
Africa’s Girl Power 

By DAVID BORNSTEIN 
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/03/07/africas-girl-power/ 

On Thursday, thousands of organizations around the world will celebrate 
International Women’s Day, acknowledging women’s achievements and drawing 
attention to their continuing struggles. Thinking about the day, I was reminded of a 
woman named Fiona Mavhinga, whom I met at a conference a few years ago and who 
works for a remarkable organization called Camfed, which supports girls’ education 
in Africa. 

Many believe that the most powerful 
way to bring lasting social change to a 
country is to educate its girls. 

Mavhinga grew up in a rural district of 
Zimbabwe called Wedza, about 80 miles 
south of Harare, the capital. She spent 
most of her childhood living with her 
grandmother because the closest 
primary school was only three miles 
away, a walkable distance for a young 
girl. (The closest school was twice that 
distance from her parents’ home.) When 
she was 13, her father lost his job and 
had to cut back his support for her 
education. To remain in school, 
Mavhinga had to earn money to pay for 
fees, clothes, books, pens and paraffin. She sold vegetables with her grandmother 
before and after school, beginning at 4 a.m. and ending around dinner. “I didn’t have 
any time to do homework during the day,” she recalled. “I had to be at the market, 
then cook dinner, and wash up and do all the other house chores which girls are 
expected to help with.” 

At night, she studied by candlelight. She did well and 
completed high school, but her education would have 
ended there if not for support from Camfed, which 
allowed her to attend the University of Zimbabwe, 
where she graduated in law. When I met her, she told 
me she was supporting the education of 22 children in 
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Zimbabwe — 14 girls and 8 
boys. 
 
I was amazed and humbled. But 
I later discovered that this 
devotion to education was not 
unusual for Camfed alumni — 
or for the tens of thousands of 
villagers that Camfed has 
touched. 

Camfed (the Campaign for 
Female Education) was founded 
in 1993 by a Welsh social 
entrepreneur named Ann 

Cotton, who began by raising money at her kitchen table to send 32 girls from poor 
families in Zimbabwe to school. Today, the organization works with 3,667 schools in 
rural parts of Zimbabwe, Zambia, Tanzania, Ghana and Malawi, and has provided 
direct support for more than half a million children to attend primary school. Camfed 
has also provided grants to enable 60,000 girls to complete secondary school, 
supported 15,000 more who attend university or receive business training, and 
provided financing for 8,000 of their enterprises. 

Cama was started in 1998 by the first 400 women who received Camfed’s support 
through secondary school. They were confronted with the question, what to do next? 
They saw that an alumni association could not only help members start businesses, 
explore job opportunities and deal with the social obstacles women faced, but could 
provide mentors to encourage the next generation of girls. In rural areas, schools 
don’t provide career guidance. How do young girls hear about opportunities? How do 
they come to envision a better future?  

Cama is responding to these challenges. It has grown into a force for social change. 
The association now boasts 17,600 members — there will be tens of thousands more 
in coming years — and they all go through a four-month probationary period to 
demonstrate commitment to girls’ empowerment. In Zimbabwe, Cama members are 
district coordinators, businesswomen, government officials, leaders of 
nongovernmental oranizations, full-time teachers and doctors. “These women 
understand the transformative power of education because they’ve experienced it 
themselves,” Ann Cotton explained. “And because they understand what it means to 
have been poor, they have a strong sense of empathy. The way they relate to children 
and others in their communities is profoundly respectful. It leads to thousands of 
small actions that, cumulatively, create something extremely powerful.” 



Africa’s Girl Power 

1.  How can you tell that Fiona Mavhinga was motivated to stay in school? 

 

 

 

2.  What are three ways that Camfed (the Campaign for Female Education) has 
affected the lives of young women in Africa?   

A.  

B.  

C. 

3.  The author says, “Many believe that the most powerful way to bring lasting social 
change to a country is to educate its girls.”  Do you agree with this idea?  In a well-
written paragraph of at least 50 words, explain why or why not. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


