students meet their 

tuition and related financial 

obligations. (p. 12). “A secure 

environment including the 

Implementation of policy and 

regulations on sexual harassment.” 

(p. 12). “Organizational culture 

including the review and update all 

existing University policies, forms, 

and procedures to eliminate sexist 

language and establish gender 

equality (p. 14). “Research and 

Innovation including developing 

guidelines to ensure that all research 

processes and innovations, 

irrespective of discipline, integrate 

gender analysis.” (p. 14). 

 

 

Include advancing womxn: a call 

for change, scholarships and 

mentoring aimed at women and 

underrepresented 

genders; promotes gender equity 

through targeted recruitment, 

mentorship, and support initiatives 

that empower women students’, 

policies against discrimination for 

women and…, childcare and pre-

primary education for the children 

and research units focused on 

gender health, justice, and racial 

and gendered power dynamics. 

Student Women Economic 

Empowerment Programme 

(SWEEP), (Goal 5.3.2, 5.3.3, 

5.6.5, 5.6.6). 
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CDA 

Dimension 

Analytical 

Category 

University of Ghana 

               (UG)                                                             

Makerere University 

(MU) 

University of Cape Town (SDG 

5) UCT 

discriminated against, as a result of 

these special measures.” (p. 4; 9) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 Source: Wiafe, E. (2026). Textual Analysis of gender equity policies from the University of Ghana, University of Cape Town, and 

Makerere University. 
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 Definitional Framing  

Across the UG, MU, and the UCT, policies that seek to advance graduate education 

opportunities for women are referred to as gender policy, gender equality policy, or gender 

equality, respectively. Despite the different labeling, in all three policy contexts, gender 

inequality is understood as embedded in university governance systems, organizational cultures, 

and historical power relations. The UG frame gender within a “socially constructed roles and 

relations between females and males” (p. 6), and MU explicitly frames as a socially and culturally 

constructed phenomenon, distinct from biological sex (p. 7). These framings make gender a 

socially constructed role and relations between females and males, indicating moving beyond 

biological sex (chromosomes, anatomy) to social meanings, expectations, and power relations 

attached to being female or male. In contrast, UCT’s gender policy includes transgender women, 

reflecting the institution’s recognition of gender identity as a lived reality shaped by the social 

and cultural context in which the university operates.  

This suggests that the framing of gender is informed and shaped by social realities, 

practices, culture, and norms that are accepted within communities in which universities are 

located. 

 Dominant Gender Lexicon in the text 

The three institutions also share a common gender lexicon. Terms such as “gender 

mainstreaming,” “gender equity,” “gender equality,” “affirmative action,” “non-discrimination,” 

and “women’s empowerment” (UG, pp. 3-4; MU, pp. 3-6) signaled a shared commitment to 

addressing gender-based disparities against women in graduate education. Noticeably, UCT’s 

discourse draws on SDG-specific language such as “underrepresentation,” “gender-based 

violence,” “gender access,” and “disadvantaged background” (Through Goal 5.3.1 to 5.6.9), 
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aligning gender equity with measurable global development outcomes. By contrast, MU and the 

UG rely more extensively on policy-heavy and governance-focused terminology, emphasizing 

regulation, compliance, and institutional structures. 

 Policy Aim(s) 

Across the three texts, gender equality is framed not as an individual concern but as a 

systemic condition requiring intentional intervention across governance, academic, and research 

domains in the universities. The repeated use of terms such as equity, mainstreaming, non-

discrimination, and gender-responsive signals a shared aim toward transforming institutional 

norms, cultures, and power relations. At the UG, the discourse of equity and human dignity 

functions to morally legitimize institutional intervention, therefore positioning the university as a 

guarantor of fairness and equal opportunity. The emphasis on removing gender stereotyping and 

creating a “level playing field” (p. 1) constructs gender inequality as a distortion within 

institutions that must be corrected through policy mainstreaming. Similarly, MU’s aim to 

integrate gender as a “cross-cutting issue” (p. 6) across all core and support functions reflects 

institutional responsiveness. The construction of a “gender-responsive university” (p. 7), 

indicates an active institutional recognition and efforts to address structural inequities. Through 

this language, gender equality is framed with emphasis on outcomes and institutional 

accountability rather than symbolic compliance. 

The UCT extends this discourse by explicitly linking gender equity to research, policy, 

and strategic knowledge production (Goal 5). Its emphasis on representation, particularly of 

Black women, alongside its addressing of gender-based violence and support for 

interdisciplinary research, introduces an intersectional discourse that foregrounds the 

interconnectedness of race, gender, and power. Here, gender equality is not only an internal 
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institutional goal but also a broader societal intervention, which positions the university as a 

critical actor in challenging structural inequalities. 

 Strategies 

Across the three texts, gender equity is approached as a systemic concern that requires 

intervention across the curriculum, governance, research, and student support structures. 

However, the ways these strategies are set up reveal distinct priorities shaped by institutional 

histories and sociocultural contexts. At the UG, gender equity strategies are framed as a cross-

cutting institutional obligation, advanced primarily through systemic gender mainstreaming. This 

is reflected in mandatory foundational gender courses for undergraduates, “the gendering of 

curricula across all academic programs,” “accessible grievance and reporting mechanisms,” 

“affirmative action measures” (pp. 4-9), and “childcare provisions,” (6.1(vii), p. 11)” MU 

similarly adopts a holistic and institution-wide approach but places particular emphasis on 

structural integration and institutional reform. Its policy focuses on “gender-responsive 

curriculum review” (p. 11), “student enrollment, retention, and performance” (p. 12); financial 

support mechanisms; gender-sensitive research; secure learning environments; and efforts to 

transform organizational culture by “eliminating sexist language” (p. 14) in university policies 

and procedures.  

In contrast, the UCT prioritizes targeted, transformative interventions to advance women 

and other underrepresented groups, particularly in research, innovation, and leadership. 

Initiatives such as Advancing Womxn: A Call for Change, alongside scholarships, fellowships, 

mentoring programs, childcare and pre-primary education provisions, and specialized research 

units focused on gender, health, justice, and racialized power dynamics, position knowledge 

production and leadership pipelines as critical sites of gender transformation. Programs such as 
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the Student Women Economic Empowerment Programme (SWEEP) further highlight UCT’s 

emphasis on targeted recruitment, mentorship, and economic empowerment as mechanisms to 

address the persistent inequities women encounter in graduate education (Goal 5.3.2, 5.3.3, 5.6.5, 

5.6.6). 
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RQ 2. How are discourses of gender equity for female students produced, circulated, and legitimized within higher 

education policies in Sub-Saharan Africa? 

 Discursive Analysis (Interpretation) 

The discursive analysis model concerns the processes involved in the production, distribution, consumption, and intertextuality 

of the gender equity policy text.  

Table 6 

Discursive analysis of the gender equity policy of the University of Ghana, the University of Cape Town, and Makerere University 

CDA 

Dimension 

Analytical 

Category 

University of Ghana Makerere University  University of Cape Town 

(SDG 5) 

Discursive 

Practice 

Production By the “University Council and 

involved bodies like the Equal 

Opportunities Board (EOB) and the 

Centre for Gender Studies & 

Advocacy” (CEGENSA)” (pp. 11-

12). 

Through formal institutional authority, 

led by the “University Council and 

Senate, and informed by the Gender 

Mainstreaming Division.” (p. 6). 

  

Led by the “Office for 

Inclusivity and Change (OIC) 

and the Deputy Vice-Chancellor 

for Transformation, Student 

Affairs and Social 

Responsiveness” (Goal 5.6.1)   
Distribution Through various forms such as 

“integration into all key documents 

(University Statues, Strategic Plan, 

student handbook, conditions of 

service, code of conduct and the 

sexual harassment and misconduct 

policy...“..including as handout at 

orientation programs and on the 

university website.” (p. 8)   

The policy is distributed through official 

governance channels, including Senate, 

Council, Gender Mainstreaming 

structures, and publication on the 

University website.   

Published on official website 

under Research & Innovation. 

Targets internal and external 

audiences interested researchers, 

prospective students, and 

policymakers.  
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CDA 

Dimension 

Analytical 

Category 

University of Ghana Makerere University  University of Cape Town 

(SDG 5)  
Consumption The intended consumers 

include faculty, administrative staff, 

students, and university leadership. 

However, consumption is uneven: 

senior administrators and policy 

units are positioned as primary 

implementers, while students and 

junior staff are framed more as 

beneficiaries than active agents.  

For “Individuals in the university, and all 

those associated with the university” (p. 

16). However, consumption is stratified: 

university council, the vice chancellor, 

deputy vice chancellor and embers of top 

management, principals, deans/directors, 

heads of departments/divisions and 

sections, staff, and students, then partners, 

service providers, and contractors (pp. 16-

17).  

Consumers include students, 

staff, academics, research 

partners, donors, and global 

SDG stakeholders.  

 
Intertextuality Draws on the national “1992 

Constitutional of Ghana,” (p.4) and 

international frameworks such 

as Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW), The African Charter on 

Human and Peoples’ Rights of 

Women in Africa, and the Beijing 

Platform for Action. 

 
 

References and aligning with 

the “Constitution of the Republic of 

Uganda; National Gender Policy of 1997 

(p. 6),” Also are “the Protocol to the 

African Charter on Human and People’s 

Rights on the rights of Women in Africa 

(Maputo Protocol)” (p. 6), “The Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)” 

(p. 7), “Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW),” (p. 7), the “Beijing 

Platform for Action (1995)” (p. 7). 

 
 

Explicitly linked to the UN SDG 

5 framework, linking UCT 

initiatives to global targets and 

indicators (e.g., access 

measures, non-discrimination 

policies, mentoring schemes). It 

also references African Gender 

Institute, Gender, Health, and 

Justice Unit, UCT 

Transformation Office. 
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 Production 

Across the three universities, policy production is centralized within top-down channels, 

typically involving university councils, senior leadership, and specialized gender units. This 

convergence reflects a shared understanding that gender equity is an institutional responsibility 

that must be designed, coordinated, and implemented through recognized centers of power and 

authority within universities.  

The UG policy production is led by the University Council in collaboration with bodies 

such as the Equal Opportunities Board (EOB) and the Centre for Gender Studies and Advocacy 

(CEGENSA). CEGENSA’s involvement highlights gender discourse as an important part of 

policy formation, thereby enabling research-informed advocacy. Similarly, MU’s policy 

production is led by the University Council and Senate, and informed by the Gender 

Mainstreaming Division. UCT’s gender discourse, led by the Office for Inclusivity and Change 

(OIC) and the Deputy Vice-Chancellor for Transformation, Student Affairs, and Social 

Responsiveness, is also embedded within its research and innovation portfolio to achieve the 

United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 5 (SDG 5).  Reflecting the university’s strategic 

positioning within global academic and development networks.  

 Distribution 

In all three contexts, policy consumption extends beyond formal adoption to include 

strategic dissemination through institutional texts, governance channels, and digital platforms 

such as University websites, which are sources of policy documents, thereby shaping how gender 

equity is interpreted, accessed, and enacted by university communities and external stakeholders.  

At the UG, policy consumption is facilitated through integration into key institutional 

documents, including the University Statutes, Strategic Plan, student handbook, conditions of 
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service, codes of conduct, and sexual harassment and misconduct policies. The distribution of the 

policy as handouts during orientation programs and its availability on the university website 

further embeds gender discourse into the global access to internet services. MU similarly relies 

on formal governance structures to mediate policy consumption, distributing the policy through 

the Senate, Council, and established Gender Mainstreaming structures, as well as by publishing it 

on the university website. This mode of dissemination reinforces the policy’s authority by 

situating its use within official decision-making and administrative hierarchies. 

In contrast, the University of Cape Town’s policy consumption strategy centers broader 

visibility and knowledge circulation by publishing the policy on its official website under the 

Research and Innovation domain. This positioning targets both internal and external audiences, 

including researchers, prospective students, and policymakers, and constructs gender equity as an 

intellectual, strategic, and public-facing institutional commitment. UCT’s approach situates 

gender policy within knowledge production and policy influence.  

 Consumption 

Patterns of policy consumption and agency further distinguish the institutions. UCT 

reaches a broad audience for its gender equity discourse, including external stakeholders such as 

global partners, donors, and international evaluators, positioning the policy as a tool for 

accountability and visibility. In contrast, both the UG and MU exhibit clearer internal hierarchies 

of consumption, with senior administrators and planning units positioned as primary agents of 

implementation, while students and junior staff are more often framed as beneficiaries or those 

who are to report victims rather than active participants in shaping gender policy development, 

distribution, and evaluation. 
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 Intertextual  

The intertextuality of gender policies at the UG, MU, and UCT reveals how gender 

equity discourses at SSA universities are produced through strategic alignment with national 

constitutions, regional instruments, and global gender equity frameworks. The policy text at the 

UG references the 1992 Constitution of Ghana alongside continental and international 

frameworks such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW), the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights of Women in Africa, the 

Beijing Platform for Action, and UN (SDG5). This tri-alignment situates the policies within 

binding legal texts and internationally recognized commitments. 

MU similarly aligns its gender policy with the Constitution of the Republic of Uganda, 

the National Gender Policy of 1997, and a range of regional and international instruments, 

including the Maputo Protocol, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), CEDAW, 

and the Beijing Platform for Action. This layered intertextuality constructs MU’s policy 

legitimacy through alignment with national, regional, and international gender justice 

frameworks.  

The University of Cape Town’s intertextual on the other hand is rooted in global 

development and institutional transformation agendas, explicitly linking its gender initiatives to 

the UN (SDG 5). By referencing global targets and indicators related to access, non-

discrimination, and mentoring, UCT constructs gender equality as measurable, strategic, and 

outcome-oriented. The policy further draws on internal institutional texts and knowledge centers, 

such as the African Gender Institute, the Gender, Health, and Justice Unit, and the UCT 

Transformation Office, thereby linking global frameworks with localized epistemic authority and 

institutional expertise. 
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 Discussion 

In line with Fairclough’s third dimension of CDA, the discussion situates the textual and 

discursive findings within broader social practices shaped by historical, sociocultural, political, 

and ideological structures, including patriarchal norms, colonial, and post-colonial institutional 

legacies, as well as ….  in response to the third research question 

 RQ.3 What broader sociocultural, historical, and political forces shape these 

gender equity discourses? 

 Social Practices 

The social practice model argues that the textual and discursive models articulated in the 

UG, UCT, and MU gender equity policies are shaped by intersecting historical, sociocultural, 

political, and ideological forces that extend beyond the institutional texts themselves (Fairclough, 

1995; Wodak & Meyer, 2016). In all three cases, SSA universities tend to employ either gender 

equity or equality policies to explain their approach to providing graduate education 

opportunities for women and to tackle deeply ingrained patriarchal norms, colonial, and 

postcolonial governance legacies as well as within national and contemporary global 

frameworks. Which positions the policies as both a human rights issue and a crucial 

developmental concern (Mama, 2003; Morley, 2011). 

 Patriarchal Norms 

All three discourses are rooted in societies historically organized around patriarchal 

gender roles, where male dominance in leadership, knowledge creation, and public spheres has 

become the norm (Connell, 2009; Mama, 1996). The persistent emphasis on affirmative action, 

gender-based violence, underrepresentation in leadership, unpaid care work, and organizational 

culture reflects an institutional recognition that gender inequality is structural rather than 
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incidental (Acker, 2006). These policy texts also inherently acknowledge universities as sites 

where patriarchal norms are both reproduced, through masculinized academic cultures and 

epistemologies that can only be contested through deliberate policy intervention (Morley, 2013; 

Unterhalter, 2017). 

 Colonial and Postcolonial Institutional Legacies 

While the policies’ textual and discursive discourse advances understandings of gender 

inequity as socially constructed and structurally produced, it also reveals enduring ideological 

tensions. For UG and MU, female students and junior staff are mostly positioned as beneficiaries 

of the policy rather than as co-producers. This framing, according to Mama (2011) and 

Nnaemeka (2004), reflects broader historical patterns in African higher education, which 

supports their argument that, even though Institutions have shifted from colonial-era exclusion to 

a postcolonial inclusion framework, they continue to operate within entrenched bureaucratic, 

elite, and male-dominated spaces modeled on European academic traditions (Berglund, 2009; 

Assié-Lumumba, 2006). Drawing on Morley (2011), this suggests that gender equity discourse 

operates within a paradox: while it challenges historical injustices, it remains embedded within 

institutional structures shaped by colonial legacies and systemic hierarchy. 

 National and Contemporary Global Frameworks 

Each university’s discourse is also shaped by its respective national gender institutions 

and political commitments. References to constitutions, national gender policies, and legal 

frameworks situate the gender equity initiatives within state-led agendas (Goetz, 2003). This 

reflects the broader post-independence role of African universities as instruments of national 

development and social transformation, in which gender equity is framed not only as a moral 

imperative but also as a requirement for modernization, economic growth, and international 
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legitimacy (Unterhalter & North, 2017). Also, the strong alignment with contemporary global 

frameworks such as CEDAW, the Beijing Platform for Action, SDG 5, and African Union 

gender frameworks situates these policies within global gender discourse (United Nations, 1995; 

United Nations, 2015).  

The UG, MG, and UCT, situating their gender equity policy within global gender 

discourse, enhance legitimacy, foster transnational collaboration, and provide a shared 

conceptual vocabulary for addressing structural and systemic inequalities. According to 

Cornwall et al., (2008) even though this helps to construct a measurable, manageable, and 

auditable, aligned with indicators, targets, and institutional accountability mechanisms, it also 

reflects neoliberal and development-oriented ideologies that frame gender equality as both a 

human rights issue and a tool for institutional excellence, sustainability, and global 

competitiveness. This is why it is important to critically engaged with these indicators to ensure 

contextual appropriateness in adoption and Implementation to avoid reproducing dominant 

gender models that may not be culturally responsive.  

 Conclusion 

Across the UG, MU, and UCT, gender equity policies for women’s graduate education 

are framed within a shared institutional and global discourse that emphasizes systemic 

interventions, compliance with national and international frameworks, and alignment with 

measurable development goals, such as SDG 5. Policy production is centralized through top-

down channels, strategically distributed via governance structures and digital platforms, and 

consumed by university communities with varying degrees of agency. While these frameworks 

successfully position gender equity as a structural and institutional concern, advancing women’s 
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access, representation, and empowerment within the text predominantly treats women as a 

homogeneous group.  

With the exception of UTC’s consideration of race and scholarship to support the Black 

South African female population, likely due to its Apartheid political history of segregation that 

has created systemic disadvantages for Black South African women, critical intersectional 

factors, including socio-economic status, disability, and rural-urban location, remain mostly 

unaddressed in the policies. The singular framing of women/females without consideration of 

their intersectionality risks overlooking the differentiated barriers they face and limits the 

transformative potential of these policies, despite their alignment with global gender equity 

discourse and institutional accountability mechanisms. At the same time, the policies reveal 

meaningful institutional variation in emphasis and strategy. The UCT prioritizes global 

sustainability, research leadership, and visibility, aligning closely with UN SDG 5 frameworks, 

and leverages international networks to enhance funding and influence. MU fronts systemic 

integration and governance to translate national, regional, and international commitments into 

detailed operational strategies within the university. The UG gender equity policy positions 

between the UCT and MU frameworks, which aligns national and global gender equality 

agendas. 

Relationally, these differences position each university distinctly within local and global 

gender equity landscapes, which help shape both its reach and impact in advancing gender 

equity/equality for women in graduate education within its geographic region in SSA. 

 Policy Implication 

The findings of this study highlight the need for higher education institutions in SSA to 

move beyond compliance- oriented gender equity policies toward transformative approaches 



 178 

aligned with SDG 5 (Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls) and Agenda 

2063’s aspiration for an Africa where development is people- driven and gender- responsive 

(African Union Commission, 2015; United Nations, 2015). While current policies align with 

SDG 5 targets, particularly Target 5. 5.1 (ending discrimination), Target 5. 5.5 (ensuring women’ 

s full participation and leadership), and Target 5.c (adopting and strengthening gender- 

responsive policies), their technocratic framing risks reducing gender equity to procedural 

compliance rather than substantive contextual institutional transformation. Universities should 

therefore embed gender equity more deeply into core academic functions, governance practices, 

and resource allocation systems to ensure that policy implementation advances not only formal 

equality but also substantive gender justice, as envisioned in Agenda 2063. In line with SDG 

Target 5. 5.5 and Agenda 2063’s commitment to inclusive participation and accountable 

leadership, gender equity policies should reposition students and junior staff as active agents in 

policy design, implementation, and monitoring. Participatory governance structures, such as 

gender councils with student and early-career representation, co- created reporting mechanisms, 

and inclusive decision-making forums, can strengthen institutional accountability and enhance 

policy effectiveness. Such approaches reflect Agenda 2063’s emphasis on democratic ownership, 

social inclusion, and the empowerment of youth and women across African institutions. 

Finally, to advance SDG Target 5. 5.1 and 5.c and to operationalize Agenda 2063’s 

principle of equity and social justice, SSA universities must explicitly integrate intersectionality 

into gender equity policies. This includes addressing how gender intersects with academic 

discipline, socioeconomic status, rural–urban background, disability, and academics. Developing 

disaggregated data systems, context- sensitive interventions, and targeted support mechanisms 

will enable institutions to respond more effectively to differentiated forms of inequality.  
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Chapter 5 - General Conclusion  

This final chapter brings together insights from the three manuscripts to offer an 

integrated understanding of my journey in pursuit of scholarship, the curriculum experiences of 

African female graduate students in U.S. and SSA Universities, and gender-equity policies in the 

University of Ghana, (Ghana), Makerere University, (Uganda), and the Cape Town University in 

South Africa, in the West, East, and the Southern geographic regions of SSA respectively. While 

each manuscript explored distinct yet related aspects of the dissertation, this general conclusion 

summarizes key findings across the three articles and synthesizes their theoretical, 

methodological, and scholarly contributions. The chapter concludes by acknowledging the 

dissertation’s limitations, noting specific examples for each manuscript, proposed 

recommendation for future research, and reaffirmed the significance of centering African 

women’s voices in global academic conversations. 

 Summary of Key Findings Across the Three Manuscripts 

The three manuscripts offer a layered and multidimensional understanding of African 

female graduate students’ academic journeys across transnational higher education contexts. 

Moving intentionally from personal educational to collective curriculum experiences, and 

ultimately to institutional gender-equity discourse, the dissertation advances analysis across three 

interconnected levels: identity, curriculum, and policy. Manuscript 1 began with a critical 

examination of my lived experience as a first-generation college student, immigrant, and 

transnational scholar who has navigated educational systems in Ghana and the United States. The 

reflection on whether my story was singular or structurally patterned opened critical space for 

manuscript 2. Manuscript 2 extended the inquiry from my critical educational autobiography to 

the collective, exploring the transnational curriculum experiences of six African female doctoral 
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students across SSA and the United States. The findings revealed recurring themes across 

contexts of curriculum and pedagogical content; career alignment and professional preparation; 

responses to African-centered research; gendered family responsibilities; language and 

communication barriers; and institutional support structures including funding, advising, and 

mentoring. These shared patterns demonstrated that the findings in Manuscript 1 were not 

individual but rather reflected broader structural patterns and curricular systems shaping African 

women’s educational journeys across transnational spaces and in higher education. If 

manuscripts 1and 2 showed patterned findings, are SSA universities aware of these collective 

experiences? how are they formally addressing these to endure gender equity experiences? 

Following Fairclough’s CDA (1995, 2010), manuscript 3 examined how gender equity is 

articulated, prioritized, and operationalized by first-ranked universities within SSA higher 

education policy frameworks. The findings’ revealed universities are making efforts to address 

some of these challenges noted in manuscript 1&2 like providing funding support, mentorships 

for women in STEM, maternal leave, and childcare centers, as well as integrating gender 

discourses into every aspect of the curriculum. Policies are framed within institutional, national, 

and international gender-equity frameworks with measurable development goals, such as SDG 5 

and the classification of women as a homogenous group without considerations for their socio-

economic status, disability, and rural-urban location. These patterns mirrored the lived and 

curricular experiences identified in Manuscript 1 and 2, reinforcing the interconnectedness of 

identity formation, curriculum systems, and institutional policy. 

 Convergences Across the Manuscripts 

Across all three studies, African female scholars in higher education in SSA and the U.S 

emerge as active agents rather than passive recipients of institutional systems. Resilience appears 
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not as an individual attribute detached from context, but as a situated response to systemic 

constraint. Collectively, the manuscripts demonstrate that the curriculum is lived rather than 

merely delivered in a classroom setting; identity is continuously negotiated rather than fixed; and 

policy has real-world effects rather than merely symbolic meaning. Together, these reveal that 

educational equity cannot be meaningfully addressed at a single analytical level. Across the 

manuscript 1 and 2 curriculum experiences converge around persistent Western epistemic 

dominance, misalignment between training and career aspirations, similarity in curriculum and 

pedagogical practices, unfavorable responses to African-centered research and the centrality of 

mentorship and institutional support in shaping graduate student success 

 Divergences Across Contexts 

At the same time, important contextual distinctions emerged. Within the U.S., 

participants described epistemic marginalization, tokenistic inclusion of African perspectives, 

and structural limitations on research and advising support. Among SSA participants, gendered 

constraints like sexist comments, resource limitations like libraries and internet access, and 

postcolonial institutional hierarchies were more central. Research participants also emphasized 

the disconnect between Western-oriented curricula and local realities. These divergences 

illustrate the importance of context-sensitive and regionally grounded reform efforts across 

transnational academic spaces. 

 Methodological and Theoretical Contributions 

 Manuscript 1 

A key methodological contribution of my critical educational autoethnography is its 

emancipatory praxis, which shifts my educational experiences from merely recounting events to 

engaging in systemic critique. I treated my artifacts, journals, academic records, and email 
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correspondence as qualitative data and subjected them to systematic analysis rather than relying 

solely on memory. Through triangulation, my critical educational autobiography maintained 

scholarly credibility while preserving experiential and emotional depth, formalizing self-data, 

and analyzing it with the same rigor as required in qualitative research. By situating my 

educational autobiography within critical theories (Snail-sense African feminism), existing 

literature (Ama Atta Aidoo, Wangari Maathia’s memoir), and decolonizing works by Ngũgĩ wa 

Thiong’o, I transform personal experience into critical social analysis through dialectical 

meaning-making, in which lived experiences converse with society to extend academic 

discourse. I did not merely mention frameworks; I actively interrogated and related them to my 

experiences. Snail sense African feminism, for instance, takes on new dimensions through my 

slow but deliberate academic progress, transforming my educational autobiography into a case 

study of decolonial persistence. Likewise, Intersectionality theory in the African context 

becomes concrete through my experiences as a child of a widow, financial constraints, 

international student visa restrictions, and balancing parenting with graduate studies, making 

systemic inequities apparent. My intentional incorporation of Ghanaian proverbs, indigenous 

language, history, culture, and Akan epistemology further renders the research legible as 

epistemic resistance. 

 Manuscript 2 

For Manuscript 2, the study expanded on the application of comparative case study 

methodology in qualitative research. The focus on African female graduate students in the U.S. 

and SSA, moved the study’s focus beyond single-site analysis and positions the methodology 

within as a transnational design. The sampling framework of three participants pursuing their 

Doctorial studies in Benin, Ghana, and Kenya in SSA, and the other three from Zambia, 
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Ethiopia, and Zimbabwe studying in U.S. universities, highlights how transnationalism 

theoretical frameworks can be integrated structurally into research design, rather than just cited 

conceptually. Importantly, the manuscript does not approach comparative case studies as 

institutional rankings or system evaluations of curriculum experiences. Instead, it situated the 

methodology and applied a cross-case synthesis to identify patterns of convergence and 

divergence in lived curricular realities of African female graduate students in SSA and the U.S. 

higher education. Methodologically, this shifts the comparison from judging or hierarchically 

positioning to analyzing how the curriculum is experienced across transnational spaces. 

This also broadens the scope of curriculum studies beyond course syllabi, teaching 

resources, and pedagogical approaches to include curriculum as a lived, interpreted, negotiated, 

and embodied experience. Linking curriculum to mentorship, research, advising, and institutional 

systems, thus expanding what is considered curriculum data. This new perspective enhances 

methodological approaches in curriculum studies by emphasizing the experiential and relational 

aspects of academic life beyond document analysis.  

 Manuscript 3 

This study extends Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional model of CDA to African 

contexts. Although Fairclough’s framework has been widely applied in Western settings, this 

study demonstrates its relevance for examining gender equity policies within postcolonial Africa. 

Applying the interconnected levels of textual, discursive, and social practice to institutions across 

West, East, Southern, and Central Africa, the study shows how Fairclough’s CDA can move 

beyond describing policy language to interrogating how such language reproduces or challenges 

entrenched power relations.  
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Methodologically, the study also contributes a structured regional comparative sampling 

framework to doing CDA. Through purposive selection of the University of Ghana, Makerere 

University, University of Cape Town, and University of Yaoundé I, the study ensured 

subregional representation while focusing on institutions recognized as leaders within their 

respective contexts. This design connected institutional prestige with policy leadership and 

allowed for meaningful cross-regional comparison. Importantly, the lack of a publicly available 

gender equity policy at the University of Yaoundé I is not seen as a limitation but as significant 

data analytically, demonstrating that the absence of policy can serve as discursive material. 

Viewing absence as data introduces an important methodological insight in this research. 

Major Takeaways for Research Question 2 

The belief that STEM fields are fundamentally Western, epistemically dominant, and 

disconnected from cultural relevance or diversity often overshadows the multiple ways these 

disciplines engage with broader pluralistic contexts. Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) 

highlights the importance of linking learning to students’ identities, histories, and sociocultural 

backgrounds (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Although STEM programs may not always explicitly state 

these goals within the language of CRP or diversity discourse, certain teaching choices naturally 

reflect these principles. For example, population-based genetic comparisons or analyses of 

regional disease prevalence in the course document analysis show how scientific knowledge is 

influenced by human variation, geography, and lived experience, which are central to culturally 

relevant teaching. A transnational lens further reveals how STEM learning may never be 

confined to one cultural frame. Girl’s Girl, a research participant for this study navigates 

scientific training across borders, interpreting course content through experiences rooted in 

African contexts while learning in U.S.-based programs. Transnationalism helps illuminate how 
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knowledge production is influenced by global flows of people, ideas, and scientific data. When 

African-relevant examples appear, even in limited forms, they affirm that STEM knowledge is 

globally interconnected and shaped by diverse epistemologies, even if instructors do not 

explicitly label these practices as “diversity” or “inclusion.” 

Despite these take aways, issues of curriculum equity remain. In Daavi’s case, although 

her course syllabus included assignments involving African and European population 

comparisons and sickle cell trait analysis, these examples appeared only as isolated tasks rather 

than being embedded in core lectures, readings, or learning outcomes. This placement reflects a 

broader structural pattern in STEM education: diversity-related content is often supplementary 

rather than foundational. As a result, students from underrepresented or transnational 

backgrounds may still feel that their contexts are peripheral rather than integral to scientific 

inquiry. 

This is a key insight from the study because it challenges the simple idea that STEM 

fields don't recognize diversity due to their nature and Western epistemic dominance. Instead, 

this research suggests that diversity and cultural relevance often exist implicitly, embedded in 

scientific phenomena, datasets, or case studies, but remain undervalued or underarticulated in 

mainstream course syllabi language. Moving toward curriculum equity, therefore, requires 

making these connections explicit and expanding them beyond isolated assignments so that all 

students can see their backgrounds, regions, and global realities reflected in the core fabric of 

STEM courses. 

 Implications for Institution, Policy, and Practice  

 Implications for U.S. and SSA Universities 
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Findings from manuscripts 1 and 2, along with my interactions with graduate students 

over the years, suggest that prevailing models of graduate advising and mentorship often operate 

in a transactional manner. Advising is frequently reduced to monitoring degree progress, 

reviewing annual evaluations, and signing institutional paperwork. While these functions are 

necessary, this limited approach overlooks graduate students as multidimensional individuals 

whose academic trajectories are deeply shaped by their personal circumstances, cultural 

backgrounds, and the systemic barriers they navigate daily. The findings also call for 

transformative mentorship that extends beyond compliance with academic benchmarks. In my 

own scholarly journey, the most impactful support came from advisors and supervisors who 

recognized that intellectual growth is inseparable from social context, identity, and lived 

realities. Their mentorship was not confined to formal requirements but included advocacy, 

affirmation, accountability, and holistic guidance. Such support was instrumental in my 

successful completion of both a master’s degree and a Ph.D. under their watch, demonstrating 

that relational and culturally responsive mentorship can significantly shape graduate student 

persistence and achievements.  

Universities should move toward professional development that equips faculty with 

culturally sustaining mentorship practices. This includes training that centers humanity in 

advising, encourages awareness of structural inequities, and prepares faculty to engage students’ 

diverse epistemologies and experiences as assets rather than deficits. Advising frameworks 

should therefore expand beyond procedural oversight to include relational accountability, 

cultural responsiveness, and systemic awareness. For me and other graduate students, effective 

mentorship requires recognizing the full humanity, intellectual potential, experiences, and 

contextual realities of graduate student scholars. For students from historically marginalized 
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backgrounds, such recognition is not supplementary but foundational to our ability to survive and 

thrive in academic spaces. Institutions in the U.S. and SSA committed to equity must therefore 

reimagine advising beyond transactional requirement, to transformative and practice embedded 

within graduate education. 

 Implication for Policy 

Findings from this dissertation, including the experiences of African female graduate 

students across SSA (manuscript 2) and the author’s own experiences in Ghanaian education, 

reveal that many SSA education systems remain constrained by colonial frameworks that 

emphasize rote memorization and Eurocentric knowledge over critical thinking and indigenous 

epistemologies. To address these structural limitations, policymakers should pursue deliberate 

decolonization of curricula, pedagogy, and instructional materials. This involves centering 

African philosophies, oral traditions, and Indigenous knowledge systems as foundational to 

teaching and learning, rather than merely including African content in a superficial way. Such 

policy reforms would advance epistemic justice by legitimizing African ways of knowing and 

equipping students to think critically and creatively to generate contextually grounded solutions 

to local and global challenges. Notably, while decolonization centers local realities and 

knowledge systems, it should coexist with initiatives that cultivate global competencies and 

cross-cultural collaboration to ensure that African students can engage meaningfully in an 

interconnected world. 

 Implications for Practice in Sub-Saharan African Education 

The persistence of teacher-centered, “spoon feeding” instruction in many SSA schools 

highlights the need for a transformative shift in educational practice. Teacher training 

institutions, colleges of education, and ministries of education across the region should prioritize 
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the integration of critical pedagogy into curricula and professional development programs. 

Educators who often teach as they were taught must be positioned not merely as transmitters of 

knowledge but as facilitators who empower students to critically engage with content, challenge 

dominant narratives, and collaboratively construct knowledge. Classroom practices that move 

beyond rote memorization to engage students in analysis, synthesis, innovation, evaluation, and 

knowledge creation lay the foundation for a more capable and critically minded student body. By 

incorporating culturally relevant materials, indigenous knowledge systems, and local community 

contexts, while connecting learners to regional and global perspectives, at the K-12 education 

level in Sub-Saharan Africa can produce students who are reflective, socially responsible, and 

equipped to engage deeply with complex problems, authentic dialogue, structured debates, 

applied learning, and problem-based fundamentals not only develop critical thinking skills but 

also establish habits of inquiry and independent reasoning. 

It is from this enriched educational background that higher education institutions in SSA 

will receive students who are ready to engage in advanced research, interdisciplinary inquiry, 

and innovative problem-solving. When students enter universities with prior experience in 

critically analyzing content, questioning assumptions, and collaborating meaningfully, curricula 

designed to foster critical thinking, civic engagement, and transformative learning can be fully 

realized. Consequently, graduates are better positioned to address local and regional challenges, 

contribute to sustainable development, and help create more equitable and innovative societies. 

 Limitations of the Dissertation 

Generally, the dissertation’s approach was somewhat restrictive, as my committee 

required structuring each manuscript according to the targeted journals’ guidelines. While the 

approach provided a clear path to publication and allowed for the development of multiple 
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independent manuscripts tied together by a central theme, the word limits imposed by the 

journals restricted the opportunity to include additional s details, contextual discussions, and 

analysis beyond the findings. In addition, this general limitation, each manuscript in this 

dissertation faced its own limitations, including: 

 Transnational Research Constraints 

One overarching challenge across manuscripts 1 and 2 was the time difference during 

data collection. Having been away from Ghana for the past six years, I found it difficult to access 

copies of records and artifacts for my critical educational autobiography. Although my family 

made every effort to assist when specific ones, like the search for my undergraduate admission 

letter, came up, the 5-to-6-hour time difference created constraints for effective communication. 

As a result, I often had to stay up late at night to connect with family and guide them to the 

specific locations where I had stored my educational records. Similarly, scheduling, and 

interviewing participants based in Benin, Ghana, and Kenya in SSA for manuscript 2 posed 

challenges due to time differences of 7, 6, and 9 hours, respectively. While internet connectivity 

was not an issue, coordinating mutually convenient times required significant flexibility and 

extended hours to get responses. In this way, time differences and geographic distance 

constrained the ease of data collection, communication, and interview scheduling, affirming 

legitimate methodological constraints in a single nation and transnational research in which data 

are collected virtually. 

 Institutional Gaps in Global Knowledge Representation 

Additionally, limited access to autobiographical writings by African women necessary 

for manuscript 1 was another obstacle. Much of this literature was not easily available through 

the Kansas State University library, its interlibrary loan, or other open-access platforms, so I had 
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to personally fund and purchase several books. While I am grateful that I could afford it, this 

extended the time needed to gather relevant literature, engage with it, and understand how it 

connects to and helps situate my experiences within it. These access restrictions slowed down 

my writing process, as I waited weeks for books to arrive, while it also highlighted gaps in 

knowledge circulation in academia, exposing systemic barriers faced by scholars involved in the 

Global South and transnational research. 

 Regional Representation Constraints Due to Policy Inaccessibility 

For manuscript 3: It is important to note that, unlike the University of Ghana, Makerere 

University, and Cape Town University included in this study, no gender-equity or related policy 

primarily focused on advancing equity for female graduate students was found in a publicly 

accessible format on the official website of the University of Yaoundé I (Yaoundé, Cameroon; 

Central Africa), despite an extensive search of institutional web page and policy archives 

accessed on December 23, 28, and 30, 2025. This absence, or lack of online availability as 

indicated in the manuscript, may reflect a paper-based or unpublished gender equity policy 

format, limited web dissemination, or the non-existence of a standalone gender equity policy at 

the time of the search. This situation posed a limitation on the study because it was designed to 

analyze four equity policies across four first-ranked universities representing different regions of 

SSA. The absence of publicly accessible documentation from the University of Yaoundé I meant 

that the Central African’s case could not be included in the policy analysis. Consequently, the 

regional representation of the study became uneven; hence, analysis across West, East, Southern, 

and Central Africa remained incomplete. As a result, the findings may not fully reflect policy 

realities in the first-ranked university of Central Africa, so the depth and balance of the cross-

regional policy comparison were constrained. While this limitation does not invalidate the study, 
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it narrows the scope of the policy analysis and constrains the breadth of the cross-regional 

comparison. However, consistent with qualitative research standards, the study does not seek 

statistical generalizability; rather, it provides a thick description to support transferability, 

allowing researchers and readers who engage with this paper to determine the applicability of the 

findings to their own context, across continents, and decolonial gender equity discourses. 

 Recommendations for Future Research 

While this study offers valuable insights, several questions and avenues for further 

research remain. The three-manuscript dissertation model used in this study, although well-

regarded in STEM and applied disciplines such as Park, Recreation, and Tourism for enabling 

quick publication of peer-reviewed articles and preparing graduates for future careers, is still not 

widely adopted in education. This limited use means there are fewer resources within Curriculum 

and Instruction or Education to support scholars in applying this approach, which could provide 

more options for students interested in this format. Moving forward, future research should plan 

to develop practical guidelines, resource sets, and frameworks to help researchers in the of 

education who want to adopt this dissertation approach. This will provide a publish as you go 

option or offer options to the traditional format that create more flexible research pathways for 

graduate students at both the master’s and doctoral levels. 

Engaging with the existing literature on autobiographical writing, I affirmed that most 

works take the form of memoirs or personal narratives. Although rich in lived experience, these 

texts typically do not incorporate key components associated with rigorous scholarly research, 

such as clearly articulated research questions, an explicit theoretical or conceptual framework, 

sustained engagement with relevant literature, a defined methodology and analysis and 

discussion of findings as it is typical of autobiography works. Additionally, much of the 
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scholarship on critical autobiography focused primarily on defining the genre and distinguishing 

it from traditional autobiographical research. The limited number of scholars who have adopted a 

critical autobiography methodology often situate their work within narrative inquiry, memoir, or 

storytelling traditions, while grounding their analyses in critical theoretical frameworks and 

socio-cultural contexts. None provided a clearly structured methodological model that emerging 

researchers can replicate and situate within their research trajectory.  

In response to this gap, I developed a model that synthesizes the various methodological 

and theoretical elements identified across the literature, enabling me to make scholarly sense of 

my lived experiences in pursuit of academic inquiry. Building on this foundation, I intend to 

further expand this into a comprehensive resource for teaching critical autobiography studies. 

Such a resource would demonstrate how research components, including research questions, 

theoretical framing, literature review, methodology, analysis, and discussion, can be thoughtfully 

integrated into critical autobiographical scholarship. In doing so, it would help bridge the gap 

between personal narrative and rigorous scholarly inquiry. 

Future research could further explore how the three-manuscript dissertation approach can 

be systematically adapted across diverse educational settings, including K–12, higher education, 

and community-based learning environments, to offer flexible and innovative pathways for 

scholarly work in education. 

 Significance of Centering African Women’s Voices 

Centering African women’s voices is significant in repositioning them not as passive 

subjects of research but as active producers of knowledge whose lived experiences generate 

theory, critique, transformation, and measurable solutions. When African women narrate their 

educational journeys, naming cultural dissonance, racial microaggressions, immigration 
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precarity, epistemic exclusion, and identity negotiations, they shift the focus from individual 

struggle to structural realities within higher education. In doing so, vulnerability is reframed not 

as weakness, but as epistemic resistance: a courageous and decolonial act that challenges 

dominant constructions of strength rooted in silence and assimilation. Centering our voices 

makes visible the patterned inequities embedded in curriculum, pedagogy, and institutional 

policies, while expanding the meaning of resilience to include truth-telling, help-seeking, 

solidarity, and advocacy. More importantly, it advances decolonization beyond symbolic 

inclusion by validating African women’s ways of knowing, being, and theorizing as legitimate 

and necessary to academic transformation.  

 Reframing Vulnerability as Epistemic Resistance and Strength 

I encourage African female students in higher education and international students 

worldwide to actively seek support and share the vulnerabilities they encounter during their 

academic journeys. You know what? Life happens. It happened to me, but these moments of 

vulnerability, ranging from cultural dissonance, systemic marginalization, financial constraints, 

immigration challenges, and identity negotiations to racial microaggressions, epistemic 

exclusion, feelings of invisibility, and identity fragmentation, should not be mistaken for 

personal weaknesses or shortcomings. Instead, they highlight the structural, intersectional, and 

cultural burdens that transnational scholars face. In many African societies, including Ghana, 

vulnerability is often misunderstood as a sign of weakness or shame, influenced by cultural 

norms that prioritize silence and endurance as forms of resilience. However, in U.S. higher 

education and many Western educational settings where mental health issues are understood and 

openly discussed, speaking about one’s struggles to trusted individuals, including trained and 

certified persons, is not only a courageous act but also a critical scholarly practice. Because I 
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believe it fosters healing, understanding, solidarity, and institutional support while resisting the 

erasure and marginalization that may/are encountered. Telling such truth asserts presence, 

personhood, and the right to be heard in spaces that were not originally built for our experiences. 

I also emphasize the importance of intentional communication. Vulnerability, when 

unspoken, risks invisibility or misinterpretation. It cannot be assumed that faculty, peers, or 

institutional stakeholders will intuitively recognize these challenges without explicit 

communication. Thus, creating avenues for disclosure through narratives, mentorship programs, 

support groups, research opportunities, storytelling projects, culturally informed counseling 

services, and safe space is essential for fostering this wellness. Institutions must move beyond 

superficial statements of access and success to cultivate environments where African women and 

international scholars are not merely present but also heard, believed, and understood in their full 

complexity. This call also involves African women redefining vulnerability as agency and 

knowledge sharing rather than viewing it as weakness and shame.  

From this dissertation, I have learned that the act of naming one’s pain and sharing one’s 

experiences is a decolonial gesture that challenges dominant ideas of strength, which transforms 

personal struggles into opportunities for advocacy, community growth, and institutional change. 

Most importantly, recognizing vulnerability as a legitimate way of knowing enables African 

women and other international student-scholars to see their truth-telling as both a form of 

personal liberation and a collective scholarly effort to succeed in higher education.
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The End 
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