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Dear Friends, 
 
As you gather with your community to view Walk on My Own, you will notice the atmosphere of optimism 
throughout the film, particularly among the girls. The then 13-year-old film director, Ndeye Fatou Fall, is often 
laughing. Girls are sharing their dreams for the future. 
 
But Keur Simbara has not always been this way. 
 
“If I had been born in 1990, I would be married by now,” Ndeye Fatou shares in the film. Keur Simbara was among the 
first communities to publicly abandon female genital cutting (FGC) and child marriage in 1998. Ndeye Fatou was born 
five years later, into a family that no longer practices these traditions. 
 
The catalyst for this remarkable change? As Ndeye Fatou interviews her community leaders, they point to one factor: 
empowering education brought to Keur Simbara by Tostan.  
 
Through our holistic, non-formal education program, adults and adolescents with little or no experience with 
schooling learn about democracy, human rights, hygiene, and health. They also acquire literacy and project 
management skills, as well as gain practice in critical thinking and problem-solving. 
 
As a result of Tostan’s work, 8,830 communities in Africa have publicly abandoned FGC and child marriage positively 
impacting an estimated 5.5 million people. Communities are making unprecedented strides towards peace, improved 
health and economic growth.  Women are emerging as leaders at community, district and national levels. Through 
dialogue, whole communities come to consensus on the importance of education for women and girls and how their 
participation is integral to community success.  
 
In Walk on My Own, Ndeye Fatou interviews my mentor, Demba Diawara, the Village Chief and Imam who was one of 
the pioneers of the abandonment movement in Senegal in the late 1990s. Diawara tells of when he learned that 
practices of FGC and child marriage came from tradition rather than religion. “We brought this knowledge home. The 
discussion opened things up. I helped raise awareness for 16 years,” Diawara says.  He adds, “I went to 347 
communities which led to six public declarations to abandon these traditional practices.” 
 
Communities thrive in an environment of dignity and mutual respect for all, and we believe this is an important lesson 
for the world to hear as there is no country or continent without challenges in this area. 
 
Tostan is extremely proud of the progress being achieved for young women across Africa and of the leadership of 
Ndeye Fatou. This work is supported by people like you. 
 
Join hundreds of other Global Mobilizers by giving directly to Tostan’s grassroots innovators in the field, so they can 
continue this important work. Any donation will gain you this recognition. Please consider a monthly sustainer gift.  
 
We have the opportunity to create the world we want to leave behind for future generations. Keur Simbara is a 
shining example of the change that can happen when a generation gets together and decides to make change.   
 
We hope you enjoy the film, and thank you for supporting Tostan. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Molly Melching 
Founder and Creative Director, Tostan 



ByKids: Walk on My Own 
Guide for Viewing Party Hosts

ABOUT THE FILM

Collaborating with BYkids, a non-profit which mentors young people to create 
films which inform, engage and inspire action for social justice, Ndeye Fatou 
had the opportunity to direct her very own film in 2016. She recounts a day 
in the life of her rural Senegalese community, Keur Simbara, and interviews 
community leaders and family members about the positive changes that they 
made following the Tostan program in 1995. She shares with the world her 
experience of growing up in the first generation of young women free from 
female genital cutting and child marriage, able to pursue an education and 
determine her own aspirations for the future.

CONTEXT

SETTING THE STAGE

Take a few moments before the film begins to provide your audience with 
context about this community and the film. Here are some key points:

• This film is made by a 13 year old Senegalese girl named Ndeye Fatou
Fall. She was partnered with a pro-producer through ByKids, an non-
profit creating empathy through movies by kids from around the world.

• Ndeye Fatou is from the village of Keur Simbara, and her life was spared
from female genital cutting and child marriage because her elders
decided to abandon these practices in 1995.

• The reason the elders  ended the practice is because of 3 years of
conversation and dialogue through the NGO Tostan’s Community
Empowerment Program (CEP). CEP employs locals to facilitate a
culturally relevant health and human rights curriculum which has caused
thousands of communities to abandon outdated practices.

• This movie does not depict the practices of FGC and child marriage
since they are abandoned in Keur Simbara, though they are referenced
and we will learn about the global impact they are having.



(30 mins) Guests Arrive

(20 mins) Wrap Up

• Food and beverage available
• Social time

SAMPLE AGENDA 
2 Hour Event

(15 mins) Welcome

(30 mins) Discussion

(25 mins) Watch the Movie

• If the group is 10 or less, do a quick go-around where everyone shares
their name. If everyone knows eachother, ask for a word or two about
why they came to the event.

• For a group larger than 10, have people turn to a neighbor and answer
the same question.

• Provide the audience with context for the film (Ref: Discussion Guide)
• Remind people to turn off their phones and remain quiet!
• Grab a pic and post to social media!

• Groups larger than 10 should break down into pairs or trios to discuss
the questions - facilitator prompts.

• Bring everyone back with 10 mins to spare for whole group reflection

• Pitch for Tostan
• Q&A
• Grab a pic and post to social media!



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Ndeye Fatou Fall

“When people from other countries 
watch the film, if they are still 
practicing child marriage and 
female genital cutting, they will 
wake up after they see this film and 
will want to stop doing those things.”

"I am fortunate to live in a 
community like Keur Simbara 
because we are like one family."

Ndeye Fatou describes many 
aspirations in this film, from being a 
conciousness shifting filmmaker to 
even being the president of Senegal. 
Brainstorm a list of potential ways 
to support youth aspiration in your 
community and take a step!

1.  How might the cultural belief “we are one family” have been 
important to the rapid and widespread abandonment of 
cultural practices like FGC and child marriage in Ndeye Fatou's 
community, and thousands more? 

2. Ndeye Fatou hopes this film helps others who are still practicing 
female genital cutting and child marriage to stop. What are 
some elements in this story 
that could stir change in 
those communities around 
the world?  

3. What opportunities do you 
see to partner with the rising 
generation in West Africa for 
social change?

Next Steps

Theme: Youth Impact



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Mame Marietta Diara
Mame Marietta Diara lost two children 
to FGC, and has been an outspoken 
advocate to end the practices.  

“At the time, if you had not had 
the traditional practice done, you 
would not have a husband. People 
would think you were unclean. 
What you cooked and washed was 
unclean. It was our culture. That’s 
why we did it.”

Theme: The Invisible Power of Social Norms

Next Steps
The people of Keur Simbara had 
difficult conversations around FGC 
and child marriage, and today they are 
proud their girls have more options in 
life through recognizing their human 
rights. Make a list of social norms 
you would like to see shift in your 
lifetime. Share with a friend.

1.  What did the community believe cutting and child marriage 
provided to their girls?

2. Mame Marietta tried to spare her girls. What stopped her?
3. Senegal and neighboring West African countries are not alone 

in their perpetuating of unexamined cultural practices. What 
unjust/unexamined practices have you seen in your lifetime? 
Common examples (US): 

• Slavery
• Women voting
• Women not allowed to work
• Japanese internment camps
• LGBTQ rights
• Current issue: mass 

incarceration, immigrant 
detainment



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Demba Diawara, Imam
Demba Diawara went to 347 
communities over 16 years and did 
six public declarations to abandon 
traditional practices, including female 
genital cutting. 

“Many women died. People would 
see the traditions, but they closed 
their eyes. People would rather die 
for their beliefs than be forced to 
abandon their practices. Times have 
changed. We have been awakened. It 
took courage.” 

Theme: The Role of Men and Power Holders

Next Steps
Community well-being includes 
everyone, and the men involved 
with Tostan report how exciting it is 
to have leadership from women in 
the community. Tell a man or leader 
you care about the story of Demba, 
and how he used his power for the 
abandonment of harmful practices.

“I studied what the Prophet Mohammed said in the Koran. 
We learned that these practices came from our traditions, not 

from our religion. We brought this knowledge home. The 
discussion opened things up.”

1.  What aspects of Demba’s 
position in the community 
helped him accomplish 
his goal of widespread 
abandonment of harmful 
practices?

2. What beliefs would people 
would rather die for than 
change in your community?



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Ramata Sow
Ramata Sow worked to shift 
consciousness to end FGC and child 
marriage at the health center. She is 
also a solar engineer.
“Spreading the word is more 
effective than having a law 
against it. You can tell people that 
it is illegal, but they will do what 
they want when you are gone. 
When you hold discussions to 
raise awareness, anyone can get 
involved.”

Theme: Consciousness vs. Laws

Next Steps
Think about a human rights issue in 
your culture that laws have not helped 
to change. Write down everything you 
observed about creating a dignity 
for all mindset from Ndeye Fatou's 
movie. For additional information on 
community well-being visit tostan.org.

1.  Tostan takes a non-judgemental approach to community 
empowerment, believing that the community will lead 
its own change initiatives. How do you feel about this 
approach? 

2.  Can you think of a time 
in history when laws 
were not enforced until 
people’s beliefs shifted to 
demand enforcement? 



Tostan at a glance

Our Vision: Dignity for All

At Tostan, we believe that development 

when brought about by communities 

themselves. In this community-led 

approach to social change, we see our 

role as a facilitator - to share resources, 

skills, and knowledge that will empower 

communities to set their own goals and 

create change on their own terms.

Through our holistic, human rights-

based education program, the 

Community Empowerment Program 

(CEP), and other projects, we ignite 

community dialogue on a wide range 

of topics including democracy, human 

rights, hygiene and health, and problem 

solving, as well as provide training 

in literacy, numeracy, and project 

management skills.

languages in six African countries: 

Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Mali, Mauritania, 

Senegal, and The Gambia.

CEP participants represent the 

community at large, including women 

and men, girls and boys, elders and 

youth, and various ethnic groups and 

social strata. Most have never been 

to formal school, or dropped out at an 

early age.

Since Tostan’s founding in 1991, 

more than 200,000 individuals 

have participated in our Community 

Empowerment Program (CEP), 

million people indirectly through our 

unique community outreach approach 

called .

Tostan, which means 

‘breakthrough’ in the Wolof 

language, is an international 

nonprofit organization 

headquartered in Dakar, 

Senegal and working in six 

countries in West Africa.

We are dedicated to 

empowering African 

communities to bring about 

sustainable development and 

positive social transformation 

based on respect for human 

rights.

www.tostan.org
info@tostan.org

Working with communities, our holistic 

approach has brought about outcomes 

• Over 7,700 communities from 

eight countries publicly declaring 

abandonment of FGC and 

child/forced marriage

• In Senegal, 5,935 communities have   

  publicly delcared to abandon FGC 

  and child/forced marriage since 1997.

• Promotion of grassroots democracy 

• Enhancement of economic 

opportunities at a local level 

• Emergence of female leadership in the 

community 

• Improvement of literacy and math skills 

• Environmental sustainability 

• Increased vaccination rates 

• Increased enrollment of girls in formal 

school 

• Protection of maternal and child health

• Protection of children’s rights.

CEP participants in Sahre Bocar, Senegal.



External evaluations and internal 

program analysis provide a strong 

evidence base for Tostan’s success in 

the following major impact areas:

Abandonment of female genital 
cutting (FGC) and child marriage

To date, more than 7,700 communities 

in eight countries (Djibouti, Guinea, 

Guinea-Bissau, Mali, Mauritania, 

Senegal, Somalia and The Gambia) 

have publicly declared their 

abandonment of FGC and child/forced 

marriage.

A 2008 UNICEF-funded evaluation 

by Macro International1 confirmed the 

power of these declarations: in Tostan 

communities that participated in public 

declarations between 1998 and 2000, 

FGC prevalence dropped by 77 percent 

(in the 0-10 age group) over the course 

of ten years. 

Increased grassroots democracy

To date, more than 2,000 

democratically functioning Community 

Management Committees (CMCs)

have been created through Tostan’s 

program.  In all of these, women form 

the majority of the membership. An 

internal study in 2009 showed that 

hundreds of these CMCs had gained 

formal Civil Society Organization (CSO) 

status, and over 500 CMCs have joined 

together to create Regional Federations 

in Guinea and Senegal. In addition, 

internal monitoring on several major 

civic engagement-focused projects 

have shown large numbers of birth 

registrations, marriage certificates, 

national identity cards, and school 

registrations taking place during the 

program.

Empowerment of women

According to 2009 data collected by 

Tostan, women coordinate over 80 

percent of Tostan-trained CMCs. These 

women gain leadership experience, 

and Tostan has testimonials from many 

women that this experience has helped 

them secure elected roles in local 

councils and regional federations or 

associations. Tostan also has a large 

body of anecdotal evidence about 

changes in attitudes regarding sexual 

discrimination, violence against women, 

and women’s perception of their ability 

to improve their situation.

Improved maternal and child 
health

have shown increased vaccination 

rates due to the CEP in Tostan 

partner communities.  As noted by a 

2004 Population Council study: “The 

utilization of health services, antenatal 

care, family planning and child health 

has significantly increased.”2 Tostan 

has also seen many communities 

start their own community-led health 

centers, although Tostan has not found 

resources to collect data on the impact 

of these centers. The same Population 

Council evaluation noted more hygienic 

behavior at the community level: “The 

communities now […] hold regular 

clean-up activities for improving public 

hygiene.”

1 UNICEF (2008), “Long-term evaluation of the Tostan Programme in Senegal: Kolda, Thiès and Fatick Regions,” UNICEF Section of Statistics and Monitoring, Division 

of Policy and Practice, New York, NY.
2 Nafissatou J. Diop, Djingri Ouoba, Zakari Congo, Molly Melching, Baya Banza, Georges Guiella, and Inge 

Baumgarten (2004), “ Experience from a community-based education program in Burkina Faso: The Tostan program,” FRONTIERS Final Report, Population Council, 

Washington, DC.

Tostan’s nonformal, human 
rights-based education 
program, the Community 
Empowerment Program 
(CEP), has impacted more 
than 200,000 participants 
directly as well as millions 
of others indirectly 
through its organized 

Tostan’s Sustainable Impact 

in West Africa to Date



Increased literacy and 
technology skills

Tostan participants learn to read and 

write in their local languages and to use 

SMS text messaging. The first phase of 

Tostan’s Mobile Phone for Literacy and 

Development project was evaluated in 

a UNICEF-commissioned study by the 

Center of Evaluation for Global Action 

in 20103 with promising results in text, 

numeric, and phone literacy, and in 

closing the gender gap in phone use 

and access. After just four months, 73 

percent of the total sample reported 

being able to read the text messages 

they receive – up from nine percent at 

the baseline.

Increased protection of 
children’s rights:

Internal project evaluations repeatedly 

show that Tostan’s program has 

increased primary school enrollment 

and retention rates, especially for 

girls. One of the main activities CMCs 

undertake is the enrollment of girls and 

boys in school.

Improvements in 
Peace and Security

Tostan has anecdotal evidence to 

suggest its programs have positive 

local and regional impacts on political 

stability, mediation, and conflict 

resolution.

Photographs by Lisa Pouille © Tostan

www.tostan.org
info@tostan.org

3 Theresa Beltramo and David I. Levine (2010), “Do SMS Text Messaging and SMS Community Forums Improve Outcomes of Adult and Adolescent Literacy 

Programs? Evidence from the Jokko Initiative in Senegal ,” UNICEF and the Center of Evaluation for Global Action (CEGA) at the University of California, Berkeley.



There are three key components 
of the Community Empowerment 
Program:

1.  Community Classes: Building a 
foundation of knowledge
CEP participants represent the community 

at large, including women and men, girls 

and boys, elders and youth, and various 

ethnic groups and social strata. Most have 

never been to formal school, or dropped 

out at an early age.  

When Tostan is invited into a village, two 

classes are set up: one for adults and 

the other for adolescents. Community 

members select 25 to 30 participants for 

each class. Implementing the program for 

both adults and adolescents in the same 

community improves inter-generational 

dialogue and ensures that youth have the 

skills needed to participate in and sustain 

community development. The classes 

typically meet three times a week for two 

to three hours each time.

Classes are taught by a Tostan facilitator, 

who lives with the community and is often 

from a nearby village. Facilitators are the 

backbone of the Tostan program. Over 

80 percent are women, and many are 

themselves graduates of the program. 

The model requires that each participating 

village provide housing, food, and basic 

support for the facilitator, who establishes 

a long-term presence and becomes part of 

the fabric of daily life. 

There are two phases to the community 

classes. The Kobi (“to prepare the field for 

planting”) focuses on social empowerment. 

The Aawde phase (“to plant the seed”) 

is concerned with literacy and economic 

empowerment. 

2.  Community Management Committees: 
Creating democratic management skills
Tostan trains local Community 

Management Committees (CMCs) to apply 

the knowledge and skills from community 

class sessions and to build capacity for 

community-led development. CMCs are 

comprised of 17 democratically-selected 

members of whom at least nine are 

women. Some of their activities include 

encouraging residents to register to vote, 

organizing village clean-ups, and working 

with local health officials on vaccination 

campaigns. 

Tostan also facilitates collaboration 

between CMCs and other NGOs or local 

governments with the aim of procuring 

funding or technical support for community 

projects. CMCs that have proven 

successful in planning, implementing, 

and evaluating community projects 

are equipped with small community 

development grants to support micro-

enterprises and community-managed 

social enterprises such as mills and 

communal gardens, or fund community 

projects, such as constructing schools or 

latrines. In addition to their work during 

the course of the CEP, CMCs continue 

to operate after the CEP ends. They are 

essential for sustaining program outcomes.

3.  Organized Diffusion: Accelerating 
social transformation
Tostan implements a strategy to foster 

the spread of knowledge and information 

beyond the classroom and accelerate 

large-scale positive social change.  This 

strategy, called organized diffusion, 

encourages participants to use their 

existing social networks as organic 

channels to spread and reinforce learning 

and social transformation within and 

between communities. 

The Community 

Empowerment Program 

(CEP) is a three-year 

nonformal education 

and community-led 

development program. The 

CEP is currently offered in 

22 languages in six African 

countries: Guinea, Guinea-

Bissau, Mali, Mauritania, 

Senegal, and The Gambia. 

The Community Empowerment 
Program (CEP)

A CEP session in Kodiolan Coulibaly, Mali.



Program participants commit to 

adopting at least one other learner, 

but they often teach several neighbors 

and relatives in their community and 

in surrounding villages. Participating 

communities also adopt other villages 

to share knowledge and skills and to 

plan awareness-raising campaigns. 

In inter-village meetings, participants 

discuss controversial issues with 

hundreds of men, women, and 

adolescents, including religious and 

traditional leaders. 

To accelerate movements for positive 

change, Tostan concentrates its 

program in interconnected networks 

of villages that share similar customs 

and engage in regular dialogue. Tostan 

strategically selects seven to ten 

communities that are interconnected 

through family ties, use of the same well 

or market, or shared affiliation with a 

particular religious leader in the area. 

Ideas percolate throughout these 

villages, and then to more distant 

communities, even to diaspora 

members.  Local radio programs, 

broadcast in national languages, 

accelerate the spread of information 

from village to village.

www.tostan.org
info@tostan.org

The Community Empowerment Program (CEP)



Awards

2014: Molly Melching recognized in More 

Magazine’s 4th annual “Fierce List” of the 

50 most inspirational women

2013: Received 4-star Charity Navigator 

rating for 5th consecutive year

2013: Molly Melching won ‘Women of 

Impact’ Award at the 4th Annual Women in 
the World Summit

2013: Named one of the Top 100 Best 

NGOs by The Global Journal

2012: Cécilia Attias Foundation for Women 
‘Award in Action’ for improving health 

systems and maternal care

2012: Named one of the Top 100 Best 

NGOs by The Global Journal

2012: Received 4-star Charity Navigator 

rating for 4th consecutive year

2011: Received 4-star Charity Navigator 

rating for 3rd consecutive year

2010: Skoll Award for Social 

Entrepreneurship

2010: Received 4-star Charity Navigator 

rating for 2nd consecutive year

2009: Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn 
featured Tostan in a chapter of Half the Sk

y, 

a New York Times Bestseller.

2009: Received 4-star Charity Navigator 

rating

2007: Conrad N. Hilton Humanitarian Prize 

for contributions to the alleviation of human 

2007: UNESCO King Sejong Literacy Prize 

for Tostan’s work in literacy and health 

education

2005: Sweden’s Anna Lindh Award for 

Tostan’s work in human rights

2002: Sargent Shriver Distinguished

Award for Humanitarian Service to Molly 

Melching

Press Coverage

Tostan and its partner communities have 

been highlighted in numerous publications 

including the New York Times, the Financial 
Times, The Los Angeles Times, The 
Washington Post, The Chicago Tribune, 
The Boston Globe, the International Herald 
Tribune, Newsweek, National Geographic, 
Le Monde and Le Monde Diplomatique 

(France), Ms. magazine, Worldview 
magazine, Châtelaine and HLM magazines 

(Canada), Elle (France), and in many other 

publications and films. 

Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn also 

featured Tostan in a chapter of Half the Sky, 

a New York Times Best Seller.

Tostan Cited as Best Practice

2013: ICRW  In this report, the ICRW 

cites Tostan’s Community Empowerment 

program as one of the leading strategies 

towards ending child marriage.

Working Group for Adolescent Girls and 
Young Women in Development
In this report, Tostan’s Community 

Empowerment Program was cited as best 

practice for promoting gender equality and 

the empowerment of girls. 

2010: The Government of Senegal

National Action Plan for the Abandonment 
of FGC 2010-2015
The Government of Senegal based the 

National Action Plan for the Abandonment 
of FGC largely on our program, advocating 

a human rights-based approach to the goal 

of ending female genital cutting (FGC) in 

Senegal by 2015.

2009: UNICEF Innocenti Research Center

Social Dynamics of Abandonment of 
Harmful Practices: A New Look at the 
Theory 
The authors of this article take a new 

look at understanding the factors that 

perpetuate harmful social practices, such 

as female genital cutting, and how these 

factors interact with processes of social 

change are critical to understanding why 

and how communities abandon such 

practices, citing Tostan as a best practice.

2009: International Center for Research 

on Women 

Innovation for Women’s Empowerment and 
Gender Equality
The movement to end FGC in Senegal, 

and Tostan’s role in the movement, is cited 

as one of eight innovations that promote 

women’s empowerment and gender 

equality throughout history in the report, 

Innovation for Women’s Empowerment and 

Gender Equality. 

International Recognition 

of Tostan’s Work
 

2015: Tostan was awarded the 
Thomas J Dodd Prize International Justice 
and Human Rights, along with President  
Bill Clinton.   

2015: Molly Melching was awarded the 
in Jury Special Prix Individual Philanthropy 
from the BNP Paribas Foundation.
2015: Molly Melching received the 2015
University of Illinois Humanitarian Award. 



2009: Center for Global Development

Start with a Girl: A New Agenda for 
Public 
We are highlighted for our innovative 

in the report, Start with a Girl: A New 

Agenda for Public Health. 

2008: ONCHR, UNAIDS, UNDP, 

UNECA, UNESCO, UNHCR, UNFPA, 

UNICEF, UNIFEM, WHO

Eliminating Female Genital Mutilation: 
An Interagency Statement
Citing an evaluation of our programs 

in Senegal, this report emphasizes the 

importance of community engagement 

and respect in programs that work 

to end FGC. They also highlighted 

component for success. 

2008: UNICEF

Coordinated Strategy to Abandon 
Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting in 
One Generation
In this report, UNICEF explains the 

current state of FGC in sub-Saharan 

Africa and uses our community-led 

example of best practices in the 

field. The report encourages other 

organizations to adopt the Tostan 

approach in their work toward ending 

FGC.

2008: Center for Global Development

Girls Count: A Global Investment & 
Action Agenda 
Tostan is cited as a best practice for its 

work on community development and 

FGC abandonment in Girls Count: A 

Global Investment & Action Agenda, a 

report that describes why and how to 

give adolescent girls in developing 

countries a full and equal chance for 

rewarding lives and livelihoods. 

2006: Population Reference Bureau

Working with the Community for 
Improved Health 
Based on the 2004 evaluation 

conducted by the Population Council 

(cited above), the authors of the 

article, Working with the Community 
for Improved Health, compared five 

community-based programs deemed 

Tostan, one of the five programs, was 

given the highest overall score for 

community participation because of our 

by the community. 

Support

Tostan has built a diverse network 

of donors including UNICEF and 

UNFPA, the Swedish International 

Development Agency, the Norwegian 

Agency for Development, USAID, The 

Nike Foundation, The Greenbaum 

Foundation, Skoll Foundation, The 

William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, 

the Spanish government, and many 

other foundations and individual donors.

Photographs by Angela Rowe © Tostan

www.tostan.org
info@tostan.org




