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Access to ICT Higher Education: 

Reflections on Good Practices in Promoting 
Gender Equality at Makerere University

Aramanzan Madanda and Peace Mutuwa

This chapter explores access to Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 
training in Makerere University by gender. It focuses on selected examples showing 
the promotion of  general access to ICT training in the university.  Examples of  the 
Department of  Women and Gender Studies (DWGS) and the Faculty of  Computing 
and Information Technology (FCIT) are utilised.   The paper also analyses the efforts 
of  the gender mainstreaming division (GMD). The division is charged with the role 
of  mainstreaming gender into all aspects of  the university, including gendering the 
ICT training process. In all, the measures aimed at promoting and / or improving 
access to ICT higher education are tackled. In this context, the purpose of  this paper 
is twofold: one, to present good practices that can be emulated in developing relevant 
ICT training policies and practices in similar higher institutions of  learning; and two, 
to make recommendations for possible utilisation by organisations and institutions of  
higher learning as well as governments. 

Background
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has been identified as one possible 
means of  leapfrogging poor economies from peasant to modern information societies 
(UNECA, 2003). Similarly, higher education in ICT is becoming widely recognised by 
several countries worldwide as a means of  developing an efficient human resource 
capacity that is required to ensure economic growth and sustainable development 
(Changeiywo, 2002). The Uganda government fully recognises the roles of  ICT and 
has formulated a national policy framework that covers information as a resource for 
development, mechanisms for accessing information, and ICT as an industry, including 
e-business, software development and manufacturing. The policy looks at various 
categories of  information from different sectors, essentially aimed at empowering 
people to improve their living conditions. The sectors include: health, education, 
agriculture, energy, environment, business, and science and technology. The policy 
recognises the role of  private and public sectors as critical in promoting ICT. The 
government further identifies Makerere University as key in ICT education provision 
(ROU, 2002). The Uganda National Gender Policy framework recognises that gender is 
integral to all development initiatives, including ICT education. Therefore strengthening 
equal access of  women and men to ICT in higher levels of  education is one important 
way of  addressing this concern. 
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Makerere University’s Strategic Plan prioritises ICT and gender mainstreaming as 
the main areas to be addressed in the 2000/01 –2004/05 period.  Henceforth, the 
university has put in place a broadband fibre optic infrastructure that spans most of  
the main campus providing opportunity for high-speed connectivity to the intranet 
and the Internet.  A policy and master plan for ICT is in place and its vision is “to 
provide a university-wide access to, and utilisation of  information and communication 
technology to enhance the position of  Makerere University as a centre of  academic 
excellence, and its contribution to the sustainable development of  society”. Several 
units in the university are mandated to ensure that ICT training and services are made 
available to the university community and beyond. 

There are academic, professional and in-service ICT training programmes conducted 
within the university. The Faculty of  Computing and Information Technology (FCIT) is 
the lead provider of  these programmes. The Directorate of  ICT Support (DICTS) was 
established to provide university-wide back-up support. This is in recognition of  the 
scarcity of  ICT expertise, and to rationalise and contain the escalating costs that would 
result from multiple hiring of  such expertise.  The directorate has a central service unit 
that provides expert services and guidance to all academic and administrative units of  
the university.

Other units, however, do offer ICT training, research and outreach. For example the 
Department of  Women and Gender Studies (DWGS) offers the CISCO programme; 
the School of  Education offers the Master of  Science (MSc) in ICT Education, while 
the Makerere University Business School (MUBS) offers Business Computing and ICT 
Policy and Regulation courses.  Other units have courses related to their mandates and 
needs such as statistical computing in the Institute of  Statistics and Applied Economics 
(ISAE) and typing and keyboarding skills in the Institute of  Languages (for Bachelor 
of  Secretarial Studies students).  This paper focuses on the bigger question of  access 
to ICT higher education by gender, using three examples of  the DWGS, FCIT and the 
efforts of  the Gender Mainstreaming Division (GMD). By higher education we mean 
training offered at university.

Using the above examples we would like to answer the following questions: Do 
women have equal access to ICT education? Does the ICT education curriculum in 
place enhance employment and education opportunities for women? Do the new trends 
in ICT education replicate patterns of  inequality in the education sector? What are the 
main barriers women have to overcome to participate actively in digital education?  Can 
we draw any lessons from the existing initiatives at Makerere University? This paper 
attempts to respond to these questions using the available anecdotal evidence. This may 
raise further questions for enquiry rather than trying to close debate on this topic.

Gender Disparities in Higher Education
According to the UNESCO World Education Report (UNESCO, 2000), literacy rates in 
sub-Saharan Africa stand at 50.1% for women and 66.7% for men. More and more girls 
drop out of  the system between primary and secondary school and again at different 
secondary levels, making the disparities more glaring in higher education. Women form 
only 33% of  total enrolment in higher education. 
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Another observable fact noted worldwide is the disciplines or professions taken up 
by women in higher education. Women are found mainly in education, humanities and 
social sciences rather than science, mathematics and technology. The need to have all 
this changed is clear.

There are a far smaller number of  women in the computing and IT field than men 
today. According to a Massachusetts Institute of  Technology study (MIT, 1983), women 
in the field are just as qualified as men, yet their numbers remain small. After research, 
the Association for Computing Machinery (ACM, 2002) concluded that in general 
women stop their training in computer science earlier than men, thus accounting for the 
difference in proportion, especially at higher professional levels. While women receive 
about a third of  the undergraduate computer science degrees, much fewer women 
receive master’s degrees, and fewer still stay on to get their PhDs. This means that there 
are far more male computer science professors than female ones, which perpetuates the 
male-dominated atmosphere of  computer science. 

Makerere University has since 1990, given a 1.5 points bonus to any eligible female 
entrant to the university in addition to the individual examination scores. This has 
increased girls’ enrolment from about 20% to about 49% at Makerere University. 
However, girls are still concentrated in the traditional subjects and courses. Women 
are beginning to outnumber men students in fields such as Law but not in science, 
mathematics and technology courses (Kwesiga, 2002). Women now constitute the 
majority of  the teaching assistants at Makerere University.  We explore the question of  
access further using two case studies below: the DWGS and FCIT.

The Case of  the Department of  Women and Gender Studies (DWGS)
The DWGS in the Faculty of  Social Sciences has the mission of  ensuring that gender 
is mainstreamed into all aspects of  economic, political and socio-cultural development. 
It works towards developing the discipline of  women and gender at the local, national 
and international levels.  Through its outreach programme, the department, like other 
university units, works to “take the University to the people”. From 2002, DWGS 
commenced the Cisco Certified Networking (CCNA) course under the CISCO 
Networking Academy Programme (CNAP) with the aim of  contributing towards 
reducing the gender digital divide. The CNAP is an international training programme 
that covers designing, building, and maintaining computer networks.  One argument 
for placing this course in DWGS was that “you can get more women to take on ICT 
initiatives if  you placed them in units where women are in the majority than in units that 
are traditionally male-dominated.”   The CCNA programme was closely followed by 
the establishment of  another computer maintenance course, Information Technology 
Essentials (IT ESS) under the CNAP.  In between the establishment of  CCNA and IT 
ESS, it was learnt that most students who enrolled had no training in basic computer 
skills. The department responded by introducing a basic computer training course. 

Furthermore, in addition to basic computer skills, a theoretical discussion of  Gender 
and ICT is part of  the curriculum of  the Master of  Arts (MA) and the Bachelor of  Arts 
(BA) students taking the gender, science and technology course.
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What have been the lessons and achievements?

True to the initial thought, placing the IT programme in women and gender studies, 
where women are in the majority, has resulted in the fact that most of  the students and 
graduates are female. The graphs below illustrate this point.

Graph 14.1:  CCNA enrolment Oct. 2002 – July 2005. Source: DWGS Sustainability 
Plan, 2005

Graph 1 shows the enrolment trends on the CCNA programme at DWGS over the 
years, since the time of  inception in October 2002. High enrolment of  female, is 
maintained each year. This serves as a good indicator in promoting female participation 
in the programme.

Graph 14.2:  Enrolment  IT ESS 1 & 2 programme since 2003. Source: DWGS 
Academy Sustainability Plan, 2005

Graph 2 shows the enrolment trends on the IT Essentials I & II programme at DWGS 
over the years, since the time of  inception in 2003. Similarly, high enrolment of  female, 
is realised per year.

However, while placing the IT programme in Women and Gender Studies was 
necessary in ensuring a higher number of  females in the programme, it was not sufficient.  
Building on donor support for infrastructure, equipment and software provision, the 
department has had to employ other strategies.  These include:  offering scholarships and 
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tuition subsidies to females; offering career guidance and mentoring students beyond 
the training period; following up with parents and working in partnership with women’s 
organisations and mainstream institutions that support women’s ICT initiatives.  More 
important, however, has been the support from critical Makerere University organs such 
as the Directorate of  ICT, the top university leadership, the Faculty of  Social Sciences as 
well as the presence of  the FCIT. FCIT provision for admission of  CCNA students to 
the degree level has provided a useful upward opportunity for female students.  In a way 
this programme has provided a stepping stone for students to advance their academic 
career in Computing and IT education. This was made possible by the university’s 
move to recognise the CCNA qualification as an equivalent to a Diploma in Computer 
Science.  A large number of  the openings available in the Computing and IT courses 
have been filled up by the CCNA holders.

Coupled with this has been a strategy of  “looking for the women” wherever they 
are, the most effective method being person-to-person contact. In short we have learnt 
that whereas it is much easier to attract males to ICT training, for females you need 
extra effort and commitment.  The department is now, with support from the Carnegie 
Corporation sconducting research to explore factors influencing university-wide access 
and utilisation of  ICT.  Hopefully this will provide more information on this subject.

The Case of  FCIT
The Faculty of  Computing and Information Technology (FCIT), Makerere University, 
was established in 1986 as the Institute of  Computer Science (ICS).  The purpose was 
to meet the increasing demand for computing and information technology services in 
Uganda in particular and the African region in general.  The institute rapidly grew into 
a Faculty of  Computing and Information Technology (FCIT) with four departments, 
namely Computer Science, Information Systems, Information Technology, and 
Networks in 2005.  The institute provides a wide range of  training opportunities from 
“certificate to PhD”, including research and consulting services to the wider public.  It 
runs both academic and professional programmes with the latter including the CNAP 
and Microsoft Academy courses.   FCIT has probably the largest enrolment of  students 
in IT and Computer Science, placing it at the top of  computer training in Uganda. 
Below we report on the growth in enrolment over the years by sex of  students for the 
diploma, undergraduate degree and graduate programmes. 
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Table: 14.1: Undergraduate Admissions 2002/3- 2004/5

Year Course M F Tot. F%

2002/3 BSC 57 18 75 24

2003/4 BSC 115 54 169 32

2004/05 BSC 169 103 272 38

BIT 522 383 905 42

DCS 48 20 68 29

Total 911 578 1489 39

Source: Makerere University Undergraduate Admissions Records

Table 1 indicates growing enrolment of  females in Bachelor of  Computer Science 
Course (BSC).  When the FCIT introduced the Bachelor of  Information Technology 
Programme in 2004, general admissions went up but the percentage of  women in 
the BIT course was higher than in BSC. The diploma in Computer Science (DCS) is 
attracting fewer females than BIT. The introduction of  the BIT course mainly explains 
the general rise of  female enrolment to 39% overall.  Note that FCIT performs far 
better in proportional female enrolment than the traditional science courses which are 
not the subject of  this paper.

Table 14.2:  Graduate Registered Students 2001 to 2005

Year Course Male Female Total Female%

2001/2 PGDCS 108 23 131           18 

MSCCS 26 7 33           21 

2002/3 PGDCC 4 0 4           0 

MSCCS 25 8 33           24 

PhD 0 1 1         100 

2003/4 PGDCS 37 21 58           36 

MSCCS 66 22 88           25 

PhD 0 2 2         100 

2004/5 PGDCS 40 17 57           30 

MSCCS 74 20 94           21 
MIT 0 1 1         100 
 380 122 502           24 

Source: Graduate School Statistical Summary of  Registered Students, as at 09/08/05
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Key: PGDCS = Postgraduate Diploma in Computer Science, MSCCS = Master of  
Science in Computer Science, and MIT = Master of  Science in Information Technology.  
Note that this is not a complete list of  courses offered in FCIT. 

Table 2 shows the officially registered graduate students pursiomg the Postgraduate 
Diploma in Computer Science, Master in Computer Science, Master in Information 
Technology, PhD in Computing and IT at FCIT from 2001/02 to 2004/5. Graphs 3 
and 4 below present a more vivid picture.

Graph 14.3:  Registered Undergraduate Students

Graph 14.3 shows the enrolment trend in the bachelor’s degree programme at the FCIT. 
Despite the increased enrolment figures with the introduction of  new programmes 
such as BIT, fewer females still register for the programmes.

Graph 14.4:  Registered Graduate Students

Graph 14.4 shows the enrolment 
trend in the graduate programmes of  
Postgraduate Diploma, Master and 
PhD at the FCIT. Even when the both 
registered Ph.D students are female, 
overall there are far more males at 
graduate level than females.
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What do we learn from the trends?

Notably, the proportionate number of  females has risen from 24% for undergraduate 
programmes in 2001/2 academic years to about 39% in all undergraduate programmes 
in 2004/5.  The largest concentration of  females however is in BIT, where they 
constitute 42% of  the total. Furthermore, there is a gap in female enrolment between 
undergraduate and graduate programmes. Relatively higher enrollment numbers have 
been registered on the undergraduate programme (29% overall) as compared to the 
graduate programmes that is considerably low (24% overall). Additionally, growth 
in enrolment in the graduate programmes has been very low.  Curiously, though, all 
registered  PhD candidates so far are female. This however may be due to the preference 
by females to register at home universities rather than study abroad owing to conjugal 
and family responsibilities.

It is important to note that the rise in the number of  females in FCIT has been a 
result of  a number of  strategies. Our personal interview with the Dean of  the Faculty 
indicated the utilisation of  four strategies to increase female enrolment: employing 
50% female instructors, especially on professional programmes; the role-model effect 
on girls; creating open entry requirements, e.g. CCNA; offering scholarships to some 
brilliant female students. Further analysis indicates that efforts to increase female 
enrolment in Computer Science and Information Technology have included efforts 
outside FCIT, such as those of  DWGS already discussed above and the Gender 
Mainstreaming Division discussed below, including factors that are beyond the scope 
of  this write-up.

The Contribution of  the Gender Mainstreaming Division (GMD)
To strengthen the gender mainstreaming programme, Makerere University established 
the Gender Mainstreaming Division (GMD) in 2002.  Gender mainstreaming in Makerere 
University is a strategy for making women’s and men’s concerns and experiences an 
integral dimension of  the university function so that women and men benefit equally, 
thus ensuring that inequality is not perpetuated.  The division was “strategically” placed 
as a unit within the department of  the Academic Registrar (AR). The logic was that the 
AR department interfaces with all university units, hence an anticipated greater effect. 
The GMD was established with the aim of  engendering the university function across 
the board. Among other  specific objectives of  the division are: to ensure  gender 
balance in students’ enrolment and improved performance across all disciplines; to 
advocate increased recruitment, promotion and retention of  female staff; and to 
promote the integration of  gender  in the university curriculum and research.  One of  
the key contributions to the enrolment of  females in science in general and ICT courses 
in particular has been the Female Scholarship Initiative (FSI). Under the FSI, the division 
offers scholarships to females admitted to Makerere University, 70% of  whom must be 
science students.  The Carnegie Corporation-supported initiative is a scholarship scheme 
for undergraduate female students who qualify for university education but fail to enrol 
owing to financial difficulties. The scholarship scheme applies to Ugandan females not 
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more than 25 years from genuinely poor socio-economic backgrounds and who hope 
to be admitted to Makerere University on the Private Sponsorship Scheme (first years 
only) on full-time study programmes (day, evening or afternoon) . The selection criteria 
givepriority to those admitted to Science programmes and females from underrepresented 
and disadvantaged districts of  Uganda. Table 3 below shows the number of  beneficiaries 
of  this scheme since the 2001/2 academic year. 

Table 14.3:  Arts and Science FSI beneficiaries 2001/2-2004/5

Year Arts Sciences Total Science %

2001/02 47 92 139 66

2002/03 71 138 209 66

2003/04 40 114 154 74

2004/05 25 73 98 74

Total 183 417 600 70

Source: GMD Records

From Table 3, the FSI did not obtain the envisaged 70 entrants in the first two years.  
From the 2003/4 academic year females sponsored by the programme on the science 
courses have exceeded the target. While the increase can be attributed to factors such as 
increasing publicity of  the FSI initiative, it can also be seen that growth coincided with 
the introduction of  BIT, one of  the courses of  choice for female FSI beneficiaries.

Table 4 below shows the distribution of  FSI beneficiaries in the selected science 
courses offered at Makerere University for the years 2001 to 2005. Again it is clear that 
Bachelor of  Information Technology and Bachelor of  Computer Science have had the 
largest share compared to courses in engineering or science education. 

Table 14.4:  FSI beneficiaries for selected science courses

Course 2001/2 2002/3 2003/4 2004/5 Total
Bachelor of Information Technology 0 0 0 10 10
Bachelor of Science in Computer Science 0 6 12 11 29
Bachelor of Science 3 2 6 1 12
Bachelor of Science in Survey 1 0 1 0 2
Bachelor of Medicine and Surgery 1 0 0 0 1
Electrical Engineering 3 2 0 0 5
Civil Engineering 2 0 1 1 4
Mechanical Engineering 3 2 1 0 6
Bachelor of Science with  Education 1 3 5 1 10
Total 14 15 26 24 79

Source: GMD Records
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A look at Table 14.4 shows that the largest single group of  beneficiaries of  the FSI 
initiative enrol for Information Technology and Computer Science.  Graph 14. 5 below 
illustrates this point more clearly.

 Graph 14. 5

BIT and Computer Science take the largest number and proportion. As the enrolment in 
these grows courses over the years there is a corresponding decline in the beneficiaries 
sponsored for courses in Engineering, Education or Survey.

Conclusion and Recommendations
From the foregoing one can see the strides that have been so far made. These have to 
be understood in perspective. One does not need to lose sight of  the broader gender 
equality initiatives in the country and outside, for instance by the government, non-
governmental organisations and other agencies.  The internal University-wide initiatives 
are critical, including the policy of  gender mainstreaming which has had many gender 
equity initiatives at the university such as:

• The 1.5 Points Scheme, an affirmative action programme to increase female 
student numbers. This provides for additional bonus points to eligible 
female applicants. The scheme has progressively raised the percentage of  
female students from an average of  20% to about 35% in 1998 and to 42% 
in 2004; 

• Establishment of  the Department of  Women and Gender Studies in 1991; 
• The Female Scholarship Initiative (FSI) and a series of  gender-oriented 

academic and institutional capacity-enhancement initiatives in the 
university;
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• Gender mainstreaming in the Faculty of  Agriculture, comprising 
scholarships for women in agriculture-related fields, gender mainstreaming 
of  the curriculum and gender sensitization workshops for academic staffs;

• Commencement of  course units focusing on gender in diverse disciplines 
in many faculties, schools and departments, e.g. the Department of  Political 
Science, Faculty of  Law, Institute of  Languages, Department of  Mass 
Communication, Department of  History and Department of  Sociology.

The specific initiatives mentioned above make one point:  Gender equality does not 
just come by; you have to work for it. However, despite the gender initiatives, there are 
persistent gender gaps in enrolment in both undergraduate and postgraduate levels, in 
the humanities as well as in Science programmes. Specifically the Computer Science and 
Information Technology programme has done relatively well compared to the other 
science disciplines in the university though gaps still persist, especially at the graduate 
level.   In view of  the foregoing, we would like to make some recommendations for 
possible adoption:
1. It is clear that science initiatives focusing on women can lead to increased 

female enrolment in the sciences.  Governments could as a policy look at the 
establishment of  Women’s Science and Technology institutions.

2. There should be a broader gender-friendly policy framework in the country 
and institutions of  higher learning.  In the medium term, affirmative action 
initiatives for women have worked for Makerere University to an extent. A 
comprehensive gender-friendly framework is important.

3. Flexible entry requirements to university ICT courses are a good initiative.  
When Makerere University recognised the CCNA as adequate for entry, 
the number of  females in BIT went up. Similarly, establishing more courses 
related to information technology and management has attracted many 
females. This is a lesson some other science courses can emulate, including 
putting up remedial programmes if  necessary. 

4. There is need for mobilisation and provision of  resources and adequate 
financing.  Scholarships have played a role in the case studies discussed in this 
paper.  Governments, however, will need to plan and provide for a sustainable 
source as some of  the funding has been largely sourced from donors and may 
not be available perpetually.  For a start, all university units could frequently 
budget for their gender programmes.  There is no course that does not 
require gender. 

Summary 
The paper has indicated that access to ICT higher education training at Makerere 
University is from a gender perspective and improving particularly at the undergraduate 
level. This is particularly true to the BIT course. Computer science is still largely a male 
area. ICT training holds out the promise of  reducing gaps in science and technology 
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training compared to the traditional sciences.  The current position has been the result 
of  a number of  comprehensive efforts in the past and currently involving a wide range 
of  actors.

At the graduate level, gender gaps in ICT training are still much wider and the 
challenge of  keeping women in this filed up to the top levels is not yet over.  Questions 
of  sustaining and improving the trends to reach a point of  equality need to be addressed. 
Gender-focused initiatives like what pertains at DWGS need emphasising. 
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