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INFORMATION ON TOSTAN
By Molly Melching


Tostan was founded in 1991 as a nongovernmental organization dedicated to the goal of empowering African populations to improve the social, political and economic aspects of their lives through participatory education. 

In seeking this goal Tostan has always focused on one major objective: developing and implementing a model for empowerment of African communities leading to positive and deep social transformation on a large scale. In this model, Tostan implements an innovative two-year holistic education program that leads to both social and economic empowerment. 

Tostan was one of the first organizations in Africa to develop a comprehensive human rights education program in national languages that has allowed thousands of participants with no formal education to both understand and apply their human rights and responsibilities in their everyday life. They also receive practical experience in managing money through micro-credit loans and solving community problems through such projects as building latrines and wood-saving stoves and starting health stations. In addition, Tostan provides extensive training for 16-member Community Management Committees who coordinate and manage village initiatives. Evaluations have demonstrated that these committees are essential to long-term sustainability and success in achieving development goals.

In the past 14 years, an emphasis on continuous participant feedback and external evaluations has allowed the program to evolve and respond to the real interests and needs of the populations it serves. One of the major turning points in the program’s development was the participant-suggested addition of a democracy and human rights module in 1995, which has led to unprecedented results in hundreds of communities: dramatic increases in vaccination rates, systematic birth registration, campaigns for sending girls to school, ending forced and child marriage, ensuring women’s participation in family and community affairs and improved economic conditions.

Perhaps the most visible result of Tostan’s learner-centered program has been the abandonment of Female Genital Cutting (FGC) by nearly 1,600 communities, representing approximately 33% of those who once practiced in Senegal. Tostan’s nondirective education program includes positive messages of health and human rights and aims at coordinated abandonment of FGC within intra-marrying groups through public declaration. This allows communities to change their social convention together so that no one individual or family will be harmed. Public declarations of abandonment are carried out in an atmosphere of pride and joy rather than of shame and sorrow. In an accelerating series of such abandonments beginning in 1998, supported by UNICEF, SIDA and other donors, about 600,000 people have joined in this movement. Furthermore, the process of transformation continues to widen and to accelerate, such that in a few years FGC will be a thing of the past in all of Senegal. This will be a major milestone in the initiative for FGC abandonment throughout Africa.

Another important result of the human-rights based education program has taken place at the family level: after learning about their children’s rights to education and health, many parents have begun abandoning the practice of sending their daughters to be housemaids and their sons to be “talibes” (street beggars in Koranic schools). Most communities have also abandoned the use of violence for disciplining their children and have started “dialogue committees” to enforce the new community norms. By respecting the human rights of their children, these parents, in partnership with religious and traditional leaders, have made an immediate impact on the lives of thousands of children throughout Senegal.

Even with its proven ability to get such immediate results, Tostan does not see its program as an end, but rather a beginning. In the community, easy-to-understand, interactive workbooks allow class participants and Community Management Committees to review, apply, and spread their knowledge of program topics long after classes finish; small projects created through micro-loans continue to generate vital income; and the training of CMC committee members in each village establishes an essential resource team capable of identifying, selecting, implementing, managing, and evaluating future projects. 

To date, Tostan has worked directly in over 1,500 communities in all regions of Senegal; 120 villages in upper, middle and lower Guinea; 23 villages in Burkina Faso; and 11 villages in Mali and the Sudan. The program has directly reached approximately 50,000 people and indirectly more than 900,000 people. Many international organizations, including the World Health Organization, have called for replication of the Tostan model throughout Africa including specific requests from the Gambia, Liberia, Mali, Nigeria, Ghana, Mauritania, Somalia, the Sudan, Djibouti and Kenya. 

To meet this demand, Tostan has constructed a regional training center in Thiès, Senegal which opened its doors in September, 2004. This center will also be crucial in Tostan’s future replication plans as Unicef New York has now decided to promote a global initiative for FGC abandonment using the strategy of human rights-based education, organized diffusion and public declaration, with Tostan as a primary model.


Molly Melching, founder and director of Tostan, came to Senegal in 1974 as a researchscholar to study African literature. She was supposed to leave after six months but today, 30 years later, she is still active in Senegal. During the years 1982-1985  Molly Melching developed the Tostan non-formal adult education program with the village of Saam Ndiaye, outside of Thiès. 1987-1989 the program was experimented in 27 villages in the Thiès and Kolda regions, before the official foundation of the organisation Tostan in 1991. After a rapid spread, the Tostan program is now becoming a regional model.

