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BY MAUREEN
NAKATUDDE

7 n Uganda, mathematics has

0 long been reganded as a dillicul
subject. For decades, it was also

| amale-dominated academic

|
]
1 space. That changed in 2022

#4 when Berty Nannyonga Kivumbi

Desphe her demanding schedule

as a scientist, academic leader
and researcher, Prof. Nannyonga
has made it a personal mission 1o
mentor young people, espedally
pirls, o embrace Sdence,
Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics (STEM). Through

was elecied the country's first
female professor of mathematics.
With four post-doctoral

i and ad sk

e Assoc, of Women
Mathematicians Ugamda (AWoM),
she leads nationwide effons

10 change amrudes towards

academic career, she shattered
a historic barrier in a field many
students fear to pursue.

through mentarship,
advocacy and capacty building.

Waorking with a team of soentists

drawn from universities including
Kyambogo, Busitema, Muni and
Mbarara, Prof. Nannyonga travels

across the country 1o reach students

in some of Uganda's most remote
communitics.

“What makes leamers fail
mathematics is the poor attinde
they have owards it. Once that
changes, many begin 10 apprediate
and understand the subject and
then they pass.™

REACHING GIRLS
Under AWM, Prof. Nannyonga
and her colleagues have visited

Kalangala island where girls paddle

canoes to school and Kampala
where sudents are ransponed by
school buses. The contrast is stark,
yet the challenges share common
ToO1S.

fgirls who miss school during
rainy seasons because
travel by canoe becomes

Prof. Nannyonga
notes a reality that
undermines anendance
and performance.

Beyond weather

conditions, the girls fzce
shonages of schalastic
matenals, pressure 1o

S engage in fish trading
& and early relationships
that increase the risk.
of dropping out.
AWoM intervened by
encouraging the girls 1o
persist with education

derail their studies.
in 2020 and 2021 10

young mothers

In Kalangala, she encountered

and resist pressures that

After the lackdowns

Dr Prol. Nannyonga at Makerere Freedom Square
setting off for the Mathematics Marathon

Prof. Nannyenga relaxing

'Inn. EANWoBASM ; am visited Mayuge and ENncouraged

gnant girls to school

Programme, supporting thej
academic, prnlessional.gan :J;::sngj
journeys. '

Prof. Nannyonga says her
[ETealest molivation comes frg,
students she mentors. ‘I(nn'-\;':q\p:l’lc
that my work influences lives,
especially young girls, keeps me
moving even on difficult days,* she
says.

ACADEMIC JOURNEY
Among her achievemenis, Prof.
MNannyonga is most proud of
completing her doctoral studies |y
a record time of three years, while
simullaneously obtaining a lice ntiate
degree. {The Finnish university
system recognises the licenting as
an advanced qualification within
doctoral training, demonstraling
deep research competence even
before completion of a PhD.)
“That period wransformed me

girls 1o return to school in 2022
However, many were hesiant and
o Ny ad o
N e leam

o ot R 1T unnnvuucE r; :
distnct for two weeks, conducting
hame visits and holding dizlogues SL“S HER GR EAT
with parens o Bunya Sccndey MOTIVATION COMES

“The effor paid off. When schoots  LULLLIBYLIAI
reopened, several young mothers
e o SHE MENTORS.
REGIONAL LEADERSHIP mathematies while promating
Prof. Nannyonga's influence gender equity in STEM education.
stretches beyond Uganda. She is Prof. Nannyonga observed that
the founder of the Easiern Affrica despite strong academic ability,
Network for Women in Basic girls face persistent barriers in
Sciences (EANWoBAS), a regional | applied leaming and innovation.
platiorm promoting collaboration UAMO was designed 1o reposition
and growth in mathematics and h ics as a practical and
physics with plans 1o extend ino prablem-solving discipling
chemistry. EANWoBAS operatesin | aligned with Uganda's National
Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda | Development Plan IV, Vidqn 2040,
and Zambia with South Sudan and | the comperency-based curricul
Ethiopia also partcipating. and the Sustainable Development

She also founded the Uganda Goals. Although boys panicipate,
Applied Mathematics Olympiad the focus remains en the girl child,
(UAMO); an initative designed 1o Since 2013, she has also
nurure young talent, swengthen mentored students under the
problen-solving skills and simphfy | Mastercard Foundation Scholars,

C 1 in ies. 1 taughy
me focus, discipline and the abiliy
1o remain sirong amidst challenging
siiuations.”

In 2020, Prof. Nannyonga appl ed
her skills in biomathematics while
working with the Ministry of Healiy

HERS SAY

pawanda, a mathematics lecturer at Mbarara
Jescribes Prof. Mannyanqga as a mentor, who uplifts
n. She credits her with helping younn academics
conlidence and engage with wider prafessional
he Is in a lield where |here are very lew women. |t

i1, 1 can also make it Nabawanda says.

a district, the Bukasa Secondary Sehool headteacher
ceembwayo, says mentorship from women scientists
translormed academic outcomes, In 2021,

the school recorded its fi

t two femaie

students with first-grade resulls at
Uganda Certificate of Education

|'.'ﬂi‘]p COVID-19 pandemic.

’?:mh ¥ parcularly in ideniifying

areas requiring targeted vaccination

jon. "My physics and
came into play in
Jocating such areas,” she explains.

ENSURING BALANCE

‘manage her many
To lities, she relies on

rucured routines and faith,
g Mass before work
&:I:htrmd provides spirial

palance. She intentionally schedules

sime with het Immediate and
exended family, including weekly
meetings with her siblings who run
a liquld soap business together.
=My siblings and | meet once
aweek o make soap and also
how the business goes,” she
She adds that this has

them to stay connected and

support one another.

Exercise, such as walking and
Joping helps her relieve siress,
while occasional self-care activities
ensure emotional and mental well-
being. She believes that balance is

n care regime
woman desires to look
Prof. Nannyonga says
for skin care is using a
for gentle exfoliation
ic for ts brightening
nflammatery properties.
petraleum felly on

she says keeps it

level. “They told the girls that in
spite of the hardships they faca,
the rewards of education are
immeasurable,” he says.
Professor Mannyonga continues
to rewrite what is possible fo
qgirls and women in mathematics,
one student and one community at

Nabawanda a time.

model data for decision-

essential for effective leadership
and long-term impact,

LESSONS, INSPIRATION
Prof. Nannyonga draws inspiration
from her mother, Theresa
Nakaweesa Kivumbi, whose
swength and support shaped her
resilience. She also credits the now

deceased Prol. Livingstone Luboohi

for academic mentorship and

al scholar

adding that responsibility and |

rpose were deeply rooted in their
upbringing. All 14 siblings went on
1o graduate and succeed in their

She admits that earlier in life, she |

ack B

and institutions that broadened her
expasure. She also emulares [avid
Sumpter, a professor of applied
mathematics at Uppsala University
and the author of the Ten
Equations that Rule the World, The
International Science Programme,

for providing opportunities through

funding in research and exposure,
inspired Prof. Nannyonga to take
a deep dive into the mathemazics
subject.

Growing up in a large
family instilled disciplinz and
accountability. “Our father
ensured holidays were not periods
of idleness, but growth
opportunites,” she recalls,

Crazlest thing
for love: The
crazlest thing

Prof. Nannyonga has ever done

for love was using mathematics

to plan a surprise for

i

responsibility,” she says, adding
that she has since learmed 1o
combine initiative with teamwork,
making her more effective in

Her favourite book is The 7

| Hahits of Highly Effective People
by Stephen R. Covey. The phrase
“begin with the end in mind™
guides her approach o bfe and

A VISION FOR WOMEN

1f she could change one thing for
women, Prof. Nannyonga
would ensure equal access to
education and oppormunites,
particularly in STEM fields.

If Prf, Nanmyanga could
change ona thing for women, it

nyonga taking time o pamper herself

“1would like to leave a legacy of
empowerment through education
1 want young people. particularly
grrls, 1o be inspired to innovate,
solve real-world problems and
contribute meaningfully o
Uganda's development,” she says

She envisions expanding
UAMO w0 every secondary school,
bridging the gender gap in STEM
and driving natonal development
through applied mathematics.

She hopes 1o be remembered as
sameone who created opportunities,
broke barmiers and showed that
knowledge, creatviry and resilience
can transform communities.

If she had 20 minutes with
acelebriry.... President Yowen
Museveni and First Lady and
Minister of Education and Sports
Janet Museveni are the people Prof

“1 zim to demonstrate how

| deliberate innovatons in

mathemancs through the UAMO
can transform science educanon,
promote gender equity in STEM
and make mathematics more
accessible zcross Uganda,” she
5

“While science often receives

speclal. ¥| calculated the best
timing, co-ordinated logistics
and optimised every detall to
make the gesture perfect.”

particularly in education and STEM
fizlcts. When women thrive, she

stron, s is

frequenily overlooked, yet it is truly

the queen of scence; by prioritising
hemarice :

P scence
becomes far easier.”

EDUCATIONAL
BACKGROUND,
PROFESSIONAL
PROFILE

EARLY EDUCATIOM:
®Attended ent Primary
School lower primary.
*Complatad ugpper primary at
Blessed Sacrament Kimarya.

SECONDARY EDUCATIOM:
®5tudied O'level at Christ
the King Secondary School
Kalisizo,

s Completed Alavel at Trinity
Collaga Nabbingo.

UMDERGRADUATE AND
POSTGRADUATE STUDIES:
ined 3 Bachelor of

in Mathamatics from Makerere
University. .
eComplated a Licentiate
degree in Mathematical
Biosconomics at Uppsala
University,

®Attained a PhD in
mathematics through a

joint sandwicn) programme
between Makerera University
and Uppsala University.

POSTDOCTORAL
QUALIFICATIONS
®Mathematics Education =
University of Cambridge.
eMathematical Bioeconomics
= Uppsala University.
Biestatistics - Linkoping
University.
#Biomathematics - African
Institute for Mathematical
Sciences.

PROFESSIONAL ROLES
AND RECOGNITION

#Sarves as an ambassador
on the Committee for Women
in mathematics under the
International Mathzmatical
Union.

@inductad into the Uganda
National Academy of Sciences
in 2017,

#Board member of the
National Identification and
Registration Autharity (NIRA).

@ CamScanner



