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Grace Alele-Williams

Nigerian Mathematician of Many Firsts
Breaking Down Barriers and Opening Paths
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Grace Awani Alele-Williams is a woman of many firsts. She
is the first woman in Nigeria to receive a doctorate in any
field and the first woman appointed to be the Vice-Chancel-
lor of an African university. She is a champion of numerous
women s causes, paving the way to make the road easier
for women who came after her. She believes that in being
the first, it was essential to demonstrate that women could
succeed in these roles. So she did not cower when faced
with opposition, but rather was a force to be reckoned
with, exposing and overturning corruption and cultism,
developing robust programs for both in-service teachers
and university students, changing how school mathematics
was taught in Nigeria, building up a new university both in
terms of facilities and programs, and confronting restric-
tions on women in the workplace arising from societal
norms and employer policies. She is among the very few
mathematicians who have made significant contributions
to mathematics education at all levels, from elementary to
university. More remarkably, some of the textbooks and
ideas about teacher training that Alele-Williams devel-
oped are still in use in Nigeria today. But while her impact
and contributions might be well known in mathematics
education circles in Nigeria, they are not as well known
in other parts of Africa or the world. This article outlines
the life of Grace Alele-Williams and offers insight into her
ground-breaking work in education and work practices for
women in Nigeria in the twentieth century.
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Figure 1. Grace Awani Alele-Williams.

Background

Born Grace Awani Alele on December 16, 1932, in Warri
(now Delta State), an oil hub and former capital of the
province in Nigeria, she was the last of five siblings. Her
family valued education and her mother devoted much of
her time to teaching all five children herself. During her
primary school education, Grace s mother moved her to
three different schools by the age of 10, trying to ensure that
she received the best education possible. Despite suffering
through many illnesses as a child, at the age of about 12,
Grace gained entry into the prestigious Queens College,
Lagos (then the capital of Nigeria) and lived as a boarder
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