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Introduction: Girls’ Education as a Social Movement
The Need for Local Leadership

Xanthe Ackerman

Girls’ Education as a Social Movement

here is much to celebrate in girls’ education.

Since the Education for All movement and
the setting of the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) in 2000, the number of out-of-school
girls at primary school level has dropped from
58.9 million in 2000 to 30.7 million in 2012
and the share of girls that make up the out-of-
school population has decreased from 58 to 53
percent.! This progress is the result of deliberate
action at global and national levels to reform
and expand school systems, and to enroll both
girls and boys in schools. In some circles, this
has led to a false impression that gender parity
in education has been achieved and that there
is no longer a need for a policy focus on girls’
education and gender equality.

The benefits of girls’ education on girls and their
future families have long been recognized. A
mother’s level of education is more indicative of
a child’s health and schooling than the level of
education of the child’s father.? Educated wom-
en are less likely to die in childbirth and less like-
ly to have children who are affected by stunting.
If all women had a secondary education, the
number of child deaths in the world would be
cut in half. Girls with higher levels of education
are likely to get married later, have children later
and have fewer children. Education also helps
women find work and narrow the wage gap with

their male peers.® In fact, each additional year

of education can boost a woman'’s wages by 10-
20 percent.*

Despite these impressive returns, progress to-
ward achieving the education target in Millenni-
um Development Goal 3, “to eliminate gender
disparity in primary and secondary education
by 2015”, has flatlined since 2008 in the face
of the global recession, decreased investment,
and the challenge of providing services to the
hardest to reach. In 2001, there were 14.4 mil-
lion more girls out of school at primary age than
boys. In 2008, this figure dropped to 4.1 mil-
lion, but between 2008 and 2011 progress halt-
ed. The 7 million more girls out of school than
boys—or the Girls Gap—is disproportionately
concentrated in a handful of countries—such as
Somalia, Afghanistan, Togo, the Central African
Republic and the Democratic Republic of the
Congo—where girls are still outnumbered two
to one. Those most affected are poor, rural girls

who face overlapping forms of marginalization.®

In sub-Saharan Africa, regional and local sta-
tistics are far behind global averages. The gross
enrollment rate (GER) for males in secondary
school at the global level is 69 percent, com-
pared to 67 percent for females.® In contrast,
in sub-Saharan Africa the gender parity index
(GPl)—an index that measures the relative ac-
cess to education of males and females—is .78

for net enrollment at the secondary level. Girls
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face the most extreme educational disadvantage
of any region in the world, and the problem is get-
ting worse not better there. For example, in north-
ern Nigeria, 65 percent of primary school children

are male while only 35 percent are female.’

In order to truly tackle the girls” education crisis,
a cross-sector approach is needed. Advocates
must consider human rights, economics, culture
and education, while taking into account local
power structures. Advancing girls’ education
must be understood in context. For example,
consider that girls in India are enrolling in pri-
mary school at greater rates than boys, yet an
estimated 1 million girls are killed in the womb
each year.® In Nigeria, the GPI for net enroll-
ment at primary level is .99. Yet, 40 percent of
all females between the ages of 20 and 24 are
married before 18 years of age.? And although
girls are ahead in learning outcomes in many
countries, this rarely translates to equal gains
in employment and the workforce. At least 90
countries in the world still have restrictions on
women'’s economic participation and in at least
15 countries men can prevent their wives from
accepting jobs.’® Addressing the girls’ educa-
tion crisis requires a social movement and lo-
cal leadership must be at the forefront of such a

movement.

Fostering Local Leadership for Girls”
Education

Marginalized populations need leaders who
draw attention to the issue of girls’ education.
Although government leaders in developing
countries generally recognize the importance
of girls’ education, the ministries they task to
work on gender issues are often under-re-
sourced and ill-equipped. The girls that suffer
the most and are excluded from education are

usually the invisible and likely to be without po-
litical representation. Therefore, they need lo-
cal champions in government, in academia, in
civil society, in business and in practice. These
champions can articulate the challenges that
local populations face in their specific contexts,
and then link their perspectives to national, re-

gional and global discourses.

The international community also has an im-
portant role to play in supporting these cham-
pions and leaders by helping them to amplify
their voices globally so that advancing girls’ ed-
ucation and gender equality does not fall off the
global policy agenda. These voices can make
the point that what is needed is a shift from fo-
cusing on gender parity to focusing on achiev-
ing gender equality—a vision which is far from

completed.

Addressing girls’ issues requires innovative and
bold leadership. Education ministries are not al-
ways designed in ways that respond to the entry
points, transition points or nonformal programs
that are critical for many girls and child moth-
ers. Leaders that have access to best practices
and cross-country experiences can bring lessons
and innovations to their countries to better ad-
dress girls’ education needs. Key issues related
to girls’ education may reside in what bureau-
cracies consider the private or personal sphere
—one which is governed by religion or culture
and is therefore difficult to confront. The prac-
tices and attitudes that keep girls from learning
and participating effectively are often difficult to
perceive—and sometimes shared by adminis-
trators—and are therefore hard to address. In-
dividuals who understand the local context, but
are also willing to speak on these issues have an

important role to play.
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Investing in local leaders and champions for
girls’ education can yield compounding bene-
fits. Not only does it support their work and the
achievement of their policy goals, but it supports
their personal and professional development.
They are then likely to transfer their new skills
and knowledge to others in their communities of
practice in the form of mentorship and network
building.

For all of these reasons, the Center for Univer-
sal Education (CUE) at Brookings founded the
Echidna Global Scholars Program in 2011
with the support of Echidna Giving. The pro-
gram recognizes the need to build the leader-
ship pipeline on this critical issue and works to
catalyze and amplify the work of policymakers,
practitioners and academics, who are leaders in
girls’ education from developing countries. The
Echidna Global Scholars are selected through a
rigorous, competitive selection process and then
spend four months in-residence at Brookings
working on research-based projects and collabo-
rating with colleagues on issues related to global
education policy. Upon completing the program,
Echidna Scholars return to their countries to im-
plement projects with their home institutions and
join the Echidna Alumni Network. Their research
is an important contribution to CUE’s work on

education for marginalized populations.

The first cohort of Echidna Scholars included:
Babita Rana of Power to the People in Nepal;
Mary Ofieno of Kenyatta University in Nairobi;
and Pamhidzayi Mhongera of Blossoms Children
Community and the Ministry of Social Services
in Zimbabwe. The second cohort included: Ur-
vashi Sahni of the Study Hall Foundation in Uttar
Pradesh, India; Abraha Asfaw of Addis Ababa
University; and Khadim Hussain of the GRACE

Association in Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan. Since
returning home, each of them has scaled their
work and implemented research-based projects

building on the work they did while at Brookings.

Contributions from the 2013 Echidna
Global Scholars

The working papers presented in this volume
shed light on the often silent crises that affect
girls’ participation, education and learning. Im-
portantly, the papers offer solutions and policy
recommendations that are grounded in local
knowledge and insights from the perspectives
of the Echidna Scholars. They serve as critical
contributions that build on achievements in gen-
der parity in West Africa, Nigeria and Malawi,
yet they hold governments and other actors ac-
countable to a broader vision of gender equali-
ty. The papers presented here show the potential
for policy solutions when local leaders’ voices

are heard at global level.

Judith-Ann Walker from Kano State, North-
ern Nigeria, studies child marriage in West Afri-
ca, drawing on decades of practice and research
as the managing director of the Development
Practice and Research Centre, an organization
she cofounded which conducts research, im-
plements programs, and builds the capacity of
local community-based organizations. In her
paper, Dr. Walker argues that at global level,
girls’ education is widely accepted as a leading
strategy to end child marriage. Paradoxically,
in West Africa, home to five of the 10 countries
with the highest rates of child marriage, policy
analysis and interviews with education bureau-
crats shows that education policy routinely miss-
es the opportunity to address the issue of child
marriage. Her paper concludes with a call to ac-

tion and recommendations for actors at global,

Introduction: Girls’ Education as a Social Movement
The Need for Local Leadership
Center for Universal Education

3



regional, national and subnational levels to lever-

age education as a way to end child marriage.

Adefunke Ekine of Oyo State, Nigeria is a lec-
turer at Tai Solarin Univerity of Education with two
decades of experience in school administration
and teaching. Her paper builds on her doctoral
work on early childhood education and focuses
on the need to engage girls in science from their
early years when interests and attitudes are be-
ing formed and before cultural and gender bias-
es about science are normalized. This is an issue
of significance not only in Nigeria, where cultural
biases hold that science is the domain of males
and that girls are not as capable as males, and
where women make up only 17 percent of all sci-
ence researchers, but also in the broader region.
Dr. Ekine makes a number of recommendations
to engage girls in science, including using story-
telling as a pedagogical method which goes be-
yond lecturing to more deeply engage students
while promoting social and societal connections

and building on oral tradition.

Madalo Samati of Malawi draws on two de-
cades of experience as the director of programs
for the Creative Centre for Community Mobi-
lization (CRECCOM), a community-based or-
ganization in Malawi which was recognized by
the country’s Ministry of Education, Science and
Technology as the most innovative organization
in the promotion of girls’ education in 2013.
Reflecting on the Readmission Policy which was
passed to allow girls to re-enter school after
childbirth, Ms. Samati finds that a key factor in-
fluencing the impact of girls’ education policies
is the extent to which policies address cultural
dimensions of gender inequality. Drawing on
her experience in community mobilization, Ms.

Samati finds that key people in communities;

including community-identified change agents,
girls, mothers, and cultural leaders, offer great
potential for addressing barriers to girls’ edu-
cation and learning. Ms. Samati proposes the
launch of a new program, the Malawi Ado-
lescent Girls’ Learning Partnership (AGL) —an
initiative that confronts the challenges to ado-
lescent girls’ education, with a special focus on
addressing harmful social norms that prevent

girls’ participation in education and learning.

*Xanthe Ackerman would like to thank Mao-Lin Shen
for managing and editing this publication; Khaled
Fayyad for management support; and Leila Seradj,
Dominique DeAngelo and Marta Aparicio for their
research and editorial assistance.
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STATISTICAL SNAPSHOT: EDUCATION AND GIRLS IN SUB-SAHARAN
AFRICA, NIGERIA AND MALAWI

Country or Region

Key Stats

Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys
Pre-Primary
Gross Enrollment Ratio (%) 17.0 17.0 13.0 13.0
Primary
Number of Out of School Children (%) 16,038,668 13703724 5753795  5374,076 39,276* 117,887*
Gross Enrollment Ratio (%) 97.0 105.0 71.6 85.0 1439 138.7
Goss Enrollment Ratio, GPI 0.93 0.91 1.04
Net Enrollment Rate (%) 74.0 78.0 537 58.7 96.0 89.6
Survival Rate (to grade 5) (%) 70.0 710 89.6 83.6 56.8 58.6

. . 0

b Ly o d o
g;(s)sssRE:erz;lrzlgvr;ix)(iEj;:l)on Ratio (Nigeria) and 66.0 753 618 749
Drop Out Rate (%) 35.7 403 17.0 227 46.4 479
Transition Rote (%) 66.0 70 78 M2 78 748
f:v';::"sre‘:ig:;r‘;f :;:"(‘,’,}ogh"dre“' 12,022,894 9,808,620 166795 167,350
Lower Secondary Gross Enrollment Ratio (%) 73.0 770 437 488 407 438
Lower Secondary Gross Enrollment Ratio, GPI 0.84 0.89 0.93
Gross Lower Secondary Graduation Ratio (%) 39.0 47 17.6 235
Survival Rate fo Last Grade of Lower Secondary (%) 298 355
Upper Secondary Gross Enrollment Ratio 274 35.1 384 437 145 19.2
Upper Secondary Gross Enrollment Ratio, GPI 0.78 0.75

Learning
Not Learning (%) 45.0 583 521 44.6

Data sources: EFA Global Monitoring Report Statistical Tables 2012; UIS Data Centre; EMIS Education Statistics 2012 Malawi; Center for Universal Education
Africa Learning Barometer (estimates percentage of children in primary school and not learning). Asterisk represents 2007 data. Detail available upon
request.



Why Ending Child Marriage Needs to Be

an Education Goal

The Case for Improved Coordination between Ending Child
Marriage and Girls’ Education Movements in West Africa

Judith-Ann Walker

nding child marriage is critical for girls’
E rights, health, wellbeing and ability to survive
into adulthood. Ending child marriage lessens
the burden on health infrastructure and reduces
the human footprint of resource poor countries.
It reduces human suffering, recognizes human
dignity and challenges gender based discrimi-
nation. Ultimately, ending child marriage frees
untapped human resources and enables girls
and women to more effectively contribute to
global human development.'

Yet progress has been limited, particularly in
West Africa, one of the world’s child marriage
hot spots. Five of the 10 countries with the high-
est rates of child marriage worldwide are in West
Africa.?In 2011, of 14.9 million females in West
Africa between the ages of 20 and 24 years, 6.2
million, or 42 percent, were married before the
age of 18.2 With 167 million people, Nigeria

Judith-Ann Walker | Nigeria

has the largest population of married girls in Af-
rica: 39.4 percent of all females in Nigeria be-
tween the ages of 20 to 24 were married before
the age of 18 by 2011.

One highly fruitful but not yet fully tapped strat-
egy is to use girls’ education as a mechanism
for reducing child marriage. Enabling all girls
to have primary education would reduce child
marriage rates by a sixth.* For each additional
year that a girl delays marriage, her likelihood
of being literate increases by 5.6 percent and
the prospect of her secondary school comple-
tion rises by 6.5 percent.® Increasing girls’ edu-
cation in West Africa is a particularly significant
strategy given that more than 80 percent of out
of school girls aged 10-14 have never attended
school and are at risk of early marriage.® In-
deed, there is a newly emerged global consen-

sus on the importance of girls’ education as a

Managing Director, development Research and Projects Centre (dRPC)

Through her position at the development Research and Projects Center, Dr. Walker has worked on projects with the Ford
Foundation, the U.S. Agency for International Development in Nigeria, and the David and Lucille Packard Foundation, among
others. She was the recipient of an Ashoka Innovators Fellowship in 2004. Dr. Walker holds a Ph.D. in development studies
with a specialization in gender, education and industrial policy development as well as a M.A. in development studies, public
policy and administration from the Institute of Social Studies at Erasmus University in Rotterdam in the Netherlands. Additionally,
she holds a Post-Graduate Diploma in decentralization, rural planning and administration in the developing world from the
Department of Development Co-operation in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Berlin, Germany, and a B.S. in government and
public administration from the University of the West Indies in St. Augustine, Trinidad.
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strategy to combat child marriage—but it has

yet to be translated into action in West Africa.

This paper argues that in West Africa there is a
fundamental policy disconnect between educa-
tionalists and actors who are working to end child
marriage that must be bridged urgently. In sup-
port of this argument, the paper first examines
the issue of child marriage and its global prev-
alence. Four approaches to girls’ education in
relation to ending child marriage are examined,
as a basis for showing that although actors have
different ways of approaching girls” education as
a strategy to end child marriage, at the global
level, there is an increasing recognition of the
need for convergence between approaches. De-
spite this growing global consensus, in West Afri-
ca a policy disconnect exists that hinders effective
action and as a result severely limits progress on

girls’ education and ending child marriage.

As evidence of the disconnect between the work
of advocates against child marriage and educa-

tionalists in West Africa, this paper reviews dy-

namics at both the local and global levels. Inter-
views with West African bureaucrats shed light on
key obstacles to tackling child marriage in this
region. Also at the regional level, recent meet-
ings and policy relevant convenings are reviewed
to show the disjuncture between policy and ac-
tion on girls’ education and child marriage. At
the global level, the paper reviews the education
sector plans (ESPs) submitted by West African
countries to the Global Partnership for Educa-
tion (GPE). These present an opportunity fo inte-
grate girls’ education and child marriage goals
through a bottom up, country driven planning
process that drives implementation. Yet this study
finds that ESPs also fail to integrate the goals of
ending child marriage within the ESP’s girls’ ed-
ucation components. The paper offers explana-
tions for the missed opportunity of the separate
paths of girls’ education and ending child mar-
riage taken in West Africa and concludes with
recommendations and a call to action for actors
at the global, regional, national and subnational

levels.
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What Is Child Marriage?

hild marriage is a formal marriage or an in-

formal union before the age of 18 years, be-
fore a girl is psychologically, physically and physio-
logically prepared for marriage and childbearing.”
It is a harmful traditional practice and a form of
gender based violence driven by both demand
and supply factors; shaped by cultural traditions,
religious belief and poverty; and exacerbated by
vulnerability. The consequences of child marriage
are felt at both the individual and societal levels;
while it has a negative impact on girls’ health, so-
cial status and life chances, the practice likewise
overburdens the social, public health and eco-
nomic infrastructure of poor nations and threatens
global notions of human security and sustainable
development. It is therefore a “hidden crisis” that
has begun to garner the attention of global actors

in both developing and developed countries.

What Is the Global Prevalence of
Child Marriage?

Globally, the prevalence of child marriage is on
a downward trajectory, falling from 51 percent
in 1955 to 40 percent in 1990.8 However, the
growth of the world’s adolescent population from
400 million in 1950 to 1.2 billion in 2010 means
that the sheer number of married girls or girls at
risk of being married at an early age is greater
than at any point in history. More than one third
of the world’s adolescent population resides in
countries that are hot spots for child marriage,
338 million in South Asia and 94 million in West
and Central Africa.? While data on child marriage
rates vary according to sources, most researchers
agree that the problem is worse than it appears

as the practice is generally underreported.

Rates of child marriage are highest in rural areas,
among poor households and in areas where a
large proportion of girls are out of school. One-
third of the world’s female population is married
before the age of 18, and 1 in 9 girls is married
before age 15."% In 2011, an estimated 1 in 3
women between the ages of 20 and 24—nearly
70 million—had been married before the age of
18."" In developing countries, 9 out of 10 births
to adolescent girls occur within a marriage or
a union. Complications arising from pregnancy
are the main cause of death among girls age 14

to 15 in the developing world.'?

Nearly half the world’s child brides live in Asia
(excluding China), and South Asia is home to the
highest number of child brides.’® As of 2011,
46 percent of women age 20 to 24 had been
married before the age of 18 in South Asia, and
18 percent married before age 15.'* West and
Central Africa have the second highest incidence
of child marriage, at 41 percent,'> and five West
African countries (Niger, Guinea, Mali, Burkina
Faso and Sierra Leone) are among the top 20
countries with the highest rates of child mar-
riage. One West African nation—Niger—has the
highest prevalence in the world, with 75 percent
of its female population married before the age
of 18 and the lowest median age of marriage
(15.7 years).' While the rate of child marriage
has declined in some countries with an otherwise
high rate, such as Ethiopia and Nepal, its prev-
alence has nonetheless remained constant over
the past decade—from 50 to 48 percent in rural
areas, and 24 to 23 percent in urban areas.'’

There are significant overlaps between child
marriage and poverty, particularly where girls
face limited economic and educational oppor-

tunities and, in turn, are highly dependent on

Why Ending Chilld Marriage Needs to Be an Education Goal
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male breadwinners. Girls in poor households
are nearly twice as likely to marry before the
age of 18 than girls from higher income house-
holds.'® Dowry, bride wealth or bride price, and
other practices surrounding marriage likewise
create economic incentives for early marriage,
as families may pay lower dowries when mar-
rying off young daughters, and young brides
can sometimes fetch higher bride prices from a

groom'’s family."

Linked with economic determinants is the role
of social norms and regional or national insta-
bility in contributing to the prevalence of child
marriage. In some countries, unequal gender

norms may cause parents to place less value

on a daughter, to view her as a drain on family
resources, and to invest less in her education,
skills, and potential—all of which reinforces the
practice of marrying girls off at a young age.?°
Early marriage may also be seen as a safeguard
against premarital sex, sexual harassment and
violence. Regional and national instability and
humanitarian crises—such as conflict, natural
disasters and displacement—may make girls
more vulnerable to early marriage.?' In such
situations, parents may marry off daughters to
obtain some income, “to preserve resources
by offloading economic responsibility for their
girl,”
violence.?

or to offer girls protection against sexual
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Four Historical Approaches to Girls”
Education and Ending Child Marriage

istorically, there have been four approach-
H es to girls’ education related to the goal of
ending child marriage. Two of these approach-
es originated in development thinking and two
relate to human rights. The development ap-
proaches have stressed the many benefits of
education and have noted that ending child
marriage is an important positive subsequent ef-
fect—essentially, that is, an externality of develop-
ment programs. As development programs have
become more prescriptive, so too has the ability
to design programs and policies in order to affect
this externality. For the human rights perspective,

child marriage must be addressed directly (not
as an externality) through the education system
and the education system must empower girls
to transcend institutionalized discrimination and
gender based violence in the social structure.
Traditionally, these different orientations led to
different approaches toward addressing the
problem of child marriage. This paper argues
that convergence at the global level between
these approaches has recently emerged, pro-
viding a more coherent set of prescriptions for
how girls’ education can effectively combat child
marriage. The four approaches are detailed in
appendix 1 and briefly described below. Figure
1 shows the growing convergence between these

approaches at the level of global discourse.

1. The social benefits approach has its origins in
the girls’ education and fertility literature of
the 1950s. This approach presents a scien-

tific case for how education contributes to a

FicURe 1. APPROACHES TO END CHILD MARRIAGE THROUGH EDUCATION AND EMERGING PoINTS OF CONVERGENCE

Legal approach

(lows on free
& compulsory
education)

Economic benefits
& employment

(skills & learning for
economic survival)

Global Discourse on Girls’ Education
as a Strategy to End Child Marriage

target girls at risk, respond to culture, focus

on quality & learning, do M&E & research,

provide nonformal & alternative education,

reduce cost of education, teach skills linked
to work & life, support enabling legal

Empowerment
education

(curriculum
which gives girls
alternatives to
marriage)

environment

Social
benefits &
development

(expanded
access & CCTs)
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delay in the age of first marriage, as a result
of keeping girls in school. Education leads to
many social benefits and contributes to de-
velopment. Delayed fertility is one of these;
delayed marriage is a related positive exter-
nality of education but not a primary focus.
It is worth noting that as development ap-
proaches have become more sophisticated,
interventions such as conditional cash trans-
fers have been able to consider the impact

of design elements on early marriage.

The economic benefits approach draws from
the discourses on economic empowerment
and technical education to demonstrate the
benefits of nonformal education to the in-
dividual girl in terms of income generation
alternatives to child marriage. The literature
stems from early economic growth models
in which the labor of men and women was
valued as a key factor of production and
child marriage was perceived as a barrier to
females being able to participate in the la-
bor force and to contribute to the growth of
underdeveloped economies. As in the social
benefits approach, ending child marriage
may be seen as a positive externality of pro-

viding girls with a viable economic pathway.

The education as empowerment approach is
rooted in feminists’ critique of instrumental
education approaches. Contributors to this
approach recognize early marriage as a form
of gender based violence and seek out alter-
natives to this practice. Recognizing the trans-
formative nature of education, the gender
responsive curriculum is the platform for de-
veloping this consciousness. In this approach,

ending child marriage is an explicit goal.

The legal approach permeates the works of

development agencies such as Action Aid,

PLAN and CARE. Where this approach fo-
cuses on child marriage, it focuses on the
rights of girls to access free and compulsory
education at secondary school level as an
alternative to child marriage and also cham-
pions international and national laws on the
legal age of marriage, birth registration and
enforcement related to these laws. Ending
child marriage is an explicit goal of this ap-

proach.

The New Global Consensus: Girls”
Education as a Leading Strategy to
End Child Marriage

How can child marriage be ended? This is a
question that development thinkers have wres-
tled with since the postindependence era. After
60 years of debates and discussions, the past
five years have witnessed clarity and conver-
gence in the answer to this question as the glob-
al community now seems united in the view that
girls’ education offers the best strategy for end-
ing child marriage. While the girls’ education
idea to end child marriage is not a new one, for
the first time, think tanks, global development
implementers and scholars are united in this

recommendation.

While think tanks and girl centered global non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) have done
much of the background thinking on this issue
within the past five years, by 2012 multilateral
development agencies more clearly recognized
the new linkage between ending child marriage
and promoting girls’ education and mapped out
tactical directions for the development commu-
nity and countries with high rates of child mar-
riage. The turning point for multilateral global
leadership came with the UN Secretary Gen-

eral’'s message on child marriage and girls’
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education at the inaugural Day of the Girl Child
in 2012:

Education for girls is one of the best strat-
egies for protecting girls against child
marriage. When they are able to stay in
school and avoid being married early,
girls can build a foundation for a bet-
ter life for themselves and their families.
And if they have already been married
young, access to education, economic
opportunities and health services—in-
cluding HIV prevention and sexual and
reproductive health—will help enrich
their lives and enhance their future.

The theme of ending child marriage through
girls’ education continued to dominate press re-
leases and calls to action by UN agencies for the
2013 International Day of the Girl Child.?* This
new perspective seems set to influence the future
development agenda as early releases of the
2014-2015 Education for All Global Monitoring
Report make the case for the linkage between
girls’ education and ending child marriage: “If
all women had a primary education, child mar-
riages and child mortality could fall by a sixth,
and maternal deaths by two-thirds.”?

The contemporary consensus that child mar-
riage can be ended though girls’ education is
the result of thoughtful contributions by multiple
agencies and actors at the global level. These
include multilateral agencies, such as the World
Bank and other various UN agencies; indepen-
dent think tanks, scholars and research agen-
cies, such as the Council for Foreign Relations
and the International Center for Research on
Women; bilateral agencies, such as the U.K. De-

partment for International Develeopment (DfID)

and the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID); and global NGOs and networks,
such as the Population Council, World Vision,
Oxfam, PLAN, CARE and Girls Not Brides. Get-
ting girls at risk of child marriage into primary
schools and keeping them in school through the
secondary level is the point of departure and
the minimum standard for contemporary voices
concerned with ending child marriage through
girls’ education. The World Bank focuses on
keeping girls in schools by reducing the cost of
education through transfer payments, while the
Population Council draws attention to alterna-
tive and nonformal learning environments that

can also accommodate married adolescents.

Beyond access, however, agencies and thinkers
shaping global policy in this area argue for crit-
ical attitude changes among opinion leaders to-
ward girls’ education as well as changes to the
education system, the school environment and
the pedagogy of the curriculum. For girls’ educa-
tion to end child marriage, they argue, communi-
ty leaders must be educated through awareness
creation programs. But even this is not enough,
as the education system needs to be reformed
by improving quality and recruiting more female
teachers, and regulations must be put in place to
give married adolescents a second chance at ed-
ucation. There is also general agreement among
those currently working in the field that the school
environment must be made safe and secure and
that girls’ sanitation and hygiene needs must be
met. The pedagogy of the curriculum must be
empowering for girls by providing life skills and
marketable aptitudes that will give girls a viable

alternative to early marriage.

The contemporary research examining the link-

ages between child marriage and girls” education
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draws on a range of epistemologies to come up
with clear characteristics of what the education
system and its environment must look like if child
marriage is to be transcended. Put simply, girls
at risk of child marrioge must be targeted as a
prevention strategy, the wider environment and
the school system must be enabling to address
the needs of girls at risk, and married adoles-
cents and the content of the curriculum must be

empowering through quality and relevance.

These core factors are picked up in new con-
vergence literature constituting minimum stan-
dards of what the education system should look
like if it is to end child marriage.?¢ However, the
convergence literature also picks up specific

recommendations from each of the four groups

of research on how girls’ education can end child
marriage. For example, the new buzz around
common cores of teaching is drawn from the
social benefits approach; recommendations on
skills training derive from the economic benefits
approach; the focus on family life education is
drawn from the empowerment approach; and
concerns about school safety and reforming
regulations to accommodate married adoles-
cents are drawn from the legal approach to ed-
ucation. The influence of these four paradigms
is seen in the recent contribution of the UN Spe-
cial Envoy for Global Education, Gordon Brown,
which makes the case for girls’ education as an
antidote to child marriage by prescribing strate-

gies drawn from all four approaches.

Why Ending Chilld Marriage Needs to Be an Education Goal
The Case for Improved Coordination between Ending Child Marriage and Girls” Education Movements in West Africa
Center for Universal Education

13



Despife the growing global consensus that
girls’ education is a key strategy to ending
child marriage, and despite the emerging con-
vergence in prescriptions for how this can be
done, there remains a gap between those work-
ing to promote girls’ education and those work-
ing to end child marriage in West Africa. Across
the region, this message of the global consensus
has not gotten through as both sets of policies
have come to be implemented separately, with
no deliberate points of overlap or synergy. The
work continues in two separate spheres. The re-
sult is that neither education nor work on ending

child marriage is maximally effective.

As discussed below, the evidence shows that
while there has been progress in girls’ edu-
cation in West Africa, this progress has been

narrowly shaped by a movement driven by the
(1) the nonformal and mass literacy movements;
(2) constitutional and education policy reform;
(3) the regional policy guidelines of the African
Union and the Economic Community of West Af-
rican States (ECOWAS); and (4) state accession
to global treaties and alignment. On a parallel
track to these streams of girls’ education initia-
tives there have been interventions to end child
marriage focusing on the law and the minimum
legal age of marriage on the one hand and
reproductive health services for married ado-
lescents on the other hand. This is discussed in

more detail below.

In order to understand the nature of these now
siloed approaches, this section of the paper re-
views the status of child marriage and girls’ ed-
ucation in the West African region along with
evidence at the regional and global levels of the
policy disconnect between efforts in these two

areas.
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Ending Child Marriage
Five of the 10 countries with the highest rates

of child marriage worldwide are in West Af-
rica.? The highest rates are in Niger and Chad
with 76.6 percent and 71.5 percent respective-
ly, 28
countries for over 10 years (box 1).27 Of 14.9

with Niger remaining among the top five

million females in West Africa between the ages
of 20 and 24, 6.2 million, or 42 percent, were
married before the age of 18 by 2011.3° The
pattern of child marriage in West Africa takes
on the feature of very early marriage (table 1).
More than half of married adolescents in Niger
and Chad were married by 15 or earlier, and
18 percent of Nigeria’s married adolescents in
the age range of 20 to 24 were married at 15 or
younger. Only Bangladesh and Ethiopia share
a similar pattern of very early marriage, as the
majority of girls are married between 15 to 18
years in Kenya, Uganda, Nepal and India.®'
Married girls in West Africa are more likely to
be illiterate (box 2), live in rural areas, have re-
stricted access to family planning and maternal
health services, experience high rates of mater-
nal mortality and morbidity, and live in polyga-
mous unions with spousal age differences that
are significantly greater than their counterparts
in other countries.?? Nine of the 10 countries
with the highest proportion of married girls in
the 15-t0-19 age range who are living in po-
lygamous unions are in West Africa.®® Most of

the subregions’ 2.5 million population is Sunni

Muslim, with long-established connections to the
Arab world but with a distinctly African Islamic
culture that values polygamy and cousin mar-

riages.3

Box 1. REGION WITH HIGHEST INCIDENCE oF CHILD
MARRIAGE

“On a regional basis, West Africa has the highest
incidence of child marriage with Mali, Chad and
Niger recording rates in excess of 70%.”

Source: Gordon Brown, Out of Wedlock, Into School: Combating Child
Marriage (London: The Office of Gordon and Sarah Brown, 2012), 10.

TaBLE: 1. MEDIAN AGE OF FIRST MARRIAGE IN WEST
AFRICA

Median Age

Country 2000 2011
Benin 18.8 18.6
Burkina Faso 17.7 17.0
Cape Verde 24.6 22.6
Céte d'lvoire 18.7 19.0
Chad 15.2 16.0
Gambia 17.8 17.1
Ghana 19.4 19.8
Guinea 16.2 17.0
Liberia 17.8 18.4
Mali 16.5 16.6
Mauritania 17.1 17.0
Niger 15.1 15.5
Nigeria 16.6 18.3
Senegal 15.0 17.0
Sierra Leone 15.0 17.0

Source: Ford Foundation study by the author, 2013.

Box 2. HicH RATES OF FEMALE ILLITERACY IN WEST
AFRICA

“A total of 65 million young people and adults in
West Africa—more than 40 percent of the popu-
lation—are unable to read and write. Of these,
40 million are women; less than half of the wom-
en over the age of 15 in West Africa can read or
write.”

Source: African Network Campaign for Education For All (ANCEFA)
et al., From Closed Books to Open Doors — West Africa’s Literacy
Challenge (ANCEFA et al, 2009), 1.

Why Ending Chilld Marriage Needs to Be an Education Goal
The Case for Improved Coordination between Ending Child Marriage and Girls” Education Movements in West Africa
Center for Universal Education

15



State Fragility and Commitments

Commitments to ending child marriage for girls
in West Africa have peaked recently within the
global development community given the fragil-
ity of the subregion. Since 2000, one president
has been assassinated; three governments have
been in a civil war, one of which has continued
for 14 years; and there have been 10 coups
d’état and numerous nondemocratic attempts
to extend the tenure of elected governments.®
Emerging insights from humanitarian agencies
suggest that the displacement, mobility and vul-
nerability triggered by state fragility increase
the risks for girls and drive child marriage as
parents seek to protect their daughters.3¢ Side
by side with this scenario are indicators of hope
with democratic transition success stories in Sen-
egal and Céte d’Ivoire, the emergence of Lagos
as Africa’s seventh largest economy, increasing
inflows of Foreign Direct Investment and a 4.5
percent average annual real GDP growth in the
sub region between 1995-2009.%

Critical Issues in Nigeria

Critical issues in Nigeria stem from the coex-
istence of high rates of child marriage, out-of-
school girls and poor educational outcomes in
the Northeast and Northwest zones, in a con-
text of poverty and insecurity caused by an an-
ti-Western education Islamic insurgency. Rough-
ly 35 percent of girls age 6 to 11 are out of
school in Northern Nigeria, most of whom have
never attended schools and almost all of whom
are unable to read despite completing prima-
ry school.3® For the girls who are enrolled in
schools in Northern states such as Kano, Bau-
chi and Sokoto, recent studies show that literacy
and learning rates, as well as female teacher

ratios, are the lowest in country.® The largest

concentration of married girls is in the Northwest
and Northeast of the country, where the median
age of first marriage ranges between 15.2 and
15.6 years and 75 percent of girls are married
before the age of 18. Overall, Nigeria has 10.5
million of its children who are primary school
age out of school and contributes 1 in 5 of the
world’s out-of-school children in this age group,
most of whom are at risk of child marriage.

The Ending Child Marriage Movement in
West Africa

Historically, the movement to end child marriage
in West Africa was less mainstream than girls’
education initiatives and derived its impetus from
projects that focused on law, awareness creation
and public health. Even those organizations that
were primarily concerned with girls’ welfare in
West Africa did not focus on child marriage. The
Forum for African Women Educationists, DfID,
USAID, Action Aid, Danish AID and the Nor-
wegian Church have implemented numerous
girls’ education projects since the 1990s, on a
small scale. They did not establish a monitoring
and evaluation framework to track the impact
of girls’ education activities on child marriage
rates.*® Most projects only tracked process indi-
cators such as completion, outcome indicators
such as learning, or impact indicators such as
change in attitude toward learning.

The movement to end child marriage in West
Africa has run along a parallel track with girls’
education programs but without convergence.
Two important aspects of this movement have
been linked to public health and to child rights.
The catalyst for linking efforts to end child mar-
riage with public health can be traced to the
meeting of the 1984 UN NGO Working Group
on Traditional Practices in Dakar, where the
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African NGOs present formed the Inter-African
Committee on Traditional Practices affecting the
Health of Women and Children (IAC). The IAC
focused on eliminating female genital mutilation
and early marriage through public education
campaigns targeting traditional and religious
leaders and advocacy for the introduction of
laws. This was followed by the 2003 Technical
Consultation on Early and Forced Marriages
held in Burkina Faso, the resolutions from which
were embodied in the Ouagadougou Decla-
ration of 2003. The framing of child marriage
in the OQuagadougou Declaration as “a public
health concern” followed by a call “on Govern-
ments and International Development Agencies
to recognize the efforts being made by civil soci-
ety organizations . . . to respond to the challeng-
es posed by child and forced marriage” led to a
narrow public health response in the subregion
in which NGOs and national governments were
partners on obstetric fistula and adolescent re-

productive health interventions.*!

From the late 1990s, the United Nations Popula-
tion Fund (UNFPA) and USAID were key agents
on the public health track. Through partnerships
with national governments and West African
women’s NGOs, these organizations provided
services for married adolescents through UN-
FPA's National Country Strategies and through
innovative USAID West Africa wide projects,
such as AWARE I-RH (2003-8) and AWARE II-
RH (2009-11). UNFPA also formed partnerships
with Islamic opinion leaders across West Africa,
with a particular focus on Senegal, Mali and Ni-
geria, supporting them to change attitudes and
practices through public pronouncements and
declarations to end harmful traditional practic-
es such as child marriage and to affirm posi-

tive positions on reproductive health and girls’

education. Faith based initiatives by UNFPA,
CEDPA and the USAID AWARE project culminat-
ed in the 2005 Abuja Declaration of the Network
of African Islamic Faith-based Organizations.*?

The catalyst for action against child marriage
through laws was the accession of the Africa
Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child
in 2009. Article 21 of the charter set forth key
legal provisions for 18 as the minimum legal
age of marriage and laid down penalties for
infraction of the law.** By recognizing 18 years
as the minimum legal age of marriage and by
establishing a Committee of Experts to monitor
states compliance, the effect of the charter was
to concentrate on ending child marriage efforts
around domestication of minimum legal age

laws across West Africa.

Girls” Education

There has been important progress in girls’ edu-
cation in West Africa. The gross enrollment gen-
der parity index at primary level is highest in West
Africa compared to Central, South, North and
East Africa. The index increased from the lowest
level in Africa of 0.75 in 1999 to0 0.9, by 2010.44
If this trend continues, West Africa is on target to
achieve Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 2
by 2015. However, high dropout rates at primary
and secondary levels coupled with low learning
outcomes are significant counter-performance

issues in West African girls’ education.

By the second half of the decade of the 2000s,
all West African nations had a girls’ education
policy framework in place, education was gen-
erally compulsory for ages 6 to 11, and gen-
der parity at the primary school level had been
largely attained based on gross enrollment ra-

tios. However, it is important to note that these
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successes appeared to be restricted, unsus-
tainable and lacking in political commitment.
Indeed, as table 2 shows, government expen-
ditures on education remained below global av-
erages and global recommended standards.*®
Thus, by the time the second decade on educa-
tion was launched in 2006, it was noted in the
opening address at the Gabon Conference in
West Africa that “in spite of high ideals and in-
tensions, the first Decade of Education for Africa
was less than successful. Africa entered the new
millennium with an education deficit at every
level, formal and non-formal.”*¢ Most recently,
the director of education, culture, science and
technology of ECOWAS noted that most coun-
tries in West Africa are off track from meeting
MDGs 2 and 3.

Increasing Development Assistance

As official development assistance for the educa-
tion sector falls worldwide, the global spotlight on
girls” education in West Africa seems to have con-
tributed to increased funding to this subregion.*’
From being third lowest recipient of total aid to
the education sector in West Africa in 2002, with
inflows of $35 million by 2010, Nigeria moved
to the second highest recipient of total aid to the
education sector with inflows of $165 million.*®
This trend is likely to continue with the new com-
mitment of $500 million announced during the
September 2013 visit of Gordon Brown to Nige-
ria. Half this sum is being made available from
the Federal Government of Nigeria. A total of
$200 million is to be contributed by USAID and
the GPE. A new stream of funding from the Eu-
ropean Union is expected to complete the $500
million funding pledge. New funding has also
been committed by the World Bank, DfID and
foundations such as the MacArthur Foundation

and Ford Foundation, as well as international

development partners such as the Population
Council. This funding is critical given the dire
need for support for the children of West Africa.

TABLE 2. PERCENTAGE SHARE OF EDUCATION IN WEST
AFRICAN Gross DomesTic ProbucT

Country 1999 2010
Benin 3.2 4.5
Burkina Faso 1.5 -
Chad 2.4 2.8
Cote d’lvoire 5.0 4.6
Gambia 6.0 5.0
Ghana 3.1 5.5
Liberia - 2.8
Mali 2.2 4.5
Niger 3.1 3.8
Nigeria 0.9 -
Senegal 3.5 5.6
Sierra Leone 3.5 4.3

Source: World Bank, World Development Report (New York: Oxford
University Press, various years).

Legal and Policy Framework

Of the West African countries, Nigeria has the
most developed policy and legal framework, with
the greatest potential to catalyze the uptake of
girls’ education in the region. Between the 1970s
and 2013, approximately 52 pieces of legisla-
tion and policies were developed with implica-
tions for girls’ education in Nigeria. The average
for other countries in the subregion was between
22 to 34.% Strategies to facilitate girls’ education
were frontline objectives but were also embed-
ded within policies on violence against women,
national gender policy, and policies on traffick-
ing in persons and irregular migration, school
hygiene and sanitation. A robust legal frame-
work also exists, starting with Chapter I, Article
18, of the May 1999 Constitution, which provid-
ed for free, compulsory and universal primary
education and free secondary education and
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including the Child Rights Act of 2003. Despite
these instruments, Nigeria is the only country in
West Africa where female secondary school en-
rollment rates have fallen over the period 1999
to 2012. Nigeria also has the largest number
of out-of-school children in the region. Over 90
percent of out-of-school girls between the ages
of 10 and 14 in Nigeria have never attended
school.5° Graphs 1 and 2 below similarly show
little change in female enrollment at secondary
school level and high female dropout rates in

countries such as Chad, Liberia and Mauritania.

The Girls’ Education Movement in West
Africa

It is important to trace the factors that have driven
progress in girls’ education, and also to under-
stand why girls’ education has gained attention
and yet the sector still has not focused on end-
ing child marriage. The girls’ education move-
ment can be fraced to the 1960s, when it was
characterized by multiple stakeholders within
government and civil society concerned with the
education of women and girls as part of a mass
literacy movement. On the other hand, as de-
scribed above, the movement to end child mar-
riage can be traced back to the 1980s and was
largely driven by women’s civil society groups
through legal and public health platforms.

Four factors have shaped the direction and inten-
sity of the girls’ education movement in West Afri-
ca since the wave of independence in the 1960s
which has contributed to gains in girls’ education

such as those shown in graphs 1 and 2.

1. Nonformal education and mass literacy
movements in the postindependence era
served as a vehicle for the newly emerg-

ing nation states to address the problem of

women’s and girls’ education. While the ear-
ly expansion of formal education for girls for
countries such as Ghana was noticeable in
the subregion,®' education for girls was as-
sociated with functional literacy and nonfor-
mal skills building to support the new agrar-
ian economy.>? As governments struggled to
meet the school-place deficit, education for
girls and women came to be increasingly de-
livered through community schools and the
mass media. The successes of the nonformal
literacy movement for girls in the 1960s and
1970s constituted a platform upon which
UNICEF built its flagship nonformal literacy
projects in Burkina Faso, Niger, Nigeria and
Mauritania under the African Girls’ Education
Initiative launched in 1994.5% In francophone
West Africa, the nonformal education move-
ment also provided a platform for a populist
return to local languages, whereby the Min-
istere de |’Education Nationale in Guinea
trained girls and women to contribute to a

new agrarian driven socialist economy.

Constitutional and education policy reform in
the 1990s saw a wave of new legislation that
enshrined the right to education in national
constitutions and the adoption of new affir-
mative action policies for girls in education.
Even in Mali, one of the most religiously con-
servative countries in West Africa, Article 26
of Law 99-046 of December 28, 1999, the
Education Counseling Law, stipulates that
the right to education creates an obligation
for parents to enroll their children in schools
and to keep them there at least until the end

of basic education, a period of nine years.>

Regional policy was set by the African Union
and ECOWAS,* aligned with global pol-

icy, and provided a framework for girls’
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education. ECOWAS was established in
1975 and the African Union was established
in 1999. The major thrust of the focus on
girls’ education revolved around increasing
enrollment and aligning with global gen-
der parity goals and on expanding access
to technical and vocational education. By
the 1990s, sexuality education for both boys
and girls was incorporated into the regional
guidelines in response to the HIV/AIDS pan-
demic.

Nation states’ accession to global treaties
and alignment. Girls’ education programs in
West Africa were shaped by global forums
and conventions, including the 1990 meet-
ings in Jomtien, Thailand, that catalyzed
new statements of commitment to girls’ ed-
ucation across West Africa under the policy
framework of the First Decade for Education
in Africa (1996-2006) and the associated
Decade for Literacy and Adult Education in
Africa. The UNICEF-supported African Girls’
Education Initiative, which commenced in
1994, shaped a decade of girls’ education
interventions in West Africa. At the turn of the

new millennium, three events gave greater

momentum to girls’ education efforts in the
subregion. The first was the seminar on the
follow-up to the Decade of Education in West
Africa, which took place in Banjul, Gambia,
in January 2000; and the second was the
World Education Forum in Dakar in April
2000. The third was the launch of the MDGs
in September 2000, which catalyzed the
Second Decade of Education for Africa Plan
(2006-15). The first conference of ECOW-
AS education ministers was held in Dakar in
September 2002 to harmonize national ed-
ucation policies with the New Partnership for
African Development (NEPAD) and the new
global EFA Movement. By 2004, a second
meeting of ECOWAS ministers of education
was held with support from UNESCO and
with a focus on expanding girls’ education

in the subregion.

Clearly efforts toward the promotion of girls’ ed-
ucation in West Africa have developed on a par-
allel tack to those concerned with ending child
marriage and have not intersected to any great
measure. Further evidence and reasons for this

disconnect are discussed in the next section.
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This section presents three pieces of evidence
to make the case that there is a policy discon-
nect between the growing global consensus on
the importance of girls’ education as a leading
strategy to combat child marriage and how pol-
icy is implemented in West Africa. At the region-
al level, findings from interviews with education
bureaucrats and an analysis of recent meetings
are presented to show the disjuncture in think-
ing between educationalists and child marriage
advocates. Regarding global policy that affects
the region, education sector plans submitted to
the Global Partnership for Education (GPE) are
analyzed, showing that a key opportunity to link
girls’ education with ending child marriage is
being missed by the global and regional com-

munities.

Education Policymakers in West
Africa: Ending Child Marriage Is Not
an Education Goal

Why has the message that girls’ education can
end child marriage not gotten through to West
African policymakers, who are no doubt aware
of the subregion’s characterization as a hot spot
for child marriage and its large population of
out-of-school girls?2 This question was put to
key informants across West Africa during two
years of fieldwork in a study funded by the Ford
Foundation. Responses can be grouped into six

broad categories:

1. Child marriage does not need a special pub-
lic policy solution. This was the first and most
commonly articulated response. Respon-

dents in both anglophone and francophone

West Africa explained that child marriage
was hidden, accepted and considered to be
a natural right of passage within society and
within government bureaucracies with the

responsibility for education planning.

2. Ending child marriage is not an education
goal. This reason was articulated by educa-
tion bureaucrats across the subregion. For
almost all education planners and politi-
cians, ending child marriage was seen as a
goal for child rights advocates, the groups
opposing violence against women and
the proponents of adolescent reproductive
health (box 3). Bureaucrats in the depart-
ments of solidarity and gender promotion in
the ministries of family and children across
francophone countries expressed fear about
having their programs linked with the prob-
lem of les mutilations génitales féminines,
“excision” or |’excision (female genital cut-
ting), while in anglophone countries bureau-
crats working on women'’s affairs were wea-
ry of becoming too closely associated with
reproductive health obstetric fistula projects,
which they saw to be the main focus on
child marriage efforts. In both cases, gov-
ernments implement these programs with-
out engaging ministries of education in their
community awareness, political mobilization

and specialized repair surgeries projects.

Box 3. ENDING EARLY MARRIAGE Is NOT AN
EpucaTioN Issue

“Early marriage is a complex issue; for now it is
likened to themes on violence which is easier to get
action from the gender people.”

—an education official, Mali, 2012

3. Thisis alocal problem. Even in countries such
as Niger, with its high rates of child marriage

throughout the country, planners questioned
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why a problem that was specific to particular
regions should dominate education plan-
ning and find its way into national education
plans. Both civil servants and NGO leaders
viewed child marriage as a rural or location
specific problem common in areas such as
Kayes, Koulikoro and Sikasso in Mali or the
Northern states in Nigeria. Civil servants
who raised this problem were quick to point
out that the politics of resource allocation in
their countries would make it difficult to con-
centrate proportional resources in regions to

address high child marriage rates.

4. Measurement is complicated. Ministry of Edu-
cation officials also explained that they were
sure that girls’ education projects contributed
to reducing high rates of child marriage, but
they were quick to explain that they did not
and could not measure such changes. Some
respondents felt that while the Ministry of Ed-
ucation can implement programs, it was up
to the Ministry of Health to measure changes.
Other respondents from the Ministry of Educa-
tion inferred linkages without evidence (box 4).

Box 4. DrawiNG CoNcLusioNs WITHOUT EVIDENCE

“The girl child support program is not directly linked
with early marriage but it helps improve girls’ reten-
tion rate up to Junior Secondary school level.”

—Executive secretary, Basic Education
Commission, Ministry of Education, Sierra Leone

5. This should be funded by health. Ministry of
Education officials recalled the bureaucrat-
ic minefield of responding to the HIV/AIDS
pandemic in the 1990s, when they had funds
deducted to source activities that they viewed
as belonging to the health sector. Reluctant
to repeat such an experience, a senior civil

servant asked “so if we deal with child mar-

riage through education, does that mean that
health will give some of their budget to ed-
ucation?”>¢ NGOs representatives who were
interviewed on this question linked the issue
of bureaucratic competition over budgetary
allocations to low capacity for “real” gender

planning and analysis in departments.

6. Lack of civil society partners. A sixth reason
was put forward not by education bureau-
crats but rather by delegates at a Ford Foun-
dation West African regional meeting. Dele-
gates noted that there are few subregional
organizations conducting civil society action
and advocacy on child marriage issues, es-
pecially in comparison with education orga-
nizations, and so the interaction and educa-

tion of government officials is limited.5”

These responses demonstrate the difficulty of
joining up two programming areas that many
believe exist in different and often competing
policy domains. Responses suggest an urgent
need to convince stakeholders concerned with
big questions of girls’ education in development
to focus on the implications of child marriage.
However, the fear of lower line implementers
that girls’ education can be “contaminated” by
child marriage is a real one to which one must
respond. This suggests that education policy im-
plementers at subnational levels in particular
can be kept within their comfort zone, where
they take a technical approach to girls’ educa-
tion policies. However, it is critical that they are
pushed to implement smarter girls’ education
programs. Substate implementation can focus
on areas where there is synergy between the
work of ending child marriage and girls’ educa-
tion, such as promoting access, safe spaces, life

skills, and learning for vulnerable populations.
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Further Regional Evidence of Disconnect
in West Africa: Recent Meetings

As West Africa contributes to the post 2015 agen-
da-setting discussions, important regional meet-
ings have been convened in 2013 to coordinate
country level actions on girls’ education as well as
on adolescent reproductive health and child mar-
riage. These initiatives are taking place separate-
ly with no coordination between the obijectives,
agencies and actors involved in improving girls’
education outcomes and the advocates strug-
gling to reduce the high rates of child marriage
in the subregion.

Evidence of the disconnect between girls’ edu-
cation and efforts to end child marriage can be
seen from two recent high-level regional meet-
ings setting the agenda on girls’ education and
child marriage for West African countries. The
first is the ECOWAS Commission’s high level
consultation of experts on the education of girls,
which took place in Banjul, Gambia, on April
22,2013. The delegates at this forum discussed
West Africa’s poor indices for girls’ education
within the framework of the MDGs, EFA and
the African Union Plan of Action for the Second
Decade of Education for Africa (2006-15), and
they fashioned new directions for all 15 coun-
tries to accelerate actions toward 2015. These
actions call for a special budget line for girls’
education, strengthening existing education
management information systems, the imple-
mentation of legal frameworks that guarantee
the rights of girls and laws on free compulso-
ry education, textbooks, fees and uniforms. No
mention was made of ending child marriage
and no indicators were outlined to trace the im-
pact of any of these actions on child marriage
rates.

The second regional meeting of significance
in 2013 was the African Regional Conference
on Population and Development Beyond 2014.
Ending child marriage was a central focus of this
forum of public health agencies and advocates.
In his opening statement to this meeting, the
executive director of the UNFPA set the tone by
noting that

It is unacceptable that in the 21st century
girls are still subject to harmful practices,
such as female genital mutilation and
child marriage, which violate their rights
to health, physical and mental integrity
and life. Of the 10 countries worldwide
with the highest rates of child marriage, 8
of them are in Africa. . . .This must stop.>®

This meeting ended with a call to action by del-
egates from ministries of health, population
and gender, representatives of civil society or-
ganizations, UN agencies, international organi-
zations and Pan-African Parliament around the
strategies of adolescent sexual and reproductive
health and rights. There were no invitees from
ministries of education, and ending child mar-
riage through girls’ education did not emerge

among the strategies in the call for action.

Global Evidence of Policy Disconnect
in West Africa: Education Sector Plans
as Missed Opportunities for Synergy
and Change

The global community has a role to play in
creating incentives to help link girls’ education
and efforts to end child marriage. GPE provides
an opportunity for states to harmonize educa-
tion plans and set new objectives in response to
global guidelines while being driven by needs

and demands from the country level.

Why Ending Chilld Marriage Needs to Be an Education Goal
The Case for Improved Coordination between Ending Child Marriage and Girls” Education Movements in West Africa
Center for Universal Education

24



Each West African country has produced an ed-
ucation sector plan (ESP) which elaborates coun-
try priorities in education for all demographic
groups—girls, boys and adult females and males.
ESPs have the potential to promote synergy be-
tween efforts to promote girls’ education and
ending child marriage. Yet analysis of these plans
confirm the disjuncture between global policy dis-
course and state level action and reveal a missed
opportunity to bridge that divide.

GPE does not direct the country planning pro-
cess, but it does provide guidelines that shape the
methodology, consultative process and format of
the plans. Current guidelines do not steer national
governments to mainstream gender into the anal-
ysis and processes of the plan. The present frame-
work does provide a broad template for national
governments to consider gender based barriers to
girls’ education and to reference existing gender
policies. GPE is now working with the UN Girls’
Education Initiative to revamp this process so that
girls’ education concerns are addressed in plan-
ning, policy and programming. Yet the current
absence of gender in the planning methodology
results in girls’ education being treated without
appropriate context or tools in many cases. How-
ever, since the ESPs are expected to come out of
a country driven process, it is reasonable to ex-
pect that local planners will spot the opportunity
for synergies and build in girls’ education com-
ponents designed to reduce high rates of child

marrioge.

As a means of examining the way that girls’ ed-
ucation policy and programming interacts with
policy and programming related to child mar-
riage, this author reviewed ESPs of 13 African
countries.>? The findings were stark: Governments

are not leveraging girls’ education to work to end

child marriage, despite clear synergies. Not one of
13 ESPs makes a specific policy statement about
ending child marriage. Only the ESPs for Senegal
and Benin note child marriage as a barrier to girls’
education, yet these plans include no indicators to
track the impact of girls” education on child mar-

riage. These findings are summarized in table 3.

Girls” empowerment, which is a rights based ap-
proach that is clearly linked to child marriage,
features in a number of plans but still is not
clearly linked to measurable indicators to end
child marriage. In the nine cases where girls’
empowerment components formed the basis of
girls’ education activities, no indicator was de-
veloped to track the impact of these initiatives
on child marriage; nor did any of these nine
plans build in monitoring links with public health
or gender rights advocates. This is particularly
noticeable in the case of Liberia, which had a
broader consultative framework at the plan de-
velopment stage. Where girls’ empowerment
activities such as family life education were in-
corporated into plans, the potential to make an
impact on child marriage rates was adversely
affected by the fact that girls at risk of child mar-
riage were not targeted specifically, because this
was not a lens that factored into planning. While
more than half the plans set out to target girls at
risk in hot spot regions through interventions to
increase enrollment and reduce dropout rates,
none sought to measure the impact of these ini-
tiatives on local rates of child marriage. Over-
all, ESPs were aligned with the gender equality
norms and to varying extents incorporated activ-
ities that targeted girls; but these were not coor-

dinated with ending child marriage goals.

ESPs do focus on girls’ education overall, a
fact that may be encouraged by GPE’s strate-
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gic focus on girls’ education. In all 13 countries,
governments’ focus on girls’ education aimed to
address problems of gender parity in enrollment
at primary and secondary school levels and laid
out plans to stem high dropout rates. Still, there
were some deficiencies. The plans of Chad, Ni-
ger and Nigeria were low on girls’ education

components or failed to mention them at all.

The lack of focus on ending child marriage in the
ESPs for West Africa signals the need for urgent

action to refocus the planning process so that
the problems and needs of girls are addressed
and that the ESPs thus become aligned with the
new global consensus on the synergies between
girls’ education and child marriage. National
governments are accountable for the dual prob-
lems of large numbers of out-of-school girls and

high rates of child marriage in their countries.

TaBLE 3. SUMMARY ReviEw oF EDUCATION SECTOR PLANS OF WEST AFRICAN COUNTRIES

Inclusion of Inclusion of Targeting of Use of Gender

Identification of  goals or objec- ~ M&E indicators  regions because  Targefing of equity indicators

child marriage  tives related o fotrackimpact  of highrates  regions because  Expanded access and

as a barrier to ending child  of educationon  of out of school  of high rates of ot primary&  empowerment
Country Timeline girls” education marriage child marriage girls child marriage secondary (S,M,w)*
Benin 2013-2015 v X X v X v S
B/Faso 2012-2021 X X X X X v S
Chad 2013-2015 X X X X X v w
Coted’ Ivoire 2012-2014 X X X v X v M
Gambia 2006-2015 X X X X X v S
Ghana 2010-2020 X X X v X v S
Liberia 2010-2020 X X X X X v M
Mali 2010-2012 X X X X X v M
Mauritania 2011-2020 X X X X X v M
Niger 2011-2013 X X X X X v S
Nigeria 2011-2015 X X X X X v w
Senegal 2013-2025 v X X X X v M
S/Leone 2007-2015 X X X v X v S

*Key: S-Strong (gender indicators - positive discrimination in favor of girls; gender violence, family life education and civic education in curriculum; health,
sanitation and hygiene for girls in school environment; improved female school teacher ratios; and community mobilization for girls’ education)

M — Medium (positive discrimination in favor of girls and 2 of the other gender indicators)

W — Weak (any 2 of the gender indicators but no positive discrimination in favor of girls)
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call to action is needed for global, regional,
Ana’rionol and subnational actors to build
on the understanding that girls’ education is a
critical strategy to end child marriage. A recent
survey of 41 hotspot countries for child marriage
globally pointed to the continuing reluctance of
national governments to commit to ending child
marriage.® This section provides recommenda-
tions for each set of actors toward a policy con-

sensus at the implementation level.

Global Actions

The inclusion of gender in the GPE methodology
for ESPs is a significant action that can lead West
African countries with high rates of child mar-
riage to align girls’ education programs with such
goals. Strategic objective Il of the GPE 2012-15
Strategic Plan addresses this gap through a pro-
cess supported by the Technical Reference Group
on Gender and Education coordinated by the
United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative (UN-
GEl). These recommendations to GPE are framed
against the background of the current gender

driven initiatives under strategic objective Il:

* Implement quick-win measures such as gen-
der audits and midterm reviews of ESPs in
hot spot countries with a specific focus on

child marriage.

* Reform the grantmaking guidelines and
provide tools to encourage states to expand
the consultative process to include a wider
cross-section of government agencies and
NGOs concerned with the problems adoles-

cents face from a gender perspective.

* Reform the grantmaking framework to encour-

age nation states to recognize and respond to

regional differences, given that gender issues

can be more acute in local areas.

* Reform the guidelines of the ESP process to
encourage nation states to increasingly fo-

cus on girls’ education and child marriage.

* Require applicant countries to incorporate
analysis of gender based barriers to girls’
education, and how education can address

problems faced by girls.

Global agencies that are behind the message
that girls’ education can end child marriage
must do more than recommend strategies to the
national government; they must give operation-
al directions to guide the actions of nations and
planners. The following are proposed:

* Global leaders on girls’ education agen-

cies must reach out to other global
actors committed to ending child marriage
to develop a road map and to provide tools
and program design templates to maximize
the synergies between adolescent repro-
ductive health and rights and girls’ educa-
tion policies. This is a particularly important
follow-up role for the UN special envoy on
global education, Gordon Brown who can
engage the so-called H8—the World Health
Organization; UNICEF; UNFPA; UNAIDS;
the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis
and Malaria; GAVI; the Bill & Melinda Gates

Foundation; and the World Bank.

* The leadership taken by the ambassadors of
Sierra Leone and Chad to be among 107
delegates to move the first ever UN reso-
lution on child, early and forced marriage
at the Human Rights Council must be lever-
aged throughout West Africa. The ECOWAS
Permanent Observer and the African Union's
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Permanent Observer Mission at the United
Nations must communicate the significance
of this resolution down through regional or-
gans such as the African Committee on the
Rights and Welfare of the Child.

The Office of the High Commission for Hu-
man Rights, which is currently developing
the report on child marriage for the Human
Rights Council in June 2014, must extend its
call for submissions to girls’ education pro-
gram implementers to ensure that the hu-
man rights challenges and possibilities in

girls’ education are addressed.

Global agencies concerned with reproduc-
tive health of adolescents such as UNFPA and
the World Bank must ensure that new adoles-
cent reproductive health projects rolled out
in child marriage hot spot countries such as
Niger®' are designed with programmatic le-
vers to ensure girls’ education activities aim
to delay child marriage. The fact that UN-
FPA is guided by International Conference
on Population and Development provisions
to “empower adolescents to continue their
education and lead productive and satisfy-
ing lives”®? creates an opportunity to develop
synergies with girls’ education interventions
while at the same time keeping within its re-

productive health mandate.®?

The World Health Organization which rose
from its 65 World Health Assembly with a
strong resolution to end child marriage is
currently convening meetings and must en-
sure that global girls’ education players are
invited to the table as strategies and indica-

tors are being developed.

The Girls Not Brides global network with civil

society branches throughout child marriage

hotspot countries must do more to harmo-
nize the actions of country level initiatives
around the clear message that girls’ educa-
tion provides the most strategic opportunity

to lead the fight against child marriage.

Regional and subregional actions

Regional and subregional actors have a leading

role to play in bringing attention to the issue of

child marriage in West Africa, building capacity

of regional actors, and maintaining progress on

child marriage.

The African Committee of Experts on the
Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACERWC),
the treaty body that monitors the implemen-
tation of the African Charter on the Rights
and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC), must
be supported to convene an immediate di-
alogue. The ACERWC must also be support-
ed fo carry out awareness creation activities
and to commission child marriage country
reports in keeping with the Committee’s
2013 Day of the African Child theme of end-

ing harmful traditional practices.

Regional public service capacity building
agencies which have been working with
weak and outdated gender planning par-
adigms must be supported to update tools
and methodologies on integrated gender
planning for education planners in West
Africa. The Centre for Girls’ and Women'’s
Education in Africa (CIEFFA) in Ouagadou-
gou and the African Training and Research
Centre in Administration for Development
(CAFRAD) can support these activities.

The West African Civil Society Forum
(WACSF) was supported by the Ford Foun-

dation in 2013 to roll out a new project to
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end child marriage with strong advocacy
components. WACSF is strategically placed
to formulate strong evidence based advo-
cacy messages around the effectiveness of
the girls’ education strategy. The WACSF
must be strengthened to sharpen its focus
around the potential of girls’ education and
to develop materials in French, English and
Portuguese and train NGOs throughout the

subregion on this message.

The African Child Policy Forum, an indepen-
dent web-based platform supported by de-
velopment partners such as PLAN, the Oak
Foundation and Investing in Children and
their Societies (ICS) can be energized to in-
troduce a page profiling countries’ initiatives
to end child marriage through targeted girls’
education projects and comparing changes

in rates of child marriage in the subregion.

Think tanks with regional reach, such as
Women in Law and Development, Trust Af-
rica, and the Forum for African Women
Educationists, should establish a learning
community to provide the evidence and tem-
plates for political decision makers and bu-
reaucrats. Several international development
partners®* are implementing girls’ education
projects across West Africa and a multitude
of government agencies®® are also working
to support girls’ education. A comprehensive
country by country review should be carried
out of girls’ education projects to examine
the impact on child marriage rates and to
compare implementation strategies and
mechanisms.

The gender mainstreaming and peer review
mechanisms of the New Partnership for Af-

rica’s Development (NEPAD) provide an

opportunity for countries in the subregion to
learn from each other about best practices
in accountable and participatory planning
for girls’ education. Such a platform can
document Liberia’s strength in multisector
consultation during the ESP design phase
and the Senegalese government’s faire-faire
(making things happen) strategy based on
strong partnerships with NGOs and com-
munity schools to meet gender parity tar-
gets in basic education. Exchange visits can
evolve from this platform during the peer

review stage.

* Countries of the West African subregion
must move forward to develop gender fo-
cused security and education programs for
internally displaced girls under the protec-
tion provisions of the Convention for the
Protection and Assistance of Internally Dis-
placed Persons in Africa (the Kampala Con-
vention). More awareness must be raised by
the NGO Forum in the African Commission
on Human and Peoples’ Rights on state obli-
gations to internally displaced girls and their

families under the Convention.

* The African Commission on Human and Peo-
ples’ Rights and the NGO Forum in the Af-
rican Commission on Human and Peoples’
Rights must use all available instruments to
compel national governments to implement
policies in line with the October 2013 Joint
Statement to Governments on Innovation in

Girls’ Education.%¢

National actions

National governments must work around bu-
reaucratic politics and regional tensions to bring
girls’ education policies in line with the new glob-
al strategy in which education is central.
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At country level women's leadership for girls’
education must be developed to champion
increased expenditure, school to work poli-
cies for girls, nonformal alternative education
models for married girls and gender respon-
siveness within education bureaucracies at
all levels. Leadership development programs
targeting women in West Africa such as the
new UN Ele Wa program must develop the
leadership skills of girls’ education activists
and include them among cohorts of repro-
ductive health leaders to develop holistic gen-

der responsive models to end child marriage.

Strategic government think tanks must bring
together multisectoral agencies and take the
lead in a policy dialogue with line Ministries
and parastatals with responsibility for edu-
cation, public health, protection and justice
for children as well as NGOs, associations
of teachers, social workers and counselors
and international development partners.
For example, the Senegal Coalition des Or-
ganisations en Synergie pour la Défense de
I'Education (COSYDEP) can be a strategic
partner in this process. In Nigeria, the apex
Federal Government think tank, the Nation-
al Institute for Policy and Strategic Studies

(NIPSS), can lead the process.

Child marriage requires presidential lev-
el leadership at national level in each of
the countries of West Africa. As has been
demonstrated in this paper, child marriage is
a cross-sector issue that fails to be addressed
by education officials because of budgetary
constraints and other sectoral issues. Top lev-
el leadership, including from the Minister of
Finance so that cross-sector solutions can be
developed, is needed to develop innovative
solutions to address this crisis. A presidential

roundtable initiated by one of the West Afri-
can leaders could bring much needed atten-
tion to this issue among others.

* Impact investors such as the Open Society
Foundations with a focus on rights must sup-
port civil society organizations across the
subregion to launch a new generation of
education rights awareness building inter-
ventions and judicial actions against states
which have refused to enforced girls’ rights
to education laws enshrined in constitutions

and Acts of Parliament.

*  The community of girls’ education research-
ers and evaluators in West African countries
has an obligation to discover, document
and produce policy briefs on success sto-
ries where education has provided alterna-
tives to child marriage and improved the
life chances of girls. In 2012 the Norwe-
gian Development Corporation funded the
Forum for African Women Educationists to
support female researchers in the region to
carry out such studies. This endeavor must
be continued and extended to regional re-
search agencies such as the Council for the
Development of Social Science Research in
Africa in Dakar, Senegal.

Subnational actions

While religious and cultural norms are signifi-
cant barriers to girls’ education in West Africa;
poverty, poor quality education as well as knowl-
edge that both male and female youths are un-
likely to find jobs are the biggest disincentives
for parents to invest in education. Against this
background child marriage is rationalized in
traditional and conservative Islamic communi-
ties of the subregion. In this context the following
is recommended:
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Local NGOs and implementing partners
such as Mercy Corps and Action Aid imple-
menting girls’ education programs in com-
munities with high rates of child marriage
across West Africa must revisit project mon-
itoring and evaluation frameworks to bring
out clear evidence of program impact on
ending child marriage. This evidence must
be presented as policy briefs showing the
benefits of such interventions to the girl, the
family and community. Local administrators
must be encouraged to take successful inter-
ventions to scale and the path to scale must
be supported through capacity building pro-
grams to enable planners to develop youth
employment policies that identify market-
able skills sets and employment possibilities
for female youth in the formal and informal
sectors.

UNICEF, World Vision and Oxfam must sup-
port a new generation of in-depth studies
which examine the impact of the different
drivers of displacement on child marriage
in the West African region. These studies
must also identify coping mechanisms, re-
silience and opportunities for the education
of displaced girls within countries and across

the region as populations are increasingly
crossing borders due to climate change, in-

surgency, political crisis and poverty.

* Local NGOs with an intermediary role at
global and local levels must do more to cre-
ate a sustainable platform for local groups
to tell their stories, leapfrog into the global
arena, access funding, expand their activi-
ties and shape the current and post 2015
agenda on how girls’ education can end

child marriage.

nding child marriage through girls’ educa-
E’rion is an important strategy that global ac-
tors propose to hot spot countries such as those
of West Africa. As pragmatic as this strategy may
appear, bureaucratic politics and the absence
of guidance on how to roll out girls’ education
policies for maximum effect present barriers to
policymakers’ ability to implement the targeted
and integrated interventions that have been sug-
gested by the global message. It is now the time
to go beyond the message that girls’ education
is an effective strategy and to take the initiative
to develop the tools and templates to implement
this recommendation.
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he following sections show how thinking
Ton the relationship between child marriage
and girls’ education has differentiated and de-
veloped, starting from the decade of the 1960s.
Four main approaches to girls’ education have
different implications for efforts to end child
marriage: the social benefits approach, the eco-
nomic benefits approach, the empowerment ed-
ucation approach and the legal approach. The
first two approaches can be broadly character-
ized as development approaches to girls’ edu-
cation, and the latter two as human rights based
approaches. It is critical to note the distinction
between the development and human rights ap-
proaches to girls’ education and the implications
for child marriage. For the social and economic
benefits approaches, ending child marriage is an
externality for the medium to long term impact
of girls’ education programs. These approach-
es have stressed the many benefits of education
and have noted that ending child marriage is an
important positive subsequent effect. As develop-
ment programs have become more prescriptive,
so too has the ability to design programs and

policies in order to affect this externality.

In contrast, human rights approaches view child
marriage as a form of gender based violence
that can be transcended by building individu-
al agency among girls, by working with com-
munities to change attitudes and by working
through the nation-state to uphold the rights of
girls through education. The human rights ap-

proaches focus on the role of the curriculum and

law in overcoming gender based constraints to
girls’ education. For the human rights perspec-
tive, child marriage must be addressed through
the education system and the education system
must reflect gender concerns. The following sec-
tion highlights the basis for each of these ap-
proaches, as well as the limitations of each. The

four approaches are highlighted below.

The Social Benefits Approach to Girls”
Education

The literature on the social benefits of education
takes as its point of departure the positive impact
of education, and especially girls’ education,
on the public health, demographics and social
stability of countries in the Global South. Girls’
education is proposed as a solution that not only
improves the health and life chances of girls but
also produces social benefits for their families,
communities and societies. In this context, if ed-
ucation serves to delay the age of marriage, it
is positive because delayed marriage is likely to
equate with reduced fertility and infant mortality.

The earliest works on the social benefits approach
to girls’ education paradigm evolved as part of a
focus in the 1950s and 1960s on fertility, infant
mortality and development in the Global South,
especially in the sub-Saharan African countries,
which had failed to make the demographic transi-
tion to nuclear modern family structures. Leading
this research agenda were demographers, pop-
ulation scholars, ethnographers and sociologists
whose works demonstrated the complexity of sim-
ple linear propositions equating numbers of years
of schooling with changes in the age of marriage,
numbers of births, numbers of live births and child
mortality.” Being largely scholarly works, few of
the authors sought to lay down policy prescrip-

tions for governments. It was left to development
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think tanks such as the World Bank to outline
recommendations for girls’ education to reduce
the risk of child marriage and reduce high fer-
tility rates. By the 1990s, the prescriptive branch
of the literature on fertility had evolved into a rig-
orous paradigm, whereby scholars focused on
the “well-being and conditions” of girls in child
marriages and recommendations to address this
problem.%® Among the recommendations made is
that of keeping girls in school to delay age of first
marriage. By the 2000s, a robust body of litera-
ture on girls’ education pointed to the specific so-
cial benefits that could be expected from addition-
al years of schooling. For instance, an additional
year of girls schooling could lead to a 5 percent
reduction in infant mortality rates. A woman who
benefited from an additional year of school would
have children who were likely to remain in school
for an additional one-third to one-half of a year.®

The social benefits approach continued to evolve
in the late 2000s, as World Bank economists
produced a number of background studies on
how conditional cash transfers can be tailored to
both promote demand for education and create
incentives that cause families and girls to delay
marriage.’® In 2012, World Bank seminal papers
exploring the manifold linkages between girls’
education and child marriage were produced un-
der a broad thematic study on the issue of child
marriage in Sub-Saharan Africa, funded by the
Trust Fund for Environmentally and Socially Sus-
tainable Development. The interesting issue about
this new generation of studies on the social ben-
efits of education is the careful rigor with which
the search for effective policy instruments was
conducted and the comprehensive mix of recom-
mendations proposed, many of which even go
beyond common cores of teaching. For example,

when asking the question “What can be done to

deal with issues such as child marriage?” in a
World Bank paper, Dopart and Wodon mention
the importance of “providing public transporta-
tion to go to schools, ensuring access to water in
schools” and similar factors.”! The social benefits
approach has been important given the focus it
has brought to investing in girls” education, and
to identifying the incentives that will create de-
mand for education and the potential to change

behavior in relation to girls’ education.

The Education and Training for
Employment Approach to Girls’
Education

The earliest arguments for expanding girls’ access
to education to include training opportunities were
shaped by the 1970s International Labor Organi-
zation basic needs strategy and by the Women in
Development (WID) movement of the mid-1970s
to early 1990s.72 With the ILO’s basic needs strate-
gy coming out of the World Employment Programs
and the WID movement informed by Boserup's
1970 critique of women’s exclusion from eco-
nomic development, education in general—and,
in particular, girls’ education—became linked to
a wider discourse on employment and economic
growth. Although pioneering WID scholars devot-
ed copious pages to the problem of child marriage
and polygamy, they were mainly concerned with
explaining the barriers these practices posed to la-
bor productivity and economic growth.”® Against
this background, education for women and girls
was proposed as the strategy fo eliminate a range
of economic barriers to growth in the Global
South, including poverty, low human resource ca-
pacity, and low economic productivity. While the
lost decade of the 1980s and the emergence of
neoliberalism saw a shift away from an in-depth
focus on the role of women and girls in the econ-

omy, the focus on girls’ education for employment
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was picked up by the new structural adjustment
agenda of the 1980s and 1990s, and ending
child marriage remained valid as an externality.
The World Bank’s seminal 199 1paper Letting Girls
Learn captured the high expectations held for the
individual and economic payoff from girls’ educa-
tion and explored the central role for the state in
providing efficient education services in this pro-
cess.”* While this 1991 work took note of culturally
and gender based barriers to girls” education, no
mention was made of child marriage as one of
these barriers. This was not the case in subsequent
works of the Bank, where the focus shifted from
girls" education to providing girls with training in
nonformal education settings and in turn to pro-

viding them with an alternative to domestic labor.

The shift to girls’ training was part of a broad-
er discussion on the skills set required for youth
to contribute to economic growth and to survive
structural adjustment and economies growing
without employment. This broader focus con-
tributed to agencies such as ILO, the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
(FAO), the United Nations Development Pro-
gram, the International Fund for Agricultural
Development (IFAD) and the World Bank under-
taking gender analyses of demand and supply
side determinants of adolescent girls’ under and
unemployment. The solution to this problem was
vocational skills building programs in nonformal
settings for girls. In the case of the World Bank’s
Adolescent Girls Initiative (AGI), gender analysis
led to studies that recognized the comparative
advantage of livelihood initiatives in adolescent
reproductive health programs by the Gender and
Development Group. The AGI noted that adoles-
cence for boys is associated with mobility and
autonomy, “but for girls it often comes with in-

creased restrictions, fewer opportunities and less

freedom to exercise choice. During this formative
period in their lives it is important to provide ad-
olescent girls with the tools they need to become

economically empowered young women.”’5

In a recent joint publication, IFAD, FAO and ILO
point out that the potential of nonformal training
programs to serve as an empowering platform
for girls and women escaping from traditional
roles, including that of child marriage, has been
missed in the framing of the MDGs.”¢ While the
literature on girls” education and training for em-
ployment does not address the problem of child
marriage per se, by focusing on the problem
of girls’ training and learning of market driven
skills as a strategy for their employment, this par-

adigm provides an alternative to child marriage.

The Empowerment Approach to Girls”
Education

The starting point of the approach of girls’ ed-
ucation as empowerment as it relates to child
marriage is that child marriage is a form of
gender based violence perpetuated by a male
dominated power structure. Child marriage is a
replication of patriarchy, and because in most
cultures, girls who are wives have expected
household duties, childhood marriage excludes
girls from their right to education. An approach
to education that focuses on empowerment as-
sumes that child marriage and other social
practices that limit girls’ freedoms can be end-
ed or mitigated through an education system
that equips girls to unpack gender stereotypes,
recognize gender constructed barriers and learn
how to effectively self-advocate. Such an edu-
cation system will provide girls with the knowl-
edge and skills to understand, confront and take
action to challenge the male dominated status

quo. Therefore, proponents of empowerment
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education are principally concerned with the
pedagogic content of girls’ education, or what
Stromquist refers to as “curriculum justice,” and
recommend nonformal education, which has the
potential to reach more girls than formal schools
in contexts where many girls are marginalized.”
Empowerment education is often complemented
by efforts to target traditional and religious lead-
ers as custodians of culture. This group may be
targeted for attitude change through public en-
lightenment and awareness creation campaigns
that encourage them to reject gender norms that

are harmful to girls.

The origins of empowerment education have been
traced to feminist and alternative critiques against
the “instrumentality” of the World Bank’s position
on girls’ education, whereby an almost linear re-
lationship is expected to exist between schooling
and economic and social transformation.”® It is
this feminist critique that filtered into the interna-
tional development agenda from as early as the
1970s and shaped education policy recommen-

dations to governments in the Global South.

A host of global policies on gender and on wom-
en’s and children’s rights set the stage for what
practitioners would later operationalize in the
empowerment education approach.”” This global
policy constituted the basis for an in-depth focus
on girls’ learning and the curriculum by multi-
lateral agencies such as UNESCO and UNICEF
as well as in international nonprofits such as the
Population Council, PLAN, the International Cen-
tre for Research on Women and Girls Not Brides.
These groups drew from the gender focused con-
ventions to fashion guidelines and recommenda-
tions on how the content of girls’ education cur-
ricula in both formal and nonformal education

should be designed to address issues of gender

based violence within the school and in the wider
society. Research on the impact of empowerment
education on HIV/AIDS prevention among high
risk groups of adolescent girls in Kenya contribut-

ed to the development of these works.&

Against this background, compelling arguments
for empowerment education were made by de-
velopment agencies vis-a-vis the MDGs.®' For
example, the World Health Organization, in the
preface to its 2003 toolkit for sexuality education,
and UNESCO implemented programs to combat
sexist stereotypes and terminologies in the curric-
ulum.8? Recognizing the special need for empow-
erment education for girls affected by conflict, UN
Women argued in 2012 for initiatives to support
a curriculum that “will provide girls and young
women with tools and expertise to understand the
root causes of violence in their communities and
educate and involve their peers and communities
to prevent such violence,” and in a joint statement
by UN agencies to commemorate the 2013 Inter-
national Day of the Girl Child important empow-
erment policy recommendations were reiterated

on how education can end child marriage.®

The Legal Approach to Girls”
Education

The empowerment education and the legal
approach are both important human rights
perspectives that share common roots in the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women, issued in Cai-
ro in 1994, in particular, and to a lesser extent
the other global conventions mentioned in the
empowerment approach. The gender contribu-
tion to MDGs has been hotly debated, as many
observers have noted the inclusion of gen-
der in the MDG Declaration but that the goals

were based on achievable targets that failed to
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challenge the subjugated status of women and
girls in the Global South.®* Agencies such as
UNICEF and UNESCO implement programs in
both areas as they address the problem of how
to end child marriage through girls’ education.
The approach of girls’ right to education is locat-
ed within a broader rights based paradigm that
dominated the discourse on how to end child
marriage before the current conjuncture, where
education is proposed as the catalytic factor. A
point of departure for the legal approach is the
government’s responsibility to pass and enforce
laws on free and compulsory primary and sec-
ondary education. UNICEF argues that govern-
ments should make and enforce laws that facil-
itate girls’ participation in education and states

that this is a strategy to end child marriage.®

Similarly, the Program of Action of the Interna-
tional Conference on Population and Develop-
ment Beyond 2014 (ICPD) specifically mentions
the obligations of government to address the
education, health and social needs of girls as
a strategy to prevent child marriage. In its Be-
yond 2014 agenda-setting report, ICPD main-
tains a strong focus on ending child marriage by
compelling governments to fulfill their responsi-
bilities in the area of girls’ rights in health and
education.?¢ Beyond securing compulsory edu-
cation, with regard to child marriage, the ma-
jor concern of the core rights based approach
has been on passing and enforcing legislation
on the minimum legal age of marriage and the
registration of births, marriages and divorces.
This approach has been found wanting because
states are quick to promulgate laws on the mini-
mum age of marriage but have been slow to set

up the judicial machinery to enforce them.

Having noted that a strategy focused purely on

international conventions and on laws related

to the age of marriage has been insufficient,
the proponents of this approach have broad-
ened their efforts to include a focus on laws and
enforcement that emphasizes keeping girls in
school and free from the threat of child marriage,
and on supporting girls’ right to education even
if they have been subjected to child marriage.
In this vein, the proponents of the human rights
based approach make the case for how the girl’s
right to education can protect her against child

marriage through three substrategies:

* Governments must make schools gender
friendly. Penalties for removing girls from
schools for purposes of marriage will be im-
posed, and a child protection system will be
strengthened to identify and refer such cases

to the judicial system.

* The education bureaucracy of government
must put in place regulations and guidelines
to protect girls from harm in the school en-
vironment and to introduce flexible school
administrative systems so that married girls

can still fulfill their right to get an education.

* Civil society actions are recommended to
track government’s compliance with obli-
gations under education laws, policies and
regulations and to monitor the spending

from education budgets for girls and boys.®”

Foundations and nonprofits play an important role
in the human rights space and can continue to ad-
dress the issue of patriarchy and male power blocs
by addressing the legal barriers to girls’ rights. In-
ternational rights-focused nonprofits such as Ox-
fam, Action Aid and the Open Society Foundation
have taken the lead in the rights based approach.
Action Aid and to a lesser extent Oxfam have
linked civil society mobilization and budget track-

ing actions with the goal of ending child marriage.
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Enhancing Girls’ Participation in
Science in Nigeria

A Driver for National Development and Social Equality
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“On a worldwide scale, science... is still a man’s business. This situation is no longer

acceptable. It is economically unacceptable because of the waste of human resources

that it entails; it is humanly unacceptable since it prevents half the population from

taking part in building the world; it is intellectually unacceptable as it deprives scientif-

ic and technological research of ideas and methods, in a word, of creativity. Further-

more, it mortgages the future since it nullifies any prospect of a general mobilization

in support of science in the service of a lasting peace and sustainable development”.
—Federico Mayor (1999), the Director General of UNESCO'

his paper reviews the issue of girls’ limited
Tporﬁcipoﬁon in science in Nigeria, which is
also an issue throughout many countries in Af-
rica. It reviews the literature on the factors of-
fecting girls’ learning and analyzes the situation
in Nigerian classrooms. Key among the factors
contributing to the science gender gap are cul-
tural biases that hold that science is the domain
of males, that it is not important for girls’ future
lives, and that girls are not as capable as boys
when it comes to science learning. These biases
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Lecturer, Tai Solarin University Of Education, ljagun, Ogun State

are manifested in science curricula, instruction
and assessment, and they thus influence the atti-
tudes of both girls and boys, along with parents
and teachers. This paper makes the argument
that girls must be engaged in science at the early
primary school level because this is when their in-
terests and attitudes about learning are formed.
Sensitivity to gendered cultural norms that affect
classroom practices and students’ learning is crit-
ical, and policy responses are also needed in or-

der to bring girls into science from an early age.
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Drawing on best practices for promoting gender
equity in science, the paper recommends six ar-
eas in which measures can be taken to improve
science education for girls and boys in Nigeria:
improving data quality and accessibility; incor-
porating gender equity training into teacher edu-
cation; using storytelling as a means to enhance
learning and interest in science classrooms;
building on science, technology, engineering
and mathematics (STEM) initiatives in Nigeria;
women helping women in science; and enhanc-
ing partnerships to promote girls’ participation

in science.

cience plays a central role in contemporary
Ssociefy, with the potential to improve lives in a
multitude of ways and advance national develop-
ment. Access to the fruits of science at the individu-
al and collective levels, however, lies primarily with
those endowed with scientific knowledge and skills.
Increasingly, those with the greatest understand-
ing of science and technology have access to the
best information, opportunities and jobs. Science
can be regarded as the cornerstone of industrial
development and the link between technology and
socioeconomic development. A country’s ability to
secure good health, fight diseases, protect the envi-
ronment, produce food for its people, and develop
new industries and technologies is dependent on
the scientific knowledge and skills of its people. Any
nation that neglects the provision of good quality
science education may quickly find itself the dump-
ing ground of other people’s innovations, without
the necessary human resources to sustain growth

and compete in a global economy.

Recently, global discussions on education have
moved from focusing primarily on school access
to placing greater emphasis on the learning that
takes place in classrooms, and science is a criti-
cal part of the learning that all children need to
acquire. Although primary school enrollment in
sub-Saharan Africa has increased from 59 percent
to 77 percent in the last decade, large numbers
of children leave school without acquiring basic
knowledge, skills and competencies.? 45 percent
of the 128 million children of primary school age
in Africa are not learning basic literacy and nu-
meracy skills after four years of school, per the
Africa Learning Barometer.® While science compe-
tency is not systematically assessed in most African
countries, there are indications that science educa-
tion remains weak.* Science and technology are
among the seven learning domains that are foun-
dational to lifelong learning for any child, as iden-
tified by the Brookings Institution’s Learning Met-
rics Task Force. A lack of adequate competence in
these cognitive and noncognitive areas will hinder
children from effectively learning as they progress
through higher levels of education and from be-

coming healthy, productive adults.

Like other countries in the Global South, Nige-
ria has in recent years sought to ensure equitable
access to education for all (box 1). In this context,
girls’ access to education has received attention
at the policy level, and progress has been made
toward gender parity in enrollments in some re-
gions of the country. However, far less attention
has been paid in Nigeria to the quality of chil-
dren’s learning and to girls’ participation in dif-
ferent areas of learning, including science and

technology.

While the Nigerian government has in recent

years focused attention on strengthening na-
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tional capacity in science and technology—a been developed.® This, in part, is due to a lack

key recommendation and objective of its Vision of awareness in Nigeria of the problem of the
20:2020 plan for economic transformation— science gender gap and the importance of girls’
it has yet to fully recognize the importance of and women's participation in science. Education
gender equity in science education and has not for all understood in terms of equal access to
initiated any national policies toward this goal. education is not enough. Equality and the future
Female participation in science receives mention development of societies are dependent on pro-
in Nigeria’s most recent Science, Innovation, and viding a high quality science education for all.

Technology Policy, but no specific objectives have

Box 1. Basic EDUCATION IN NIGERIA SNAPSHOT

Data on Nigerian education reveal that effective policies are needed to improve both access and learning,
particularly for girls. Nigeria has one of the largest out-of-school populations in the world, with 10.5 million
children not enrolled in school.® Of the children who are enrolled in primary school, 47 percent are girls.
Girls’ enrollment further declines to 44 percent at the junior secondary school level.” The survival rate to the
last grade of primary school is 69.8 percent for girls and 77.4.8 Only 53 percent of all students throughout
the country transition to secondary school.?

There are, however, considerable regional disparities in school access. In the northern states, gender dispar-
ities in enrollment remain great, while considerable progress has been made toward gender parity in access
to education in southern Nigeria. Only 4 percent of girls and 3 percent of boys from rural areas and less
than 1 percent of boys and girls from urban areas are out of school in the south of the country.™

Going beyond access, many Nigerian students are not learning the basic skills they need to succeed. Sixty
percent of students who have completed grade 4 and 44 percent of students who have completed grade
6 are not able to read a complete sentence in any language.'' Numeracy rates show about 10 percent of
students unable to do basic addition by the end of primary school.’? In the North, learning outcomes are
particularly bad; more than two-thirds of students who have completed grade 6 remain illiterate. A recent
survey in Sokoto State in the Northwest Savanah region found that 80 percent of Grade 3 pupils are not
able to read a single word."

While recognizing the many pressing concerns and unevenness of educational provision in Nigeria, this pa-
per focuses on improving science education and learning for girls, as well as boys, who are already enrolled
in school at the primary level. The potential of these more than 20 million children to contribute to Nigerian
society if given the adequate encouragement and training in science education must not be squandered.’
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losing the gender gap in science is of crit-
ical importance for all countries because
failure to do so means the loss of vast human
resources that could contribute to national de-
velopment and could further entrench gender

inequality in society.

Box 2. UNDERREPRESENTATION OF WOMEN IN
STEM FieLDs AND ScIENCE RESEARCH GLOBALLY

In the United Nations Millennium Declaration,
member countries avow “to promote gender
equality and the empowerment of women, as
effective ways to combat poverty, hunger and
disease and to stimulate development that is
truly sustainable.”'S Although progress is being
made to increase women’s participation in many
fields, UNESCO figures reveal that women make
up a minority of the world’s science researchers.
In 121 countries with available data, women
make up 29 percent of science researchers.'
Throughout the world, women continue to
be significantly underrepresented in every
sector of science, technology, engineering and
mathematics (STEM). Men outnumber women
as students, educators, researchers, and workers
in these fields. While the number of women
enrolling in higher education is increasing rapidly
in many countries and in some has surpassed
male enrollment, men significantly outnumber
women in science and engineering disciplines.!’

A country’s ability to create, apply and diffuse
scientific and technological knowledge is now a
major determinant of its socioeconomic devel-
opment and national competitiveness. This po-
tential, however, cannot be fully realized without
making the best use of the entire population of
a nation—including girls and women. Most Afri-

can countries lag behind in the generation of the

human technological capacity on which further
economic development is heavily dependent. “If
only more girls could be persuaded to take up
science and technology subjects in schools, and
could be persuaded to do better in them, the
countries, so the argument goes, would have the
benefit of an increased technological output with
few extra inputs.”'® There are 69 million women
and girls in Nigeria;' their exclusion from the
generation and application of scientific knowl-
edge represents a fremendous waste of human

potential.

Women undertake 60 to 90 percent of agricultur-
al production activities in the developing world,
and they carry the primary responsibility for pro-
viding for the water, energy, sanitation and health
care needs of their family and communities.?®
Moreover, their exclusion from participation and
high achievement in science education means
that they have limited access to jobs in these
fields, which are among the fastest growing and
highest paying. Studies have shown that a stu-
dent’s performance in science and mathematics
is a strong indicator of later earnings.?! This is
the case even within the education system itself,
where teachers and lecturers in science are of-
ten paid more or have a competitive advantage
over their colleagues in other fields.?? It is also
in science and mathematics subjects that many
of the cognitive and noncognitive skills necessary
for individual and national development, such as
higher order thinking and problem solving, are
expected to be learned.?® For science to largely
remain the domain of men is a sure means to
perpetuate existing inequalities on the basis of

gender in society.

Closing the gender gap in science is also es-

sential for ensuring that women as much as
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men benefit as citizens and contributors to
their societies. Women should not be limited
to being passive users of science and technol-
ogy but instead should be active participants
in scientific development, application and de-
cisionmaking, ensuring that science and tech-
nology initiatives are implemented to address
the needs and preferences of both sexes.?

"

Astoundingly, research has found that “af-
ter decades of S&T [science and technology]
interventions in development, women'’s overall
position actually declined relative to men’s, and
women have become disproportionately poor in
comparison with men in their communities.”?5
Therefore, the gender gap in science and tech-
nology must be more effectively addressed to
benefit both society and the individual. As women
increasingly participate in science and technolo-
gy, their communities and nations will also reap
the benefits. However, educationalists must re-
examine the pedagogy and practice of science,
given the ongoing underrepresentation of girls

and women in science.

Where sex disaggregated data is available,

the general trend in African countries is
that fewer girls choose science subjects as they
progress through the education system, and they
are outperformed by boys in some countries. Re-
liable and comprehensive data on gender parity
in science participation and performance at the
secondary school level and lower are not readily
accessible in Nigeria. Available girls enrollment
data from Nigeria shows the trend of under en-
rollment in physical science classes at secondary
level. The gender parity index (GPI) for Biology of

0.83 reflects the GPI for secondary school overall

as it is a required subject. In contrast, the GPI for
Physics is 0.73 and the GPI for Chemistry is 0.73.
This trend is exacerbated as students progress to
university and to pursue teaching as a profes-
sion.?¢ By the time students reach the university
level, it is evident that women are underrepresent-
ed and unevenly concentrated in science subjects.
Table 1 shows the percentage of female univer-
sity students enrolled in science and technology
courses across 12 states in Nigeria from 1998 to
2002. While numbers in both groups increased
from to 1998-99 to 2001-2002, the ratio of

men to women remained about the same, at 3:1.

TaBLE 1. PERCENTAGE OF FEMALE UNIVERSITY STUDENTS
ENROLLED IN SciENCE AND TECHNOLOGY COURSES IN

12 NIGERIAN STATES, 1998-99 10 2001-2002

Year Science Technology
1998-1999 32.2 17.3
1999-2000 33.9 16.1
2000-2001 29.3 14.2
2001-2002 25.9 23.4

Source: Federal Office of Statistics, 2003 abstracts.

In 2001-2002, women made up only 23 percent
of students in technology courses and 26 per-
cent of students in science courses. The gender
disparity in science enrollment actually increased
over these years. The underrepresentation of
women in university science courses is reflected
in the fact that women make up only 17 percent
of all science researchers in Nigeria.?’

Data gathered at the University of Ibadan, Ni-
geria’s oldest university, reveal a trend consistent
with international findings on women'’s choice
of subject (box 3). A majority of women who
choose to pursue an undergraduate science de-

gree pursue the life sciences.
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Box 3. GENDER DISPARITIES IN FIELDS OF STUDY

Studies in multiple countries indicate consistent
differences in the fields of study that boys and girls
choose to pursue. They point to a trend in which
girls have a greater preference for the biological
sciences than boys, who prefer the physical
sciences or have a broader range of preferences.
These studies also reveal that children often hold
stereotypical views about the physical sciences
being “for boys” and the biological ones being
“for girls.” Such preferences and attitudes are
reflected in performance, with boys on average
outperforming girls in physics and in higher level
questions in assessments.?

Overall, women make up just under 35 percent
of students in these science faculties, while they
make up 42.6 percent of the total number of
undergraduate students. Women tend toward
clinical science and public health, yet they are
significantly underrepresented in the science,
technology, and engineering faculties (37.6 per-
cent female and 16.4 percent female, respec-
tively).

t is vitally important to cultivate interest in sci-
Ience while girls are still engaged and to af-
firm from an early age that science belongs to
them as much as to boys. Research on girls’ and
boys’ engagement in the sciences reveals that
disparities in participation and interest tend to
widen as students transition to higher levels of
education.?? In many African countries, women
transition to secondary school in lower numbers
than boys and enroll in fewer science classes. As
already noted, those women who study science
at the university level are less likely than men
to concentrate on science, particularly the phys-

ical sciences and engineering. And the numbers

drop off even more starkly from there. This trend
in science education has been termed “the leaky
pipeline,” because so many girls and women

drop out along the way.*°

Although science is a compulsory component of
the primary school curriculum, so that participa-
tion is not yet an issue, it is at this level that gender
disparities in interest, and in some cases perfor-
mance, begin to emerge in Nigeria and in other
countries. At the earliest ages (below seven years),
few differences in children’s engagement in sci-
ence are documented.®' Research on primary sci-
ence teaching in Nigeria conducted in 10 schools
in Oyo State indicated that disparities in interest in
favor of boys begin to appear at the upper primary
school level and could be tied to performance.?
Likewise, other research on science education in
Nigeria traced the constant decline of girls’ inter-
est, and in some cases performance, in higher
education and secondary school science to the
experiences that girls had in their primary science
classrooms.®® Studies in other African countries
also indicate that gender disparities favoring
boys set in by the end of primary school—for
example, in mathematics skills, positive attitudes
toward science, and confidence to participate in

science class.3*

So while the gender gap widens as students get
older, there is consensus among researchers
that interventions to advance girls’ learning and
address the gender inequity in science need to

start at an early age (box 4).%
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Box 4. CuRReNT EFFoRTS START ToO LATE

In one study in the United States, 116 interviews
were conducted with graduate students and
scientists about the timing, source, and nature
of their earliest interest in science.? It was found
that the maijority (65 percent) of the participants
traced their initial interest in science to before
middle school (junior secondary). The study
also found that while most male participants
recounted self-initiated science activities, females
more often reported that their interest was kindled
by activities in school. The authors conclude
that “current policy efforts (which focus on high
school science reform) to increase the numbers
of students studying in the science fields, may be
misguided.”%”

Early science education, particularly in primary
school, is important for several reasons. One rea-
son is that the acquisition of skills that occurs in
early childhood and primary school serves as the
foundation for all future learning. According to the
Nobel Prize winning economist James Heckman,
interventions in the early years have a higher rate
of return per dollar invested than those targeting
older children and adults.®® During these years,
children have the greatest opportunity to develop
the cognitive and noncognitive skills that can lead
to greater achievements later in life. A study con-
ducted in Malawi examining the importance of
early learning, for example, found that children’s
development and mathematical ability at the age
of five predicted mathematics ability and school
learning outcomes in adolescents at age twelve.?
Similarly, research on brain development shows
that the thinking skills necessary for problem solv-
ing are best developed between the ages of four
and twelve, which is when most children are in

primary school.*

The early years (from birth to eight) are also the

period when the brain is most “plastic.” Attitudes

are highly malleable at this age but have a long-
term impact on learning.*' A longitudinal study
conducted in the United States on children’s
beliefs about their own academic competency
found that girls rate their mathematics ability
lower than boys from an early age, despite the
fact that no actual difference in math achieve-
ment exists.*? Such findings are significant be-
cause students with greater self-confidence in
their science and quantitative abilities are more
likely to do well in these subjects and to pur-
sue careers in these fields.** This again corrob-
orates the fact that early intervention is vital for
increasing girls’ self efficacy and participation in
science. The tendency for learning disparities to
emerge between boys and girls during primary
school in many African countries also indicates
that girls experience an early and significant dis-

advantage in these contexts.

More children are now enrolled in prima-
ry school in Nigeria than ever before, and all
primary school students study science. Primary
school therefore holds the potential to ensure
that both girls and boys develop positive atti-
tudes toward science from the start, and develop
a strong foundation for future learning. But this
means that gender equity must be promoted in
science classrooms and that practices support-
ing girls’ learning of science must be employed.
A gender equity approach, which goes beyond
trying to treat girls and boys the same, recog-
nizes the prevailing gender inequality in the
field of science and in society. It advocates for a
strategic focus on girls in order to promote their
participation, higher achievement and interest
in science.** This does not, however, disadvan-
tage boys. What is good for girls is also good for
boys. Equity and high quality very clearly work
together in the case of science education.
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arious factors have been identified as con-
Vh’ibu’ring to women’s and girls’ continued
low rate of participation and, in some contexts,
underperformance in science. Many of the argu-
ments can be classified under the nature versus
nurture debate. One argument, for example, is
that because girls’ brains develop differently from
boys’, biological differences explain the gender
gap in science. Some have posited that the devel-
opments in boys’ brains result in better developed
visual spatial ability than that possessed by girls,
and that this could explain differences in abilities
and inferest in mathematics and some science
subjects.*> Others find the evidence inconclusive
and dispute the argument that biological factors
cause gender differences in performance or in-
terest in science.*® Moreover, the fact that in some
countries girls perform as well as or even better
than boys in science would seem to contradict the
view that gender disparities are due to innate, bi-
ologically determined characteristics (box 5).4

Box 5. INTERNATIONAL TRENDS: COUNTEREVIDENCE
TO THE VIEW THAT Boy ARE “INATURALLY” BETTER
AT ScIENCE THAN GIRLS

The most recent TIMSS, conducted in 2011,
gathered data from 63 countries regarding
student performance at the fourth and eighth
grade levels. Although only two African countries
(Botswana and South Africa) were included,
the study revealed that in 10 countries, girls
outperformed boys in science in the eighth grade.
In 9 countries, gender disparities in performance
favoring boys persisted, but in 12 countries that
had previously shown such a disparity, gender
parity has now been achieved.“® This provides
counterevidence to the view that girls are not as
capable as boys of learning science.

It is not surprising, then, that research gathered

in multiple cultural contexts draws attention to

extrinsic factors that contribute to the persistence
of the gender gap in science participation, in-
terest, and, in some contexts, achievement. The
most influential of these factors are sociocultural
beliefs that favor males and classroom practices
that discourage girls in their pursuit of science.
These include societal beliefs about females’ in-
nate abilities and social role biases in the cur-
riculum, teacher—student and peer interactions,

and the methods of pedagogy and assessment.

Sociocultural Beliefs and Practices

In many African countries, girls’ exclusion from
science can be atiributed largely to the con-
struction of feminine identities, ideologies of do-
mesticity and gender stereotypes.*” Formal and
informal sociocultural norms and expectations
about the role of females in society have tre-
mendous effects on girls’ educational opportu-
nities, learning outcomes and decisions about

study and work.

At the most basic level, obstacles to school ac-
cess and retention remain fundamental barriers
to girls’ participation in science, both as children
and adults. Girls outnumber boys among children
out of school, and they are more likely to begin
schooling at a later age. In Nigeria, late school
entry is a particular problem among poor children
and girls. Less than 50 percent of the poorest girls
are enrolled in school at age six.>° Girls also face
greater constraints on pursuing their studies due
to household demands on their labor, threats to
their physical safety, a lack of necessary sanitation
facilities at school and societal beliefs that privi-

lege investments in boys’ education.”’

Beyond access, cultural biases that impede girls’
learning and pursuit of science are significant.

Gender biases and discrimination play out
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acutely with respect to science, particularly the
physical sciences, engineering, mathematics and
to some extent computer science, which continue
to be seen as the domain of males.5? Education,
in general, and science education, in particular,
are often viewed as being of less value to girls,
given the cultural expectations about their pri-
mary roles as wives and mothers. Parents may
directly dissuade girls from pursuing science or
indirectly convey their differing expectations by
insisting that boys take science subjects and leav-
ing girls to choose what they want to study.”® Girls
themselves—as well as their families, teachers
and school peers—aquestion the relevance of sci-
ence to their own lives.>* People may even doubt
that a woman can be trusted to fly a plane or
supervise a road’s construction, which are viewed
as entirely a man’s domain. Such beliefs have a
negative impact on girls’ practical and academic
interest and learning in science. In many coun-
tries, studies have shown that girls, on average,
tend to perceive science as difficult, uninteresting
or unappealing in the future prospect it offers.>
Girls may be further discouraged by the prevalent
perception that they lack the ability and, in some
contexts, the “toughness” to succeed in the sci-
ences. This is of great consequence to learning,
given that there is a strong correlation in science
and mathematics between positive attitudes and

high performance.5¢

Such gendered stereotypes are often ingrained
early in life and are difficult to overcome. There
is a prevalent view in Nigeria that women'’s and
men'’s traditional roles in society should be pre-
served, and therefore girls should not compete
with boys in class. Those who do pursue sci-
ence can be stigmatized as aberrant or, at best,
deemed “exceptional,” whereas boys are pre-

sumed to have a “natural ability.”” Views about

the proper conduct for girls—as submissive,
reserved and unquestioning—shape student—
teacher and peer interactions in schools and thus
have implications for girls’ learning.5® In most
societies, a girl’s choice to study science is also
seen as weakening her identity as a girl and as
making her appear less feminine.’” In contexts
where a girl’s worth and material circumstanc-
es, as well as those of her family, are intimately
tied to her marriage prospects, the implications
of challenging the dominant construction of fe-

male identity are not easily dismissed.

Additionally, the notion of gender equality is of-
ten dismissed as a Western import and a ves-
tige of colonialism.¢® But with more women ac-
cessing science education and careers, even if
in small numbers, these views are beginning to
change. Nigerians are increasingly able to point
to female role models such as Grace Alele Wil-
liams, who was the first Nigerian woman to ob-
tain a doctorate, in mathematics education, and
who then rose to become the first female vice
chancellor of the University of Benin. Nonethe-
less, Nigerian women’s lack of visibility in the
sciences, and the lack of recognition that they
can play a part in the sciences, at both the local

and national levels, persists.

These different forms of cultural bias and dis-
crimination against girls in relation to their par-
ticipation in science greatly exacerbate their lack
of self-confidence, which often translates into a
lack of interest and leads them to drop out of
science classes. As girls get older, they tend to
become less confident in their abilities, even if
they are performing at the same levels as their
male peers,®' and thus they often show science-
and mathematics related anxieties,®? and come

to believe that science is not for them.é3
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Classroom Practices

Motivation and interest arouse a student’s curi-
osity to learn, respond and attend to subject mat-
ter. Students’ ability to learn is affected by both
extrinsic motivation—their engagement with a
subject or activity in order to receive reward or
avoid punishment—and intrinsic motivation—
engagement because it is personally satisfying
and unrelated to the external reward or pun-
ishment they might receive.®* The vast amount
of research that has been done on the rela-
tionship between these two types of motivation
and learning indicates that intrinsic motivation
is of particular significance to sustained student
learning. Intrinsic motivation is enhanced when
practices promote a student’s sense of personal
autonomy, when they feel supported and safe,
when their school work is challenging but also
relevant to their lives and when it builds on their
experiences.®> However, in science classroom
environments throughout Nigeria, girls are often
actively discouraged from engaging in science
subjects and activities, their self-confidence is
eroded, and very little is done to enhance their
motivation to pursue science.

A student’s experience in the classroom—inter-
actions with the curriculum, teachers and peers—
has a strong effect on her engagement and
learning in a subject.®® In some science classes
the interest, motivation and achievement of boys
is enhanced, while females experience discour-
agement due to factors related to curriculum, in-

struction and assessment.

Science textbooks in many countries have been
noted for their male bias and frequent use of
gender stereotypes.®’” This bias is reflected
in the narrative structure, images, examples

and topics used in the texts and their related

classroom activities. A commonly noted bias is
the portrayal of men as “active” in the gener-
ation and application of science, while females
are portrayed as “passive” and occupying sub-
ordinate positions.®® Contemporary and histori-
cal examples of the contributions of women to
modern science and local scientific knowledge
are often excluded from the textbooks used in
African countries.®? Examples of local scientific
practice and indigenous knowledge production
in which females are directly involved are even

more likely to be absent.

Girls’ dissatisfaction with the way in which sci-
ence is presented in the classroom has a neg-
ative impact on their interest in the subject.”®
Curricular materials often fail to show the link
between biology and other subjects or to em-
phasize the social and societal connections with
science. Studies have shown such connections
are of interest to both boys and girls, with girls
particularly drawn to topics that involve helping
others.”! Yet despite efforts in some countries to
address these biases, they persist. The problem
is further aggravated in schools that rely on old
textbooks and countries that lack the publishing
capacity or resources to develop curricular ma-
terials that are more appealing to both girls and

boys in a social context.

Teachers play an influential role in schools and
act as a primary source of gendered messag-
es received by students. The majority of time at
school is spent with teachers, who are responsi-
ble for curricular and organization decisions and
hold a position of authority relative to their stu-
dents. And the lack of texts in many rural schools
means that the role of the teacher is all the
more important.”? However, in many countries

teachers have a tendency to give boys more
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feedback than girls, call on boys more often,
give them longer time to answer, and more fre-
quently ask them higher order questions than
they do girls. Praise, encouragement and feed-
back are more often directed to boys. Interac-
tions with girls tend toward social, nonacademic
topics, and girls are less frequently called on
to help with demonstrations or experiments.”?
Science has also traditionally been taught in a
more competitive and teacher centered manner,
which has tended to dampen girls’ interest in
STEM.”* Similar to findings elsewhere, studies in
Nigeria reveal that girls are given less time than
boys for a task in science classrooms, and boys
are generally given more opportunities to ask
and answer questions, to use equipment and

learning materials, and to lead groups.”®

Studies of African classrooms—though few in num-
ber—reveal entrenched gender inequities from
very early grades.”¢ For instance, an ethnographic
study in Liberia showed differences in girls’ and
boys’ confidence (a pattern observed around the
world), with boys believing they were smarter and
receiving better grades than girls. The same study
revealed that girls were less verbal in fourth grade
than they were in first grade; by fourth grade, they
were also called upon less often, volunteered less
frequently and preferred to write responses on

the board.”” A Guinean study similarly showed

reduced teacher—student interaction from first to
fifth grade and a related decline in girls’ confi-
dence.”® A more recent study of primary school
teachers in Benin revealed that the majority of
teachers surveyed believed that science was less
important for girls, given their future roles, and
classified subjects according to the gendered di-
visions in society. Also, the belief that girls had
weaker academic abilities when it came to science

influenced how primary school teachers taught.”

Teachers’ own experiences with science educa-
tion can have an effect on their students. Women
teachers, who are often concentrated at the pri-
mary school level, may have negative attitudes
toward science acquired from their own school
experiences. Such attitudes are easily transmit-
ted to their students from an early age, making
it difficult to foster interest or provide a strong
foundation of learning in science for girls.?% At
the postprimary level, fewer women than men
select science and mathematics as their teaching
subjects, a phenomenon that both perpetuates
the belief that science is not for girls and that
fails to provide positive role models for female
students.?’ This is reflected in the teaching sub-
ject selection of student teachers at Tai Solarin
University in Ogun State in Nigeria, the first uni-

versity of education in Nigeria (table 4).

TABLE 2. SELECTED TEACHING SUBJECTS OF UNDERGRADUATE STUDENT TEACHERS IN THE COLLEGE OF SCIENCE,

INFORMATION AND TECHNOLOGY AT TAI SOLARIN UNIVERSITY

Number of
Subject Number of Men Women Percent Female
Biology 259 73.8
Computer science 285 210 42.4
Information and communication technology 162 97 37.5
Petrochemical science 236 98 29.3
Health education 105 224 68.1

Source: Tai Solarin University, “University Student Enrolment per Department, 2011-2013,” (ljagun, Ogun State, Nigeria: Office of the

Registrar, 2013).
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A total of 63.8 percent of all undergraduate stu-
dents at this university, all of them training to be-
come primary and secondary school teachers,
are women. However, in the College of Science
and Information Technology, which is responsi-
ble for training science teachers, men outnum-
ber women, more than two to one in computer
science, information and communication tech-
nology, and petrochemical science. Women are
represented in proportion to their overall enroll-
ment in health and education, and slightly over-
represented in biology. Women make up only

18 percent of lecturers in this college.8?

The style and kind of assessments used by teach-
ers can also be a source of gender bias. Some
evidence suggests that boys perform better than
girls in competitive, high-stakes tests. For exam-
ple, in some contexts risk taking is not encour-
aged in girls, making it more likely that they will
leave blank those multiple choice questions for
which they are not sure of the answer.2® Con-
tributing to this is the tendency for boys, on av-
erage, to have greater confidence in their abili-
ties and science knowledge than girls. However,
when tests include a diversity of question types—
such as short answers, problem solving, and
multiple choice—the differences in girls’ and
boys’ achievement narrow.®* How assessments
exacerbate gender disparities in performance
in science remains an area requiring great-
er research. A recent review of the gendered

dimensions of teaching and learning recom-
mends that equitable learning outcomes for girls
can be promoted through the use of continuous
assessment and that the value of international
assessments for informing national policy on
learning outcomes can be enhanced if a specific
gender focus is included.®®

From this review of factors contributing to the
science gender gap, it is evident that access to
basic education is crucial but not enough to
ensure girls’ participation in and learning of
science. Due to the gendered processes of so-
cialization that occur in the home and wider so-
ciety, there is a tendency for boys to have an
environmentally induced head start in science.®
The gendered biases, expectations and stereo-
types that children confront at an early age can
either be powerfully reinforced or challenged
in school. Moreover, how science is taught can
either serve to engage girls—as well as boys—
and foster their interest, or can worsen both
negative attitudes toward science and a lack of
self-confidence. In this regard, high quality and
equity in science education are complementary
and need to be established from the start. In-
terventions to support girls’ learning in science
must begin at an early age, when the skills and
knowledge fundamental for future learning are
being acquired, and before gender disparities
are cemented.
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mprovements in girls’ performance and partic-
Iipa’rion in science over the past three decades
in some countries indicate that efforts to address
gender disparities have had a positive effect, al-
though this has not been systematically studied
through tracer studies and impact evaluations.®’
Ideally, a combination of strategies should be em-
ployed that take into account the local context and
the specific barriers facing different populations of
girls. The recommendations presented here focus
on six areas for advancing girls’ engagement and
learning in science in Nigeria, with particular em-

phasis on the primary school level:

1. Improving data quality and accessibility.

2. Incorporating gender equity into teacher
education.

3. Using storytelling to enhance learning
and interest in science classrooms.

4. Building on STEM initiatives in Nigeria.

5. Women helping women in Nigerian
science.

6. Enhancing partnerships to promote

girls’ participation in science.

Improving Data Quality and
Accessibility

There is a serious need for more, better qual-
ity, and readily accessible data to track trends
and progress. Sex disaggregated data are dif-
ficult to obtain in Nigeria on students’ enroll-
ment and performance in science at all lev-
els, and also on the number and distribution
of science teachers throughout the country.
regional and international

Participation in

assessments would similarly aid in monitoring

trends and the impact of interventions, although
a more specific focus on gender within these as-
sessments would be preferred. Inconsistent and
unrelioble data for assessing gender equity in
science reflects a lack of recognition of the im-
portance of the issue. In turn, the lack of relevant
data means that stafistics are not available to
document and track the problem, thus perpetu-

ating the issue’s lack of visibility.8

Incorporating Gender Equity into
Teacher Education

Given the influential role of teachers in students’
learning, concerted action is needed in Nigeria
to address gender inequities in teaching, to im-
prove teachers’ attitudes toward science in gen-
eral, and to encourage more women to go into

science teaching.

The lack of gender sensitivity training in teacher
education in Africa is a widely noted problem.?
Teacher education programs in Nigeria need to
provide teachers with training that will build the
capacity to recognize gender biases in school
settings and to address gender inequity in their
teaching of science specifically. In the first in-
stance, this requires enhancing the self efficacy
and sense of self worth of teachers, particularly
female teachers. The low status of the teach-
ing profession, which is sometimes viewed as
a career of last resort, runs counter to teach-
ers viewing themselves as agents of change. An
approach is needed, therefore, that empowers
teachers so that they can in turn empower their
students to challenge prevailing views. Building
capacity to take effective action also demands
that actual practice in using gender equitable
teaching methods need to be included in such
training.”® For example, while collaborative ac-

tivities have been shown to foster learning in
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science and to benefit girls, evidence also sug-
gests that there needs to be an awareness of
those inequitable behaviors that are likely to
come into effect. Boys may be more likely than
girls to adopt the role of leader, to manipulate
equipment, and to ignore girls or dismiss them.
Without active encouragement, girls often take

on passive roles.”!

Because of ingrained cultural biases and the lev-
el of capacity building that is required to counter
prevailing patterns of socialization, gender equity
training is unlikely to be successful as a one-time
workshop. For this reason, it is recommended
that such training be included as a full course or
mainstreamed component of preservice teaching
and be regularly offered as a part of in-service
teaching. What is required is for a gender equita-
ble approach to teaching to be explicitly integrat-
ed into classes on both content and pedagogy.??

To kick start and support this process, it would
be beneficial to work closely with a core group
of teacher educators and both preservice and
in-service teachers who are committed to pro-
moting girls’ participation in science, and who
thus could engage in a process of action re-
search, documentation and reflection as they
put gender equitable practices into effect in their
own classrooms.”® The lessons learned could
then be incorporated into the gender equity
training provided for all teachers. This would
build on local experiences and enhance the
quality of the training provided. The core group
could then mentor other teachers—and, if suc-
cessful, the model could be replicated in other

institutions and geographical areas.

There is also the need to improve attitudes to-

ward science among female teachers and to

increase their interest and capacity in teaching
science. To do this, it would be helpful to have
incentive programs and career counseling that
would encourage women to go into science
teaching, to provide in-service training and sup-
port in science content, and to encourage men-
toring and networking among science teachers
through professional associations. The use of
storytelling, games and other engaging teaching
methods could potentially also have the effect of
increasing teachers’ interest in science educa-
tion. Ultimately, the positive impact that female
teachers can potentially have on girls’ learning
is dependent on teachers receiving adequate
gender training as well as on the quality of their
overall education as teachers, neither of which

has received adequate attention in Nigeria.”

Storytelling: An Intervention for
Supporting Girls’ Learning and
Interest in Science Classrooms in
Nigeria

Giving increased attention to learning provides
an opportunity to attend more closely to what
occurs in Nigerian science classrooms and how
the quality of science teaching can be improved
to better serve girls as well as boys. Several
practices are considered to promote equitable
learning environments for girls and to have a
positive impact on their continuation in studying
science. These involve adapting classroom sci-
ence to make it more engaging and interactive,
encouraging relational and collaborative learn-
ing, and presenting science in a way that em-
phasizes social and societal connections.” Also
of importance is starting early in girls’ academic
lives before they lose interest and confidence. It
is with this in mind that introducing storytelling
into science classes in Nigeria is proposed, be-

ginning with the primary level.
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With the growing consensus that strengthening
girls’ interest in science is as important as ensur-
ing that they perform well,?¢ the value of storytell-
ing in science education has received increased
aftention in recent years.”” Research suggests
that stories trigger responses in the brain in ways
that simple lecturing may not: Thus, storytell-
ing activates the brain beyond mere word rec-
ognition, as similes and metaphors trigger the
brain’s sensory lobes, and action words stim-
ulate the brain’s motor cortex.”® Research has
likewise shown that stories stimulate the brain,
even changing how we behave and potentially
make life decisions.?” There is also a growing
recognition of the role that storytelling can play
in integrating insights from different disciplines
and in relating classroom learning to the outside
world.'® Moreover, storytelling is an intervention
that can effectively draw on local materials and

concepts for primary science instruction.

Unfortunately, in Nigeria, as elsewhere in the
world, most students have their first intfroduction
to science through lectures in which teachers dic-
tate facts and information, and from assigned
textbook reading that does little to engage stu-
dents’ interests. The traditional mode of science
education is further undermined by large class-
es, by teaching undertaken with the primary aim
of passing standardized exams, and by an over-
burdened curriculum that restricts the time allot-
ted to each topic.'®' Telling stories, however, is
among the easiest interventions to introduce into
science classes. If science were taught through
the lens of stories, teachers would not only build
on girls’ strengths in verbal skills but also en-

gage the interest of all students.'?

In the Nigerian context, storytelling has the add-

ed advantage of building on local traditions. In

most communities in Nigeria, people of all ages
participate in formal and informal storytelling
as a form of interactive performance. In local
communities, a child’s traditional indigenous
education includes training in the oral arts, and
participation is an essential part of communal
life.'% Storytelling is among the oldest means for
transferring knowledge to future generations,
but its use in formal schooling has been limit-
ed.'® This is a lost opportunity to enhance the
understanding of scientific concepts by weav-
ing in local and indigenous stories, introducing
issues and concerns related to students’ local
context, and highlighting women's contributions
in this area.'%®

As a part of its educational efforts, storytelling is
used to a limited extent in Nigeria to enhance pre-
school children’s literacy and reading skills; for
example, with the national television programs
Sesame Street and Sesame Square.'® Howev-
er, though language classes and textbooks use
stories to teach grammar and comprehension,
stories are rarely used in science textbooks or
classes. Stories can be shared orally by parents
and teachers, read by children themselves, and
(where feasible) developed into digital stories.
The possibility also exists for developing accom-
panying games that use local materials or are
converted to digital form. There is a need to pi-
lot such materials in primary school classrooms
in Nigeria, as well as evaluate their impact on
girls’ interest and learning in science, so that

their use can be scaled up if successful.

As a pilot storybook for such research, The Lost
Soil tells the story of a community’s struggle with
soil erosion (box 6). A horrible rainstorm causes
bad flooding in the town of Anambe, leading to

erosion and the stripping away of the farmland,
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Box 6. AN EXcerpT FROM THE LosT SoiL, BY ADEFUNKE EKINE

No one in Anambe was more heartbroken than Adaku, the tortoise’s daughter. For many years, she had
studied very hard in history, mathematics and science so that she could lead the school’s trivia team. Every
year, all the schools from every community in the state gathered together for the competition. Adaku’s team
had been practicing for months in preparation. But because of the horrible condition of the roads, Adaku
and her team could not travel outside of Anambe to go to the state competition. Tears flowed down Adaku’s
face like rain on that day.

The whole town suffered, because their children could not compete and bring pride to their community.
Many people believed that an evil spirit lived under the land and was troubling the people through excessive
flooding to carry away their farmland and houses. Adaku wanted to find out the truth, so that she could stop
whatever was bringing such hardship on her community and attend the trivia competition next year. So she
called a team meeting, and her teammates discussed what they should do to find answers.

They decided to go and look for Mazi Okonjo, a very old teacher who had travelled to many lands. Mazi
Okonjo had read more books than anyone in Anambe, so Adaku thought he might be able to explain the
flood eating up their lands. Because of all he had read, Mazi Okonjo seemed to have a solution to every
problem. For several days, Adaku and her team asked the people of the town where Mazi Okonjo lived, but
no one knew. Finally, another teacher who used to work with Mazi Okonijo told them that he now lives in a
cave on the edge of Anambe where he is surrounded with many books. After a day traveling across many
farms and villages, Adaku and her team finally found Mazi Okonjo in his cave reading an encyclopedia.

The story continues with a dialogue in which Mazi Okonijo tells Adaku and her teammates about the causes
of erosion and what steps they should take to restore their land. The wise teacher tells the children that an
evil spirit did not cause their hardship, but rather heavy rain and wind. He explains that the most fertile part
of the soil, the topsoil, had been washed away along with all its nutrients. The children were very eager to
learn how to prevent erosion so that they could compete in the trivia competition the next year. Mazi Okonjo
explains that the main cause of erosion is the removal of vegetation from the land. When trees are cut,
forests are burnt, the land is cultivated for a very long time, or animals are allowed to graze the land for too
long, the soil becomes exposed. It is easy for wind and water to carry the soil away without enough vegeta-
tion. He instructs the Adaku and her team to plant more trees and replace the vegetation, as the trees and
their roots will help the soil stay strong against water or wind erosion.

The trivia team then returns home and mobilizes the community to plant trees and clean up the debris from
the erosion. They warn the townspeople about the harmful effects of bush burning, excessively cultivating
the land, and the improper disposal of waste. Soon, farming and trading returns to Anambe and the town
flourishes again. Adaku and her team begin practicing for next year’s trivia competition and continue to
teach the townspeople about preventing erosion.

bridges and roads. The main character, Adaku,
is the leader of the town’s school trivia team and
takes the initiative to learn how to stop erosion
so the town can thrive again. The story is told in
such a way that Nigerian children will be able to
relate to it and learn about environmental stew-
ardship, without excluding either boys or girls

from the learning process.

Building on STEM Initiatives in
Nigeria

While there is an absence of national policy or
specific objectives for addressing girls’ limited
participation in science, several initiatives in
Nigeria over the years have sought to promote
and improve Science, Technology, Engineering,
and Math (STEM) fields of study more generally
(box 7).
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Box 7. Types oF INITIATIVES IN NIGERIA TO IMPROVE STEM EDuCATION

Career Days

Career days are set aside periodically in schools to expose students to the career choices available in the
many fields of human endeavor, including in science. The medical field is often well represented at these
fairs, which draw on local experts to come in and talk with students. Career days usually target senior sec-
ondary students in their final term of school.

Science Fairs and Quizzes

The Science Teachers’ Association of Nigeria, a nonprofit association of STEM teachers, organizes annual
science fairs and quizzes at the state and national levels for both primary and secondary students. These
fairs, although not specifically targeted at females, encourage the production of science projects. Prizes are
awarded to those with the best projects.

Information Campaigns

Many states in Nigeria organize information campaigns on scientific and technical occupations to famil-
iarize students and their families with the range of careers and jobs in these fields. In a few states, these
campaigns have reached the broad public through intense media coverage.

Televised Competition

Large, nationwide, government funded projects—such as the Junior Engineers, Technologists and Scientists
(JETS) initiative—seek to make science fun for young learners. JETS began in 1982 for science students in
secondary schools. The competition starts at the zonal level, the winners of which proceed to the national
level and compete in front of a televised audience. Other televised competitions, such as the Mathematics
Olympiad organized by Promasidor Quality Food Products (COWBELL) in collaboration with the National
Mathematical Centre in Abuja, also run and are popular among young audiences.

Clinics and Academic Support

Science, mathematics and technology clinics for girls in specified institutions and locations in Nigeria have
reached an advanced stage of planning, although they have yet to be implemented. The clinics are de-
signed as a comprehensive, multiphase interventions aimed at increasing the number of females prepared
at the school level to enter science and engineering studies.

Awards and Scholarships

There are a few isolated scholarship awards available for girls in science. One of note is from the Associ-
ation of Professional Women Engineers of Nigeria, a subgroup of the Nigerian Society of Engineers that
notes the discrimination that women face in engineering, and therefore offers a scholarship at the junior
and senior secondary school levels. Scholarships are also awarded by the government at the state and fed-
eral levels to both boys and girls for the study of STEM subijects at the university level. An example of this at
the university level is the Petroleum Technology Development Fund under the Ministry of Petroleum, which
provides scholarships to high performing undergraduate and graduate students in engineering, geology,
science and management.

There is an opportunity to build on these initia-
tives to target girls and engage them in science
at the primary level. This could be done by:

* Adopting a gender equity focus in career
days, science fairs, competitions and in-
formation campaigns. Career days should

target girls, bringing in successful women

across various disciplines as speakers, and
counselors should be trained to encourage
girls to explore fields in which they are un-
derrepresented. Science fairs can actively
reach out to girls, incorporating the work of
female scientists and educators, and demon-
strating the relevance of science to girls’ lives
and the importance of their participation.
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Encouraging collaborative engagement in
science and expanding the kinds of programs
offered is also important to make STEM in-
terventions more inclusive. Competitions and
quizzes, while appealing to audiences, are
not the best means by which to encourage
the participation of girls and other students
who may lack confidence in science. Infor-
mation campaigns should also be designed
with girls in mind to address the cultural bi-

ases that affect girls’ participation in science.

Including the primary school level in such
activities as science fairs and extracurricu-
lar activities. Given the evidence that interest
in science is often sparked at this age and
influences future participation, it would be a
lost opportunity not to engage girls and boys
in these activities. Information campaign
strategies should also take into account the

need to reach young audiences.

Ensuring that clinics, academic support
and enrichment programs do not replicate
the same gender inequitable practices as
formal classrooms. These learning opportu-
nities outside the formal classroom should
incorporate principles of collaborative and
interactive learning that have been shown
to enhance understanding, knowledge and
engagement for girls and boys. They should
also be used as spaces in which gender equi-
table teaching can be practiced and shared.

Targeting a broader population of girls. Un-
less a purposeful approach is taken, the girls
who will benefit from the existing STEM initia-
tives will be those who are already participat-
ing. While supporting this group is a valuable
first step, more targeted efforts need to be

made to reach a broader population of

girls, particularly those from poor and rural
households who are most marginalized.

* Going beyond raising awareness to challeng-
ing gender biases and gender disparities in
science education. While awards and prizes
have brought recognition to the achievements
of females in science, and are very important,
more needs to be done to critically examine
inequitable practices in science classrooms
and workplaces. Those women and girls who
have succeeded in their science fields may be
effective ambassadors for change.

* Engaging professional societies and insti-
tutes. There are a large number of profession-
al institutes and associations in Nigeria relat-
ed to science, including the Nigerian Society
of Engineers and the Science Teachers Associ-
ation of Nigeria, but there are also many oth-
ers, such as the Nigerian Nurses Association,
the Nigerian Institute of Science Laboratory
Technology, the National Association of Nige-
ria Nurses and Midwives, and the Chemical
Society of Nigeria. These groups may provide
a ready group of volunteers and champions

for initiatives that engage girls in science.

Women and Girls Helping Girls in
Nigerian Science

Mentoring and role modeling are powerful, yet
they are underutilized in Nigeria. Many research-
ers agree that these types of interventions are
important for supporting female participation in
science from the early grades and throughout a

woman'’s career in the sciences.'?”

Role modeling can be a powerful strategy in both
mitigating the effects of gender stereotyping of
occupations and in increasing gender equality
(box 8).108
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Box 8. “RoLE MODEL READERS” IN ZIMBABWE AND
AN EXAMPLE OF A NIGERIAN FEMALE SCIENTIST AS
RoLE MODEL

In Zimbabwe, one study analyzing the effects of
a role modeling booklet on primary school aged
girls’ career choices showed that girls respond
to female role models in careers that are domi-
nated by men. The booklet features real stories
of successful women in careers where men are
overrepresented. The study showed that, of the
45 girls in the treatment group who read the
booklets, 73.3 percent changed their original
career aspirations to from careers where women
are overrepresented and are often gender typed
—including teaching, nursing, and being a sec-
retary—to careers that are dominated by men,
including medicine, engineering, and aeronau-
tics.110

Francisca Nneka Okeke, a Nigerian female sci-
entist and a professor of physics at the University
of Nigeria, is one such role model. She recently
received the L'Oreal-UNESCO for Women in Sci-
ence Award for her significant contributions to the
understanding of climate science. She was also
the dean of the Faculty of Physical Sciences at the
University of Nigeria from 2008 to 2010. In an
interview with UNESCO, she discusses the chal-
lenges she has faced as she has pursued her ca-
reer in science, both from traditional sociocultural
beliefs and institutional practices favoring men.
She explains how, once she was appointed dean,
she was instrumental in employing more female
staff and encouraging younger girls to pursue ca-
reers in the field. She then suggests ways to en-
courage girls in science education starting early,
such as providing guidance counselors, informa-
tional campaigns and mentoring.™"

Mentoring is a powerful intervention strategy
that can have positive cyclical benefits for all
parties involved. Studies have shown that men-
toring programs between secondary and prima-
ry schools can lead to improvements in students’
academic performance, attitudes and self-confi-
dence, while mentors also report learning from
their mentees.'” Secondary school aged girls
who enjoy science subjects could serve as men-

tors for younger girls in primary school. Younger

girls are likely to respond positively to slightly
older peers to whom they look up. Similarly,
female scientists could serve as mentors for girls
of university age, who could serve as mentors
for girls in secondary school. These layers of
mentoring can benefit both the mentors, as they
develop leadership skills and receive advice and
encouragement, and the mentees, as they learn
from someone who has faced similar obstacles

relatively recently.

Strengthening Partnerships

Gender equity in science education requires
greater attention, with respect to both global ac-
cess and the learning agenda.''? Promising pro-
grams need to be scaled up to reach a broader
population of students. Attention also must be
given across the lifetime of learning. If scientists
are not born but made, increasing the number
of women in science must be a long term pro-
cess that requires early and sustained attention.
To do so, there is much to be gained from stra-
tegic coordination and partnerships between
international donors, private corporations, civil
society and the government of Nigeria in imple-

menting innovative programs.

Scientific and technological skills are of direct
interest to many private corporations, which re-
quire a skilled labor force. There are examples
throughout the world of STEM programs and of
girls involved in science who are supported by the
private sector. In Nigeria, as well, several initia-
tives have been undertaken in this area, but much
more can be done to incorporate gender equity

into the strategic focus of these programs (box 9).

There is also great potential for partnership with
civil society organizations in support of girls’

participation in science. The contribution of
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local organizations is vital in order to extend ef-
forts beyond the school environment, and thus
to involve parents and mobilize communities in
challenging the prevalent cultural biases against
girls. These efforts could include media cam-
paigns (e.g., radio programs that incorporate
stories with female role models) and cultural

awareness about the importance of female par-
ticipation in science. Community based science
projects that highlight the relevance of science
to local communities and programs that link
schoolchildren with community members who
are knowledgeable about indigenous scientific

practices—including women—can also enhance

forums

theater and arts) to raise science learning for girls and boys.

(e.g.,

Box 9. ExampLEs oF DoNOR AND PRIVATE CORPORATION INITIATIVES IN STEM EpucaTioN IN NIGERIA

Here are several examples of important initiatives that have been introduced to facilitate girls’ access to
scientific and technological knowledge:

STEP-B Project: The World Bank-funded Science and Technology Education Post-Basic (STEP-B) Project
distributed $200 million for science and technology projects in Nigeria between 2007 and 2013. The goal
of the STEP-B Project was to improve federal post-basic science and technology education and to support
the research subsector in Nigeria to produce more graduates and higher quality research. The project re-
sulted in several improvements in science education at the beneficiary schools. Results include a 53 percent
increase in the number of secondary school students to earn at least 5 credits in S&T subjects in national
examinations and a 32 percent increase in the number of S&T graduates from post-basic institutions. How-
ever, results also show that boys benefited more from the project than girls, with a percentage increase in
the enrolment of students in S&T programs of 59 percent for boys and 31 percent for girls.'™

SEED: Schlumberger Excellence in Education Development (SEED) is an education program which seeks to
ignite a passion for science in youth ages 10 to18 in underserved communities around the world. Funded
by Schlumberger, a technology distributor for the oil and gas industry, SEED has initiated a variety of projects
to enhance science education in countries where the company operates. In Nigeria, SEED has led dozens
of training workshops and other events for teachers and volunteers and given financial and technical assis-
tance to scores of schools throughout the country in order to improve internet connectivity. In 2009, SEED
launched the One Laptop per Child project in four Nigerian schools. The SEED website also provides a
number of interactive science resources, such as puzzles, stories, and games.''*

SMASE Nigeria: Strengthening Mathematics and Science Education Project (SMASE) in Nigeria is a project
implemented by the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA). SMASE aims to improve science and
math education at the primary level by enhancing the skills of teachers and increasing the capability of
students in these subjects. The project’s implementation was designed to overcome specific challenges re-
ported by stakeholders in Nigeria, including students’ perception of difficult concepts in these subjects, mo-
notonous use of lecture method, and inadequate teaching materials.''® Between 2006 and 2012, SMASE
led training seminars for over 11,500 primary school teachers, administrators, and policy makers involved
in science and mathematics subjects.''®

Exxon Mobil Education Initiatives: Mobil Producing Nigeria (MPN) has initiated several programs
which aim to increase secondary students’ interest and tertiary students’ access to science education. MPN
awards 500 undergraduate scholarships annually to students in Nigerian universities. Approximately 60
percent of the scholarships are awarded to students in the core disciplines of Engineering and Geosciences,
and the remaining 40 percent are awarded to students in other approved business and social science re-
lated studies. The scholarships cover one year initially but are renewable based on academic performance.
MPN also sponsors the National Quiz and Project Competition organized annually by the Science Teachers
Association of Nigeria (STAN). MPN also sponsors a special Science Quiz Competition among 365 public
and private secondary schools in Akwa Ibom State, which is then aired on the radio for six months.'"”
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FiIGURE 1. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ENHANCING GIRLS’ PARTICIPATIONIN SCIENCE IN NIGERIA
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any pressing issues confront education in

Nigeria. The North of the country, in par-
ticular, lags behind in most indicators of access
and retention, revealing serious challenges for the
equitable provision of education for all. Nigeria
has, however, over 20.5 million children enrolled
in primary school and over 9 million enrolled in
secondary school.""® The quality of what these chil-
dren learn is of great consequence and serves as
a pull factor that will bring children to school and
keep them in school. In particular, learning in sci-
ence builds cognitive and noncognitive skills in stu-
dents that are invaluable for both their individual
lives and the development of society as a whole.
However, science is the area with the greatest gen-

der disparities in most African countries.

This paper has offered key recommendations at
the level of policy and practice to improve gender
equality in science education. A contribution of
this paper has been to emphasize the importance

of targeting girls at the primary school level, when

Women
Helping
Women in
Science

fundamental knowledge and skills are being ac-
quired, when interest can be most easily sparked,
and when the greatest numbers of both boys and
girls are in school. Recommendations that target
use of data, teachers, classroom practice, STEM
programs and partnerships can address many of
the key barriers to girls’ participation and success
in science. These practical recommendations,
which are summarized in figure 1, can lead to
marked progress in engaging girls in science.
And by confronting the issue of the science gen-
der gap for girls, Nigeria can also improve the

quality of learning and participation for boys.

Nigeria now has the opportunity to advance na-
tional development and social equality by taking
action to increase girls’ and women's participa-
tion in science and technology. By taking bold
action, the country will demonstrate its com-
mitment to learning across all subjects and to
gender equality in all domains, and will set an

example for countries across the region.
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At the Interface of Policy and Cultural
Change

Engaging Communities in Support of Girls’ Education

in Malawi

Madalo Samati

The government of Malawi has over the past
two decades demonstrated an increasing-
ly strong commitment to expanding equitable
access to education for all children and youth
in Malawi. This has included the adoption of a
range of policies and measures specifically tar-
geting girls, particularly those in rural communi-
ties who continue to face acute disadvantages.
Despite ongoing efforts, widespread gender dis-
parities in education persist indicating that ex-
isting policies have been limited in their impact.
This paper argues that a key factor influencing
the impact of girls’ education policies is the ex-
tent to which such policies, and the programming
that supports them, address cultural dimensions
of gender inequality in Malawi in their design and
implementation. Gendered cultural constraints
affecting girls’ lives, which stem from dominant
patriarchal beliefs and norms, act as signifi-

cant barriers to girls’ educational opportunities

Madalo Samati | Malawi

and outcomes. Engaging communities in dia-
logue about such norms and practices and their
effect on girls’ education and development pro-
vides an opportunity for communities to act as

agents of change.

In order to examine the interface of policy with
cultural constraints, this paper uses Malawi’s Re-
admission Policy as a lens into issues confronting
girls’ education policies in the country in gener-
al. Enacted in 1993, the Readmission Policy al-
lows school-aged mothers in Malawi to resume
their studies after giving birth, reversing the prior
policy that banned such students from reenroll-
ing. Although passing this important policy was
a necessary condition for gender parity, it has
been insufficient. In fact, many communities and
schools still have not implemented the provisions
in the policy and more recently issued govern-

ment guidelines. In addition, many adolescent
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girls in Malawi fail to return to school for a vari-
ety of reasons that the policy does not adequate-
ly address.

The analysis of cultural constraints—at commu-
nity, school and household levels—to the imple-
mentation of the Readmission Policy is used here
as an entry point to discussing opportunities for
advancing adolescent girls” education in Malawi
more generally. This paper focuses on the im-
portance of cultural constraints as a factor that
affects adolescent girls and on the potential of
community members to act as agents of change.
While the focus of this paper is on social norms
and practices prevalent in many communities in
Malawi, it recognizes that culture, values, and so-
cial norms not only affect community members
but all actors, including policymakers at national
and global level (box T). Moreover, culture is not
inherently or uniformly negative or positive. It is a
powerful and multifaceted force in human society
that is subject to change and can be channeled
in support of girls" education. How such change
can be facilitated in the context of education pol-
icies and programming in Malawi and the impli-

cations of not doing so are central to this paper.

Building on Malawi’s positive policy framework
for girls’ education and the significant legacy of
past programs, this paper emphasizes the impor-
tance of a robust and inclusive vision for educa-
tion that works at both policy and program levels
and adequately addresses the cultural context.
This paper argues that to better serve Malawi’s
girls key policy gaps must be addressed. This
includes the need to build greater community
ownership, to engage informal institutions and
traditional authorities, to include girls’ voices and
facilitate empowerment, and to appropriately

match resources with policy on girls’ education.

Box 1: CuLture: A WORKING DEFINITION

Culture may be defined as “systems of shared
ideas, systems of concepts and rules, and mean-
ings that underlie and are expressed in the ways
humans live.”" Culture thus shapes the meaning
and form of gender identity in particular contexts,
as well as its unwritten rules that are passed from
and transformed over generation to generation.?

Culture influences both the makers and imple-
menters of a particular policy as well as its po-
tential beneficiaries. Studies indicate that cultural
context has significant implications for policy im-
plementation, especially gender related policies.®
Some researchers call attention to the fact that pol-
icy implementers are affected by moral discourses
that affect the way that policies are implemented.*
Other researchers encourage examination of the
role of context in implementation of policies on the
ground.> Culture is not inherently negative or pos-
itive but a powerful aspect of human society that is
subject to change.

In order to address these gaps, the Malawian
Ministry of Education, Science and Technology
needs to partner with civil society and funding
partners to launch a new program, the Malawi
Adolescent Girls’ Learning Partnership (AGL), to
confront the challenges facing adolescent girls’
education, with a special focus on addressing
harmful social norms. AGL emphasizes the need
to focus attention on the issue of culture and the
potential of community members as agents of
change for girls’ education and learning. AGL's

six priority areas for action are:

1. Community based solutions to change cul-
tural practices contributing to the exclusion

of girls from school.

2. Engagement with traditional authorities to

enact changes in support of girls” education.

3. Empowerment of girls and women through

support networks and the development
of key competencies to enhance individual

and collective agency.
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4.

Implementation of participatory monitoring
and evaluation frameworks to track changes
in cultural practice and girls’ empowerment.

Long term commitment of resources by gov-
ernment and funders together with capacity
building in support of organizations provid-
ing girls’ education.

Improving girls’ learning outcomes by fur-

ther enhancing community involvement.

To make the case for this new program, this re-
port reviews the education system in Malawi and
the challenges faced by girls at upper primary
and secondary level, including pregnancy. From
there, the paper analyzes the Readmission Policy.
This case study surfaces enduring lessons learned
about what is needed in order to address deeply
rooted cultural barriers to girls’ education. These
lessons learned are reflected in the recommend-
ed priority action areas of the Malawi Adolescent
Girls’ Learning Partnership (AGL).
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As a part of a commitment to achieving
gender parity, the government of Malawi

with the support of major funders has adopted
a range of policies and programs designed to
increase girls’ access to school.® In 1994, the
government intfroduced Free Primary Education
(FPE) and eliminated the school uniform require-
ment, drastically reducing cost related barriers
to education. Other programs and policies that
have specifically aimed to promote gender par-
ity include the Girls Attainment in Basic Litera-

cy and Education (GABLE) program and the

Readmission Policy, both of which were imple-
mented in the early 1990s.

The current National Education Sector Plan in-
cludes various proactive, supply side measures,
including upgrading school facilities, building
hostels for girls in Community Secondary Day
Schools (CDSS) to limit the distance they must
travel, and instituting a 50:50 enrollment quo-
ta system for girls and boys in all government
run CDSSs (table 1).” More recently, in Febru-
ary 2013, the Malawian Parliament passed the

Gender Equality Law, which criminalizes harm-

TaBLE 1. THE EDUCATION SYSTEM IN MALAWI

Primary

(standard 1-8)

Primary
examination

Secondary
(forms 1-4)

Secondary
examination

Tertiary

The official primary school entry age is six years. Since the introduction of free primary
education in Malawi in 1994, public primary school is free of charge. According to the
constitution primary school is compulsory, although there is no enforcement mechanism to
ensure that all children are in school at primary level.

At the end of primary school, students take the Primary School Leaving Certificate Examina-
tion, which determines their eligibility for entry into secondary school.

There are 1,015 secondary schools, 84 percent of which are public and 16 percent of which
are privately owned. There are two categories of public secondary schools: Community Day
Secondary Schools (CDSS), and Conventional Secondary Schools (CSS). Selection to CDSS
is based on a 50:50 quota system for boys and girls. The schools are mostly located in rural
areas and, given that they are highly subsidized by the government, students pay compar-
atively lower tuition to attend CDSS compared with CSS, although the tuition for CDSS and
CSS are both prohibitive for many families in Malawi. CSS are owned by the government
and/or religious institutions and exist only at the national or district levels. CSS have histori-
cally been of higher quality, for example in terms of classroom equipment and teacher qual-
ifications, than most CDSS. Selection is based on merit, although limited boarding space for
girls means that for every two boys selected, only one girl is admitted to CSS.

Two years into their secondary studies, students take the national Junior Certificate of Sec-
ondary Education (JCE). Students that fail this exam do not continue on to form 3 (although
some may elect to repeat form 2 and take the exam again). Students take a second ex-
amination, the Malawi School Certificate Examination (MSCE), two years later at the end
of form 4. This exam determines whether or not they will receive their Secondary School
Leaving Certificate and also if they are eligible to take examinations for further education.

Tertiary education is provided by a range of education institutions, including primary and
secondary teacher training colleges, technical and vocational training schools and univer-
sity colleges. University education is typically four years, although tertiary studies can range
from two to five years, depending on the area of study. An MSCE certificate is required for
university entrance, as well as for primary and secondary teacher training. Students can
enter technical and vocational training with either a JCE or MSCE certificate.

Note: The formal education system in Malawi follows an 8-4—4 structure: eight years of primary, four years of secondary, and typically four years of tertiary-

level education.

Sources: Malawi Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology (MOEST), Education Statistics 2012 (Lilongwe: Education Management Information System,
Department of Education Planning, 2013); SACMEQ, “Malawi: Education Fact Sheet,” http://www.sacmeq.org/sacmeq-members/malawi/education-fact-
sheet; Constitution of the Republic of Malawi, Chapter IlI, Section 13f (“Education”), ii
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ful traditional practices and promotes equal
access to education. The government has also
demonstrated its commitment to prioritizing
girls’ education through the Millennium De-
velopment Goals Acceleration Framework for
Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment in
Malawi (MAF) (2013-15). The MAF aims to fast-
track the achievement of lagging Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) by focusing on in-
terventions for the girl child as a key entry point.
The MAF outlines interventions to accelerate
the achievement of MDG 3 (“Promote gender
equality and empower women”) by supporting
the girl child in gaining life skills through edu-
cation, access to sexual and reproductive health

services and economic empowerment.

Despite these efforts, widespread gender dis-
parities manifest at upper levels of primary (ta-
ble 2). Female students drop out at higher rates
and complete school at lower rates than their
male counterparts. Malawi has achieved gen-
der parity and almost universal enrollment in
primary school (51 percent of all students who
are enrolled in primary are girls versus 49 per-
cent boys).® Yet, according to Education Man-
agement Information Systems (EMIS) data, girls’
survival rate from the first to eighth grade of
primary school is only 31 percent, compared to
45 percent for boys.? In 2010, gross enrollment
for girls in secondary school was 17 percent
compared to 22 percent for boys.'® By the time
students reach upper secondary (form 4), girls
comprise approximately 42 percent of enrolled
students while boys comprise 58 percent. This
indicates a drop in the gender parity index (GPI)
from 1.04 ot the beginning of primary to 0.72
by upper secondary."" Older data from 2006 re-
veals that only 7 percent of girls complete upper

secondary versus 15 percent of boys.'? The cost

and limited provision of Community Day Sec-
ondary Schools and Conventional Secondary
Schools are important barriers that keep both

boys and girls out of school.™

TaBLE 2. ScHooL Access AND COMPLETION BY
GENDER (PERCENT)

Measure Girls Boys
Access to primary (standard 1) 101 97
Primary completion (standard 8) 31 45
Access to lower secondary 29 30
(forms 1-2)

Lower secondary completion 17 27
Access to upper secondary

(forms 3-4) g ee
Upper secondary completion 7 15

Sources: Malawi Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology (MOEST),
Education Statistics 2012 (Lilongwe: Education Management Information
System, Department of Education Planning, 2013); World Bank, The
Education System in Malawi, World Bank Working Paper 182 (Washington:
World Bank, 2010).

Girls from rural and poor households face the
greatest barriers to school access and retention
(figure 1). Because 84 percent of Malawi’s pop-
ulation lives in rural areas' and 50.7 percent of
the population lives in poverty,'s rural and poor
girls constitute a significant portion of Malawi’s
school age population. Primary and secondary
school data indicate that the children from the
poorest households are underrepresented at the
primary level and are close to absent at the sec-
ondary level. Primary school completion among
rural students is 34 percentage points lower
than those of urban students. Similarly, the com-
pletion rate for students in the poorest income
quintile is 44 percentage points lower than the
richest income quintile. This reflects the “triple
handicap” of being poor, rural and female,
which is the situation for the majority of women
and girls in Malawi.'® These overlapping forms
of disadvantage impact educational attainment,
as shown in the following graph.
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Ficure 1: EDUCATION DISPARITIES IN MALAWI
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Database on Edducation. 2010 Data. urban poor. Data for urban poorest not available.
Not only are girls struggling to stay in school, ary Schools. The Southern and Eastern Africa
they are struggling to learn while in school. Girls’ Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality
pass rates are 13 digits lower than boys at the (SACMEQ) 2007 regional testing results reveal
end of primary school.'” This implies that fewer than learning is poor across the board but worse
girls receive Primary School Leaving Certificates for girls. Only 22 percent of girls in grade six, for
than boys and fewer girls are accepted to mer- example, achieved basic competence in literacy,
it based, higher quality Conventional Second- compared with 31.3 percent of boys.'®
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ince the early 1990s, the government of Ma-

lawi has worked to improve gender equali-
ty. Free Primary Education was passed in 1994,
which marked a sea change in government
policy and also in girls’ access to education. A
number of partners of the Ministry of Education,
Science and Technology working in girls’ edu-
cation in the early 1990s recognized the need
not just for programming for girls but also for
a parallel policy response. One of the policies
adopted during this period as a result of coor-
dinated advocacy was the landmark Readmis-
sion Policy (box 2). This responded to the issue
of pregnancy as a cause of girls’ exclusion from
school (box 3).

The Readmission Policy reversed the practice of
expelling girls who became pregnant. This policy
was adopted in 1993, during the time that FPE
was being formulated. The policy came about
as a result of civil society efforts and research on
adolescent girls. GABLE project staff, Creative
Associates International, Inc., and staff at Cre-
ative Associates (who later founded the Creative
Centre for Community Mobilization) worked on
social mobilization campaigns promoting girls’
education in communities across Malawi in the
early 1990s. They saw first-hand the problem of

girls’ dropping out of school due to pregnancy.

Some of the girls they reached through the mo-
bilization campaigns were inspired to return to
school but were not permitted to do so. These
groups, together with the Forum for African
Women Educationalists in Malawi (FAWEMA),
advocated for a policy that would allow child
mothers back into school. At the same time, in
1991 a Ministry of Health report brought atten-
tion to the increased number of girls dying due
to unsafe abortions.” As a result of all these
efforts, and based on her own inquiry into the
matter, the minister of education put the policy
in place, making Malawi one of the first African
countries to officially allow school age mothers
to return to school.

The analysis of the Readmission Policy provided
in the next section highlights certain patriarchal
cultural practices and beliefs that act as imped-
iments to girls’ education in Malawi today. In-
deed, the need to address cultural constraints at
the community level has been recognized by key
actors working on girls’ education in Malawi.
The complementary programming in support
of the Readmission Policy implemented under
GABLE, however, was not enough and was not
sustained for long enough to facilitate lasting
change in cultural practices and was not sus-
tained after 2002 when funding from the U.S.
Agency for International Development (USAID)
ended. The policy has therefore been limited in

its effectiveness and impact.
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he Readmission Policy aims to address the
problem of girls dropping out of school due to
pregnancy, which is in part a symptom of deeply
rooted cultural discrimination against girls. Social
norms that privilege males over females, along
with cultural practices such as initiation ceremo-

nies, powerfully shape girls’ lives in Malawi.

It should be noted that such gendered cultural
practices in Malawi have varied in prevalence,
form and function over time. A historical con-
textualization that adequately accounts for the
impact of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, the role of re-
ligion, growing economic inequality, and other
broad influences in Malawi cannot be offered
here. Neither is it being suggested that culture is
inherently negative or something only “tradition-

al” rural communities possess.

As described in the following sections, the cul-
turally informed attitudes and actions of key ac-
tors, such as local community leaders and head
teachers, influence how policy is received and
implemented on the ground. Similarly, gendered
cultural norms and values deter both households
and girls themselves from seeking readmission.
Furthermore the cultural constraints faced by girls
are not restricted to the school. Girls are part of
the broader community, and the cultural biases
that impede their education cut across multiple
sites. Therefore, this section examines the cultural
constraints operating at the community, house-
hold and school levels that limit the implemen-
tation and potential impact of the Readmission

Policy and other girls’ education policies.

The Community Level

The tendency for community level cultural insti-
tutions in most rural areas? to inculcate a deep
value for marriage and to encourage sexual ac-
tivity ot an early age pose a barrier to girls’ re-
enrollment in school after becoming pregnant.?”
Indeed, 20 percent of school age mothers in
Malawi interviewed in a UNICEF study pointed
to community pressure as an obstacle to their
return to school.?8 A central paradox in the Ma-
lawian context is that patriarchal cultural beliefs
and practices shape sexual behaviors and con-
structions of gender identity that often lead to
pregnancies, while at the same time they con-
tribute to the stigmatization of unmarried teen-

age mothers and their exclusion from school.?”

The role of initiation in Malawi is a central as-
pect of many communities’ culture, and in rural
areas, a majority of girls undergo either tradi-
tional or church based initiation. This takes dif-
ferent forms but is basically a rite of passage that
marks entry into adulthood, for either males or
females. In the absence of formal educational
institutions, initiations were historically meant to
teach children life and survival skills, home and
community care, sexual and reproductive health,
and personal hygiene. However, during initiation
girls are taught that their femininity is based on
their sexuality and on their continuing to abide by
patriarchal norms. They are prepared for mar-
riage and are often initiated info sex by an older
man or boy at the end of their initiation period,
after which their chances of becoming pregnant
and then dropping out of school are significant.*®
Christianity is also a strong influence in Malawi
and churches offer a parallel initiation institu-
tion in many communities to the traditional one.

While girls are instructed not to engage in sex
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outside of marriage in these church based initia-
tions, they still receive strong messages about the

subservient role of females in society.

While the age at which initiation takes place var-
ies among different tribal groups within Malawi,
overall the age has decreased over the years
because of financial pressures on families that
want to ensure the marriageability of their girls,
and initiation counselors who receive remunera-
tion for their services. The rise in the number of
young girls (some as young as 8 or 10) under-
going the ceremony has increased the potential
harm of this practice. Initiation counselors play
a heavy role in gender scripting and are high-
ly valued by Malawian society, given their per-
ceived role in grooming girls into good wives,
mothers and caretakers. Initiation institutions
also involve mystery and recreation and thus ap-
peal to youth and adults, a feature that creates
an additional barrier to confronting the negative
aspects of this practice. It is common for parents
to willingly absent their children from school in

order for them to attend initiation ceremonies
(box 4).31

While cultural institutions encourage girls to
have premarital sex, often with older men, a
girl’s reputation is nonetheless tarnished if the
sex results in pregnancy but not marriage and
she will likely be subject to ridicule and sexu-
al harassment by male peers and adults.?? If a
girl becomes pregnant, whether as a result of
an initiation ceremony or for any other reason,
the dominant message she and her family re-
ceive is that marriage should occur immediately,
taking precedence over school. If the girl does
not marry, in addition to the stigma of being an
unwed mother, it is generally believed that re-

turning to school will increase the chances of her

Box 4. MARY’S STORY

The story of Mary, a 14 year old mother whose
pregnancy resulted from her participation in ini-
tiation practices, is a common story of adolescent
mothers in the southern part of Malawi. At a young
age, Mary shouldered the responsibility of head-
ing her family’s household and taking care of her
three siblings. Her father died when she was only
a toddler, and her mother left their home to work
at a tea estate. In Mary’s village, girls traditionally
undergo a first initiation ceremony, chiputu, before
menstruation. After her first menstrual cycle, a girl
participates in a second initiation, chinamwali. On
both occasions, girls are instructed to have sex as
a practice to sexually satisfy their future husband.

“At the age of 10, | underwent chiputu initiation,”
Mary recounts. “Upon graduation, | was told to
practice sexual intercourse. A boy from [a nearby
household] approached me to have sex.” Her first
sexual experience did not result in pregnancy, as
Mary had not yet reached sexual maturity. Mary
continues:

“When | reached puberty at the age of 13, | un-
derwent chinamwali initiation. Upon graduation,
the 22 girls being initiated and | were instructed
to have sex. A fishmonger from the village ap-
proached me. Though he was old and married,
| was not afraid because | had been instructed to
accept any man that comes my way. | had sex with
him twice. Later | realized that | was pregnant.
When | told him that | was pregnant, he did not
respond. My baby is now four months old, but [the
father] has never provided any support.”

Within the two years of undergoing initiation cere-
monies, over 70 percent of girls in Mary’s village
drop out of school due to pregnancy and mar-
riage. Of the 23 girls in Mary’s initiation camp, 61
percent became pregnant within two years. A total
of five are now married, and nine have children
out of wedlock.

falling pregnant again and reduce the possibili-
ties for marriage even further.®® It is notable that
the category of unwed mothers in Malawi has
grown significantly in numbers in recent years.
In the past, it was much more likely that a man

would marry the girl he impregnated. As men's
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marriage practices have changed, in part due to
the HIV/AIDS epidemic and economic consider-
ations, many more girls who become pregnant
remain unmarried. Unmarried mothers lack so-
cial standing, suffer from stigma, and are still

often unable to return to school.

In addition to initiation ceremonies, other cultur-
al practices in local communities have an impact
on the lives of adolescent girls and shape sexu-
al behavior and feminine identity in detrimental
ways. These include arranged (often early) mar-
riages and dowry in the northern patrilineal ar-
eas, and sexual cleansing and wife inheritance
or levirate marriages in some tribes.3* Although
these practices have historical justifications—for
example, wife inheritance was designed to pro-
tect women and children from destitution after
the death of the husband/father—they deepen
gender stereotypes that portray girls and women
as sexual objects and define their primary role
as caretakers. Such stereotypes and beliefs dis-
courage parents from allowing their daughters

to continue with school after pregnancy.

The School Level

The school environment may play a role in
both reinforcing the gender stereotypes found
in the wider society and in socializing students
through the informal rules and norms it up-
holds. Discriminatory attitudes and practices
toward girls shown by teachers in the classroom,
by school administrators, and by peers in the
wider school environment have an adverse ef-
fect on girls’ performance and participation in
Malawi’s schools.®> Girls are often ridiculed and
harassed by boys hindering their participation
and learning.?¢ Girls report that teachers often
mock and insult them in class, especially as they

reach puberty, making comments that are sexual

in nature about their appearance or age. For
example, postpubescent girls unable to answer
questions in class may be asked by a teacher
guestions such as: “What are you doing here,
failing to learn? You are old enough now, why

don’t you just go and get married2”%’

Inside schools, girls also experience abuse com-
mitted by both male students and teachers.3®
The International Center for Research on Wom-
en reports that 85 percent of interviewees in
one community in Malawi believed that sexual
abuse toward children, mostly girls, is common
in and around schools, and that teachers are
sometimes the perpetrators. Long distances to
Community Day Secondary Schools render girls
vulnerable to sexual harassment and assault
when they are on their way to school and when
they have to stay in rented accommodation clos-
er to school.?” There were no reporting mecha-
nisms in schools or villages for any sort of gen-
der based violence until recently, when mother
groups were instituted in schools.*® Where moth-
er group institutions are well trained, girls more
often report gender based violence. However,
due to inadequate funding, only a minority of
public schools—fewer than 30 percent—have

trained mother groups.*!

While there is often ignorance or ambivalence
on the part of head teachers and teachers
toward the Readmission Policy,*? some are
strongly opposed to it because they believe it
would encourage promiscuity and immoral be-
havior.** Most schoolboys are not disciplined
when they have impregnated a girl, and some
teachers even sympathize with those male teach-
ers who are dismissed for impregnating a girl,
stating that just as the girl should be given an-

other chance so should the teacher.** Though fe-
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male teachers can potentially serve as role mod-
els and counselors to girls, they generally do not
take on this role and may instead act aloof or
unsympathetic to girls. In part because gender
based discrimination is not regulated, whether or
not girls and child mothers are supported and
encouraged varies a great deal depending on

the head teacher at a school (box 5).

Box 5. THE IMPACT oF HEAD TEACHERS

Whether or not a head teacher advocates for a
girl has a significant impact on the ability of that
girl to reenroll and remain in school after child-
birth. The support system for school age mothers
is not institutionalized but is rather dependent on
the whims of school leaders, who have different
views and approaches when addressing pregnan-
cy and readmission. For example, in one school, a
girl was six months pregnant when she sat for her
Primary School Leaving Certificate and delivered
right when the results were published. The prima-
ry school head teacher contacted the secondary
school to which the girl was selected and asked
for her place to be reserved until she could en-
roll the following year, which she successfully did.
At another school, however, the head teacher was
unsympathetic to the difficulties facing school age
mothers and prevented a mother enrolled in the
school from nursing her baby on school grounds
because doing so would have “a bad influence”
on other girls.*

The Household Level

Household and family level attitudes about the
value of female education have significantly in-
fluenced the implementation of the Readmission
Policy. A 2000 UNICEF study reports that over 50
percent of teen mothers interviewed a year after
dropping out of school were not allowed by their
parents to go back to school and many of them
were forced instead to marry. While in some rural
families, girls’ pregnancy is viewed as a source of
pride—especially for mothers, because it reflects

the maturity of their daughters and increases their

standing in the community—girls can also face
harsh criticism from parents and guardians for
becoming pregnant.*é Parents may feel the mon-
ey spent on sending their daughter to school has
been wasted if she becomes pregnant.*’” Girls
may find they have little support in terms of child
care from parents if they wish to return to school,
either preventing their return or leading to them
drop out when it becomes too much to manage
both schoolwork and caring for a young child.
Given that there is no state support for child care
and mothers are typically expected to take care
of children, often with little or no support from the
child’s father, the only option for most girls is to
turn to their families to provide support (box 6).48
This situation is one which clearly demonstrates
the intimate link between cultural and structural

constraints in girls’ lives.

Box 6. RETURNING STUDENTS STRUGGLE TO FIND
CHiLb CARE: ONE MOTHER’S EXPERIENCE

“| was eight months pregnant when my mother re-
alized what had happened. | was totally rejected
by my mother and sisters. They were disgusted and
could not believe what | had done. | had no rea-
son to become pregnant. ... | struggled to go back
to school because my mother refused to help with
the baby. | was determined and went to the divi-
sion office to be readmitted. With the assistance of
an elderly lady who looked after my baby, | went
back to school. It was only after | passed the Junior
Certificate Exams that my mother slowly began to
assist me."#?

Given the burden that a child places on house-
hold resources, allowing a teenage mother to
return to school requires conviction about the
value of educating girls. However, parents of-
ten prioritize investment in the education of their
sons over that of their daughters.>® When a girl
becomes a mother, the purpose of her being
educated is brought even more into question.

Such preferences are rooted in gendered norms
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and stereotypes that emphasize females’ roles
as wives and mothers. Some parents maintain
that school is for young girls and that after the
age of 13 their breasts begin to grow and they
are old enough to get married. By contrast, boys
are encouraged to receive an education as they
are the future providers for their families. It is
also widely believed that boys are smarter and
stronger than girls and can therefore persevere

in the long years of schooling.®'

As a result of these definitions of masculinity
and femininity, pregnancy is generally seen as
a girl’s “problem.” While a pregnant girl stays
home waiting for delivery and marriage, the

boy is in practice often able to return to school

because he has not been identified as the fa-
ther or because he faces far fewer repercussions
and challenges than his female counterpart in
returning to school after a suspension.>? In many
cases, the father of the child is older and is not in
school. Girls more often lack control over their
lives and their future, which are instead dictat-
ed by their elders, parents and husbands. This
structural position of subordination and vulner-
ability is reflected in and deepened by sexual vi-
olence.>® The cultural practices described here
lead to high levels of forced sexual encounters,*
which in itself is hugely detrimental to girls” well
being, but then the stigma for these encounters

is also placed on the girls.
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As described in the previous sections, the Re-
admission Policy came into effect because
of coordinated government, civil society and

funder support. At the time, there was also pro-
gramming that recognized the vital importance
of addressing cultural constraints and mobilizing
communities in support of girls’ education. Key
among these efforts were the GABLE program

and its social mobilization campaigns (box 7).

Box 7. THE GABLE Procram, 1991-2002: A
HoListic AprroACH TO GIRLS' EDUCATION

The Girls’ Attainment in Basic Literacy and Educa-
tion (GABLE) program aimed at improving girls’
learning outcomes by removing system inefficien-
cies. Jointly funded by the government of Malawi
and USAID with a budget of $82 million,>> GABLE’s
combination of policy initiatives, project activities
at the school and classroom level, and social mo-
bilization contributed to its success. GABLE, which
has been cited as “one of USAID’s most successful
projects,” helped set the impetus for successful girls’
education programming in Malawi.>®

The key tenets of the GABLE approach include: an em-
phasis on community participation; the development
of local and international partnerships for girls’ edu-
cation; the implementation and continuous review of
system wide reforms; and a reduction of the private
costs of schooling. These tenets are all critical and set
the stage for future programming for adolescent girls
in Malawi. GABLE’s main areas of activity were:

* Reducing cost of schooling for girls through
scholarships for secondary school girls from
poor families and the abolition of compulsory
school uniforms.

* Policy reforms aimed at increasing girls’ surviv-
al in and completion of school. A component
of the GABLE program worked with the Malawi
Ministry of Education, Science and Technology
(MOEST) on policy reforms; including: the Re-
admission Policy and the School Repetition Pol-
icy, that allowed girls to repeat years of school-
ing without being forced to drop out, and by
reinforcing the importance of all children enter-
ing primary school at six years of age.

* Reducing gender bias in schools by providing
a gender appropriate curriculum, spearhead-
ed by the Malawi Institute of Education (MIE),
gender balanced community schools, and gen-
der mainstreaming in mathematics lessons in
coeducational primary schools. There have
been “mixed results from these initiatives” as

school related, gender based violence has
remained prevalent and girls’ learning out-
comes are below their male counterparts, point-
ing to continuing challenges in the learning en-
vironment.5’

* Increased infrastructure and budgetary support
to the sector overall and for the construction of
classrooms, teacher training and learning ma-
terials. As a result of the launch of GABLE and
the implementation of Free Primary Education,
budgetary allocations to primary education
and to the education sector overall increased,
although the construction of classrooms and
teachers’ houses and the number of trained
teachers did not keep pace with increasing en-
rollments.

* Social mobilization campaigns addressing at-
titudes that placed a low value on girls’ edu-
cation. Using action research and theater for
development, GABLE sensitized communities to
identify constraints on girls” education and mo-
bilized communities to find solutions. Participa-
tory meetings and community based workshops
were held with community members and com-
munity leaders like village heads, school man-
agement committees, and initiation counselors
to map a way forward for girls’ education and
to develop community action plans. Female
role models were also identified and utilized to
inspire girls for education.

The MDGs Acceleration Framework notes that GA-
BLE’s results were impressive, initially raising girls’
enrollment as a proportion of total primary enroll-
ments from 45 percent in 1990 to 48 percent in
1993-94, and again to 49.8 percent in 20008 (the
launch of Free Primary Education in 1994 likewise
influenced increased enrollment). Most notably, girls’
enrollment as a proportion of standard 8 enrollments
increased from 36 percent in 1991, to 39 percent in
1996,>° and again to about 40 percent in 2000%°—a
considerable achievement in a context where girls
often leave school before completing early grades.
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The GABLE Social Mobilization Campaign, to-
gether with the Forum for African Women Ed-
ucationalists in Malawi (FAWEMA) initiated a
campaign shortly after the Readmission Policy
was adopted to raise public awareness about
the policy’s provisions. The campaign included
radio announcements about the policy, commu-
nity meetings that used theater in each district,
and a series of meetings with district education
officers and primary education advisers in half
the districts. At the heart of these efforts was
the message that all girls, even those who were

pregnant or new mothers, should go to school.'

These efforts, together with those that led to the
adoption of the policy in the first place, were ex-
tremely important. Despite its promising results
and the recognition that further work is needed
to solidify gains for gender equity, GABLE came
to an end in 2002. The program was funded by
USAID for over a decade but when the project
cycle ended USAID shifted funding toward teach-
ers, the government of Malawi could not sustain
the work. This left a vacuum in community mobi-
lization for girls’ rights, which was filled by local
organizations, including the Creative Centre for
Community Mobilization (CRECCOM), although
at a much smaller scope given the scarcity of

funding.

During the time that GABLE was implemented, the
community mobilization work was an important
aspect, but it was only one of five components of
the program and did not go far enough to tack-
le initiation and other harmful sexual practices
and dominant patriarchal norms. GABLE did
not systematically engage traditional authorities
and community members in critical examination
of these practices. Ongoing sustained capacity
building also proved difficult. When individu-
als trained to carry out community mobilization
work completed their service period, those who
took their place lacked adequate training to sus-
tain activities. The awareness campaign related
to the Readmission Policy lasted for one year in
each district which was not long enough. While
the radio campaign took place for the duration
of GABLE's eight years, it did not include details
about the policy guidelines because they had
not yet been issued.

Cultural constraints to girls’ education in Malawi
continue to stymie the implementation of the Re-
admission Policy and reveal gaps in its design.
The next sections highlight key lessons learned
about these gaps and what is needed to expand
girls’ learning opportunities and outcomes in

Malawi.
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he Readmission Policy was created when

Malawi’s education minister at the time cir-
culated a memo stating that girls would be re-
admitted after child birth. There was no attempt
to invite discussion with traditional leaders or at
district or school leadership level before mak-
ing this policy or to promote ownership over the
policy through dialogue. Now, after the almost
20 years since the policy has come into effect,
many parents, students and teachers are still not
aware that the policy exists; and among those
who are aware, there remains confusion about
its stipulations.®? However, the issue of commu-
nity ownership goes much deeper than basic
awareness. Despite the sensitive nature of the
policy, actors have not been given adequate op-
portunity to voice their concerns about it. This
has led to the perception that the policy is im-
posed from above.®® Some religious agencies,
teachers and school administrators have tend-

ed to see the policy as promoting immorality in

schools.%* Because it is not punitive in nature, it
is perceived by some to be condoning pregnan-
cy outside wedlock and therefore is seen as a

threat to the social institution of marriage.

The policy also suffers from a lack of ownership
at the district level. While progress has been
made toward devolving the National Education
Sector Plan into district education plans and
school improvement plans, girls’ education—
and, by extension, the Readmission Policy—is
rarely addressed in the district planning process.
Furthermore since the inception of policies to
decentralize the administration of education in
Malawi in 1998, little attention has been giv-
en to developing structures for girls’ education
at the grassroots level (e.g., area development
committees, area executive committees and
village development committees). As a result,
these governing institutions at the community
level have not prioritized the delivery of quali-
ty education for girls and these institutions have
not grappled with the implementation of the re-
admission policy.
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he GABLE program made efforts to engage
Tinformal cultural institutions and the tradi-
tional authorities—that is, tribal chiefs and vil-
loge heads—with the Readmission Policy and
girls’ right to education. However, given the lim-
itations of programming and ending of funding
for community mobilization discussed above,
many traditional institutions remain unsupport-
ive due to the unchanged attitudes of cultural
duty bearers, such as initiation counselors and
traditional authorities.®* Initiation counselors, for
example, see their role as upholding traditional
culture, and many of them fear offending the
spirit of their forebears if they fail in their du-
ties. Some worry that the traditional information
taught during initiation ceremonies becomes too
diluted if sexual teachings are moderated.% Ini-
tiation counselors also receive material benefit
from their activities as payment in the form of
money for each initiate. While initiation institu-
tions can be nurtured to positively support girls’
education by utilizing their power, appeal and
dynamism, they currently act as a hindrance to

girls’ remaining in school.’

As custodians of cultural institutions, the tra-
ditional authorities are particularly influential

players in perpetuating those practices, beliefs

and customs that curb girls” educational attain-
ment. Chiefs are highly respected and very pow-
erful, with a number of village heads reporting
to them. They govern through unwritten rules
and have great influence on their subjects, in-
cluding girls, as custodians of culture. Chiefs
and village heads also enjoy a number of ben-
efits from practices that perpetrate pregnancies
among school age girls. They receive cash and
in-kind incentives from rites of passage such
as marriages and initiation ceremonies; and a
chief’s seniority is determined by his villages’
population size, which further encourages mar-
riages and pregnancies among girls. In some
areas, visiting chiefs are given a girl overnight

(known as the “chief’s blanket”).

Efforts to work with chiefs have not systemati-
cally addressed early marriage and pregnancy
or engaged the traditional authorities in a sus-
tained manner. The concerns and interests of
chiefs, like those of initiation counselors, need
to be addressed if their powerful agency is to be
directed toward genuine support of girls” educa-
tion. Because chiefs and village heads are key
to effective implementation of reforms, great-
er alignment is needed between incentives for
traditional authorities and the interests of girls,
which requires bringing more attention and
voice to girls’ issues and greater accountability
for traditional leaders’ actions.%®
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Amechcmism does not exist for the concerns
and voices of girls to be heard with respect
to the Readmission Policy. Teenage mothers are
the primary focus of the policy but the realities of
their lives, the specific challenges they face, and
what works and does not work for them are not
adequately incorporated in the design or imple-

mentation of the policy.

Moreover, given the cultural barriers adoles-

cent girls face, particularly as young mothers, a

great deal rides on their conviction and exercise
of agency to pursue an education. Yet, the Re-
admission Policy stands in isolation from efforts
to empower girls to resist prevalent practices or
to help them persist in their efforts to return to
school. The limited provisions in the policy for
counseling are rarely fulfilled and girls are of-
ten left without knowledge of alternatives or the
support they need to pursue them.®® Many girls
make choices about sex and marriage from
vulnerable or subordinate positions. Girls’ atti-
tudes toward sex and sexuality, and their access
to knowledge and resources on issues such as
reproductive health require far greater attention

than they have been given to date.
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The Readmission Policy has also faced a
number of obstacles arising from a lack of
institutional coordination at all levels. For ex-
ample, the absence of an implementation plan
and a lack of necessary resources, leadership,
planning, and monitoring and feedback mech-
anism hindered the policy’s effective implemen-
tation in the early stages.”® The only specifically
established policy in place in 1994, was a single
written memorandum to all district education
offices. Guidelines as to how the policy was to
be implemented, particularly at the school lev-
el, were not issued until 2006.”" The lack of a
well defined plan for execution and coordination

continues to pose huge problems.

Despite a well set up administrative system,
teachers point to a lack of institutional support
for policy implementation as a major chal-
lenge.”? Teachers likewise have not been sensi-
tized to the rationale for the policy, nor have they
received training on psychosocial counseling,
which has left them ill prepared to cater to the
particular needs of young mothers who reenter

school.”® Finally, teacher training colleges do not

teach education policies, leaving many educa-
tors unfamiliar with the Readmission Policy.

The MOEST lacks strong leaderships related
to gender policy and a girls’ education plan.
Gender expertise is required to articulate and
coordinate gender policy and programming in
all education departments and at all levels (min-
istry, district, zone and school). Development of
this gender expertise was an aspect of the GA-
BLE program but the more recent push toward
gender mainstreaming has actually led to less of
a gender focus in the MOEST rather than more.

A weak monitoring and evaluation system has
given rise to incomplete data on why girls with-
draw, which district education managers should
be responsible for collecting. Instead, these
managers are often not aware of the Readmis-
sion Policy and they do not have mechanisms for
following up with girls. Similarly, a mechanism
does not exist for tracking girls within the edu-
cation system if they change schools and in their
transition from primary to secondary school. The
lack of proper monitoring and data collection
also make it difficult to know how teenage moth-
ers who are readmitted to school fare upon their
return and to what level they are able to com-
plete their studies.
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A1 the household level, the financial burdens
associated with pregnancy and parenting
are a formidable barrier to girls’ education and
unfortunately these burdens are not addressed
by the Readmission Policy. In Malawi, 50.7 per-
cent of the population lives in poverty.”* Gender
and age play significant roles in determining
decisions about investments in a child’s educa-
tion and access to household resources.”®> The
indirect and direct costs of schooling for house-
holds—such as clothing, food at home and at
school, and increased demand for girls’ labor—
are major contributors to girls’ dropping out.”
The maijority of parents and guardians do not
undertake income generating activities, apart
from peasant farming, and they are generally
more willing to invest in their sons’ education
than their daughters’.”” For these reasons, many
girls who become pregnant while in school are
forced to marry and forgo their education, as
the financial burden increases with her baby.”®
The Readmission Policy, however, was not im-
plemented with any provisions to address the
financial burden that hinders so many girls from

returning to school.

Financial and human resource constraints at the
district and school levels in Malawi limit effec-
tive policy implementation. Each school receives
$1,600 annually as direct support to the school
and school level improvement plans to address
the National Education Sector Plan goals. This
is a positive move toward decentralization but
is still vastly insufficient. These limited resources
are insufficient to meet basic infrastructure de-

mands, much less provide the training to crit-

ical groups on the readmission of school age
mothers. Except for funding from Canada’s De-
partment for Foreign Affairs, Trade, and Devel-
opment, there has been no budget allocated to
orienting district education officers and primary
education advisers on the Readmission Policy’s

procedures.

Limited resources in schools also means that
counseling and psychosocial support are almost
nonexistent, although the guidelines to the Re-
admission Policy state that this support should be
made available to student parents. At present,
there are few female teachers or trained female
counselors in rural schools who can competent-
ly counsel teen mothers. Similarly, no link exists
between schools and health centers or health
surveillance assistants that can support school-
age mothers’ health needs. The need for fuller
support and connections among social services
for marginalized children have been discussed,
often in relation to orphans and vulnerable chil-
dren,”” but such approaches require additional

resources to be instituted.

This analysis of the Readmission Policy has
served as a lens into the barriers to girls’ educa-
tion in Malawi more generally. It has highlight-
ed the need to address harmful attitudes and
cultural practices that impede girls’ inclusion in
school and to better align resources in support
of policy implementation. In this regard, poli-
cymakers should consider the important role of
civil society organizations in addressing ritually
transmitted definitions of masculinity and fem-
ininity through culturally relevant, participatory
methodologies and capacity building that pro-
motes community led dialogue. This is at the

heart of the proposal that follows.
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alawi benefits from a positive policy

framework for addressing girls’ education
as well as a legacy of promoting gender equality
through comprehensive programming. The GA-
BLE program succeeded in increasing girls’ rates
of enrollment in Malawi by addressing multiple
barriers to girls’ education and initiating import-
ant work in mobilizing communities in support
of this aim. A valuable opportunity exists to build
on this legacy and chart a new way forward to
expand adolescent girls’ access to and quality of
education in Malawi. This paper proposes the
launch of a new program, the Malawi Adoles-
cent Girls’ Learning Partnership (AGL), with the
objective of addressing cultural constraints to
girls’ education as a central organizing strategy

of work on girls’ education.

Communities themselves can and should be ac-
tivated to promote girls’ education, as they have
the potential to both shape cultural practices
and to support and empower girls and boys.
Although cultural practices and harmful gender
norms are not the only barriers to girls’ educa-
tion and learning, they are important and must
be addressed along with other interventions that
are known to be critical for all children. This
work requires strong and sustained commitment
from the government, funding partners and civil

society.

The AGL program would include the following

features:

1. Community based solutions to change
harmful cultural practices that result in ado-

lescent girls” exclusion from school.

2. Engagement with traditional authorities to

enact changes in support of girls” education.

3. Empowerment of girls and women through
support networks, mentoring programs and
opportunities to develop competencies key
to enhancing individual agency and collec-
tive action.

4. Implementation of participatory monitoring
and evaluation frameworks that also track
cultural practices and empowerment indi-
cators to better inform educational policies

and programs.

5. Long term commitment of resources by the
government and donors and the building of
local economic capacity in support of girls’
education.

6. Going beyond access to address factors that
affect girls’ learning through greater com-

munity involvement.

The rationale behind the program is to activate
communities as partners to promote girls’ ed-
ucation and learning, while also empowering
girls as agents of change within communities,
which will provide a critical force and platform
to support other critical interventions for girls.
The importance of squarely addressing cultur-
al practices at the community level has thus far
been inadequately attended to, given the impact
on girls’ education, and given the potential for
change. Figure 2 shows how a focus at com-
munity level supports other reforms and the ulti-

mate goal of girls’ learning.

Addressing communities and girls as agents of
change will promote a platform for other critical
education policies and programs, ranging from

bursaries for girls at secondary school level to
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building more secondary schools, curriculum
reviews and gender-sensitive teacher educa-
tion. While the implementation focus of AGL is
on community engagement to address cultural
constraints, this paper also recognizes the need
to address economic, political and environmen-
tal barriers to girls’ education and to support
and coordinate with a cross-sector approach to

girls” education.

FiGure 2: MoBILIZING CHANGE AT COMMUNITY LEVEL

Mobilizing communities and girls

or each of the lessons highlighted in the
Fonolysis of the Readmission Policy, a priority
action for AGL is suggested (table 3). These pri-
ority actions build on the experiences of GABLE,
CRECCOM and other actors working on girls’
education at the community level. A key princi-
ple of this work is that communities themselves
can be activated to be effective partners in this
work, thereby offering a sustainable mechanism

to promote girls’ education and learning.

Priority Action #1: Introduction of
Village Change Agents and Village
Forums in Every Village throughout
the Country

This priority action addresses two gaps in the

implementation of the Readmission Policy and

in girls’ education policies more generally: (1)
the need to build local capacity to critically ex-
amine cultural practices and values that impede
girls’ access to education and learning; and (2)
the need to develop community based solutions

and ownership.

If measures like the Readmission Policy are to
have substantial and sustained reach, parents,
guardians and community members must be
mobilized in support of the policy and of girls’
education overall. Engaging parents and guard-
ians in questioning gender norms and the dom-
inant societal constructions of masculinity and
femininity is vital to influencing household de-
cision making and gendered patterns of social-
ization. In the few communities where civil soci-
ety groups have introduced village forums and
change agents, they have proven to be an effec-
tive means to ensure sustainable local agency
and leadership at the village level (see box 8 for

an example).®

Village change agents are individuals selected by
the residents of their locality to facilitate commu-
nity led dialogues on a regular basis through the
establishment of village forums. Village forums
provide an opportunity for community members
to examine their cultural values and practices
through a process of problem identification,
reflection and analysis, and to find solutions to
longstanding educational challenges without ex-
ternal direction. This is also a means by which
to reach the household level. These forums also
allow for information about existing policies and
resources to be shared and discussed in relation

to the local context.

Village change agents are trained to work

in collaboration with adults and youth in the
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TaBLe 3. AGL PrioriTies TO ADDRESS CULTURAL CONSTRAINTS

Lesson Learned Recommendation

Main lesson: There is a need to address the cultural practices and beliefs that impede girls from accessing

school and improving learning.

Need to build community ownership and local
capacity to critically examine cultural practices

Need to engage informal institutions and the
traditional authorities

Need to empower girls

Need for monitoring and evaluation

Need for resource allocation

Village change agents and village forums

Linking village forums with local governance structures
and schools

Girls" empowerment programs that support development
of personal and social competencies, as well as self-
efficacy and other noncognitive skills, through such
initiatives as girls’ clubs, role modeling and mentoring

Participatory, gender sensitive, monitoring and evaluation
that include indicators of girls’ empowerment

Long term commitment of resources, more effective
linkages to existing resources, and building of local
economic capacity with particular attention to the
economic empowerment of women

Box 8. ComMmuNITY AcTivVITY IN HARMONIZING THE
CuLTURE AND RiGHTS OF WOMEN AND GIRLS: THE
ELIMINATION OF THE CHipuTU INITIATION RITE FOR
GIRLS IN SuB-TRADITIONAL AUTHORITY KHWETHEMULE,
THyoLo DistricT

Since 2008, CRECCOM has supported 120 commu-
nities in five traditional authorities in Thyolo District
working toward gender equality. The program aims
at transforming attitudes toward women'’s and girls’
sexual and reproductive, education and economic
rights. As a result of CRECCOM's efforts, there is
now momentum in these communities to address
harmful sociocultural factors, by modifying and in
some cases eliminating such factors.

Village change agents and village forums are the
hub of community led systemic change, which has
resulted in the elimination of the chiputu girls’ initia-
tion rite in the Khwethemule area in Malawi’s south-
ern region. Chiputu is an initiation rite in which girls
are encouraged at a very young age (8 to 12 years)
to engage in sex. Mary, whose story was introduced
at the beginning of this paper, is from the Khwet-
hemule area.

The steps that led to the elimination of chiputu went
as follows. Regular meetings targeting women, men

and youth, including initiation counselors, were
conducted with the support of the village head. After
reviewing the initiation rites being practiced in their
area, village forums in Khwethemule agreed to elim-
inate the chiputu rite for preadolescent girls (8 to 12
year olds), as it was considered greatly detrimental
to a girl’s life. Village change agents approached
the traditional authority, who called all village heads
in the area to a meeting and who agreed to act on
the community’s request to eliminate the practice.
The elimination of chiputu has saved thousands of
girls in the area from HIV, unwanted pregnancies
and dropping out of school.

While the bylaws prohibiting the practice of chiputu
came too late for Mary, the village change agents’
efforts have resulted in a promising future for her
and some of her peers. Eighteen of the 23 girls in
her initiation group are now in school, after being
encouraged to return by village change agents.
Aside from encouraging the girls, village change
agents have also asked parents and relatives to
support the girls” education and to take care of their
children when the young mothers are in school.
Mary is now back in school, and a relative cares
for her child during school hours. She is in standard
8. The villoge change agents continue to monitor
Mary’s progress.
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community, as well as village heads, chiefs and
other cultural duty bearers and government of-
ficers. The process of community deliberation
and dialogue in village forums is an empow-
ering one, as villagers are free to raise issues,
debate them and influence their own change.
The forums also serve to support linkages with
the government and other service providers and
to aid in developing economic empowerment
activities that incentivize participation, and they
can be structured to include internal progress
review and follow-up mechanisms that ensure
the implementation of action points. The village
forum and change agents approach facilitates
the infiltration of the value of girls’ education
into the cultural system and community struc-
tures such as chieftaincy, initiation institutions,
and household gender dynamics through com-
munity deliberations. Forums at the community
level also increase the possibility of commitment

to carry out plans.

FiGURE 3: LocAL LEADERSHIP IN MALAWI

PARAMOUNT
CHIEF

Senior Chief/
Sub-Traditional
Authority

Group Village Head

Village Head

Development
Committees

Priority Action #2: Partnership
with Village Forums: Traditional
Authorities, Government, and Schools

Traditional leaders’ responsiveness to community
demands should be enhanced by strengthening
the link between village forums and the tradition-
al authorities (village heads and chiefs). This is an
important means by which to engage these insti-
tutions and exert pressure on them to pass bylaws
that are in harmony with the national education
lows and policies. And in this way, the account-

ability of traditional leaders is also strengthened.

Linkages with local government are equally im-
portant for village forums to meet their full po-
tential as catalysts for cultural change and effec-
tive policy implementation. Strong relationships
between village forums and grassroots level
government extension services and district exec-
utive committees allow for the provision of the

technical support (e.g. information about existing

District
Executive
Committee

Area

Area
Executive
Committee
(Extension Workers)

Village

Development

Committees
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policies and guidelines, assistance with linking to
other services such as health services) needed by
villagers in their quest to adjust cultural practic-
es. The involvement of an existing government
structure at the grassroots level—extension work-
ers—also offers an immediate tie between the
community and the government, and enhanc-
es buy-in from the traditional authorities in ad-
dressing harmful sociocultural factors (figure 3).
Therefore, accountability and incentives systems
must be developed in order to enable sustain-

able commitment from government structures.

Village forums and change agents also serve to
strengthen relationships between communities
and schools, and to enhance two-way commu-
nication on policy and practice. Education policy
discussions in village forums can be linked to
schools through school management commit-
tees (SMC), parent teacher associations, and
mother group members who are participants
of the forums. While teachers generally do not
participate in village forums (as they are often
not local residents of the village), they are able
to provide technical knowledge about policy
guidelines and school practice. Village forums
and change agents play a crucial role in policy
debate and feedback, and ensure greater par-
ticipation in the development of policies from
the start. Village forums also support policy im-
plementation, for example, by following up on
girls who may be at risk of dropping out, coun-
seling pregnant girls and parents, and ensuring
that girls receive the support to return to school
from their relatives. Village forums’ active com-
munication with parents and teachers also help
to monitor and address gender based violence
experienced by girls at school and at home, as
well as help ensure that the practical needs of

teen mothers are met.

Priority Action #3: Facilitating Girls”
Empowerment and Channeling
Women’s Agency

Girls should be active participants of their own
change. This is key to achieving gender equal-
ity in education, because girls themselves must
confront harmful gender scripting and challenge
traditional practices in their lives. Cultivating
girls’ agency also encourages their involvement
in decision making on issues that affect their
lives and society. This is possible when relevant
and empowering approaches are deployed that
intrinsically motivate girls toward education, and
when learning includes the development of cog-
nitive and noncognitive competencies needed to
advance gender equality and improve life out-

comes for girls (box 9).

Box 9. GIRLS’ LEARNING AND EMPOWERMENT

Murphy-Graham defines empowerment as a pro-
cess of recognition, capacity building and action
that allows individuals to recognize their inherent
worth, the fundamental equality of all human be-
ings and their ability to contribute to personal and
social betterment. Through empowerment individ-
uals, “develop the capacity to critically examine
their lives and broader society and take action to-
ward personal and social transformation.”8' Lloyd
builds on this conceptual framework and provides
a typology that includes core educational, social,
personal and economic competencies.??

Establishing girls’ education networks and fo-
rums at the grassroots level, both within and
outside of schools, is one strategy for harness-
ing girls’ agency. Also, adult women can be
strong and effective supporters, advocates and
mentors for girls. Hence, the government and
its partners should give adequate capacity to
the school mother group initiatives in order to
strengthen their functioning. Mother groups in-

fluence girls and other parents with respect to
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regular school attendance, retention and read-
mission. At the school level, mother groups ad-
vocate for sanitary facilities, gender based vio-
lence reporting, and the provision of child care.
Mentoring relationships (for example, inside the
school between girls of different age groups and
between female teachers/mother groups and
girls) that increase access to information, skills
and resources (such as sexual and reproductive
health education and career guidance) and that
enable girls to make strategic choices should be

enhanced in schools to empower girls.

Priority Action #4: The Development
of a Participatory Monitoring and
Evaluation Plan

There is a need for a robust gender sensitive
monitoring and evaluation framework that stan-
dardizes evidence based on comprehensive indi-
cators, involves community members, and uses
the data collected to inform and provide feedback
to improve education policy and programs. Par-
ticipatory monitoring and evaluation guarantees
a feedback loop between community members
and educators, and promotes policy ownership
by implementers at the grassroots level. Eval-
uating policy outcomes and impact in both the
short and long terms that translate into girls’ well
being implies the use of indicators that measure
girls’ empowerment and empowered choices.
Such indicators may include how a girl has used
her education during schooling and upon school
completion, the extent to which girls’ agency and
choices were improved, and the extent to which
broad cultural norms were transformed. Such a
framework goes beyond simply measuring educa-
tion access fo evaluate the learning and empow-
erment that result from education. It also requires
using that data to develop better policies and pro-

grams and to improve those that exist. It may also

consider the use of innovative data collection meth-
ods, such as the SMS Dashboard.®® Government
and funder supported programs, projects and rou-
tine work would then reflect this monitoring and
evaluation framework as a standard for transfor-

mative girls’ education policy implementation.

Priority Action #5: Establishing
Long Term Vision and Investment of
Resources

Acknowledging that cultural change does not
come about overnight, the government and
funders should allocate adequate resources to
sustain, maintain, and scale up community mo-
bilization. Such resources would adequately build
the capacity of girls themselves and local leaders
(e.g., villoge change agents, progressive tradi-
tional leaders, school management committees,
and mother groups). The GABLE program was an
example of how resources can be effectively chan-
neled toward this goal. The GABLE social mobi-
lization campaign facilitated community action
planning that enabled community leaders to iden-
tify constraints and find solutions. The program
also enhanced linkage between communities and
schools as well as Primary Education Advisors.
Despite its limitations, the program pushed the
frontiers of girls’ education programs in Malawi.
However, when its funding ended it became very
difficult to build on the lessons that were learned

and to sustain the change it initiated.

There is also a need to reduce reliance on exter-
nal funding and build resource capacity locally
to support girls’ education. One means of ad-
dressing this challenge is the institution of village
savings and loans programs, which could be in-
tegrated with village forums and mother groups.
Also necessary are increased livelihood options so

that initiation counselors, for example, have other
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means to generate income. In addition, existing
resources need to be more effectively utilized by
strengthening links across sectors, such as be-
tween youth friendly health services and schools,
in order to sustainably and holistically address the
needs of adolescent girls. Meanwhile, external
support continues to be important in critical ar-
eas, including scholarships that include the costs
of schooling and a robust mentoring program to

support secondary education for poor girls.

Priority Action #6: Improving
Girls’ Learning Outcomes through
Enhancing Community Involvement

It is vitally important for the government of Ma-
lawi to ensure that girls are not only accessing
and staying in school but are also learning well.
Poor learning exacerbates dropping out as girls
and parents lose faith in the purpose of get-
ting an education when it brings no immediate
meaningful change in their lives. Unfortunately
once girls drop out, they are at even greater risk

of early marriage and pregnancy.8

Ensuring progress on education quality and
learning outcomes is particularly urgent in Mala-
wi, as nearly 65 percent of its annual education
budget is wasted each year due to high rates of
grade repetition and dropout.®> While MOEST
has taken positive steps by incorporating con-
tinuous assessment in the primary school cur-
riculum, and in the secondary school curriculum
through a review that is under way, the Malawi
government also recognizes that more needs to

be done to support learning for girls and boys.

Although the need to improve learning outcomes
is well understood, the role of communities in
promoting learning for all children is less recog-

nized. In fact, communities can support learning

and promote accountability in the government
systems that are responsible for delivering edu-
cation. Initiatives in Malawi and in other parts of
Africa provide potential models for enhancing
such community participation. Traditional struc-
tures in Malawi, such as traditional authorities
including village chiefs and village heads, can
be activated to promote and monitor learning
and education quality. This can be done in sev-

eral ways, including the following:

* Mobilize Communities In Support of Learn-
ing: The Read Malawi program is one exam-
ple of an approach that has shown promise
as a model for positively affecting learning
outcomes at the village level through com-
munity involvement. The reading centers—
which are managed by volunteers—are
housed in an array of locations, ranging
from informal spaces, such as family homes,
to formal spaces and institutions, such as
churches, mosques and constructed shelters.
Volunteers are trained in both basic literacy
instruction and methods to incentivize learn-
ers. Village heads have been instrumental in
supporting reading centers by encouraging
parents to send their children, by organiz-
ing literacy fairs, by issuing chalkboards to
reading centers, and by their mere pres-
ence at the centers. Schools and communi-
ties likewise work together to supply scarce
supplementary readers to the centers. One
of the communities participating in the pro-
gram specifically sought to improve girls’ lit-
eracy, which appears to have influenced the
outcomes of standard 3 girls’ measures of
achievement in Chichewa and English.8¢ Ac-
cording to an analysis of the program con-
ducted by the prime contractor, the Universi-

ty of Texas at San Antonio, “findings indicate
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that mobilizing communities around holistic
literacy reform efforts do have an effect on
the literacy achievement of young readers
and writers and should be considered an
integral part of any holistic literacy reform

effort in Malawi.”8

Mobilize Communities with Assessment
Data and Create Accountability: Lack of
information about learning outcomes hin-
ders community mobilization and the abil-
ity of community members to hold schools
accountable for school quality. Despite the
evidence that learning outcomes are low in
comparison to neighboring countries, and
that girls are behind their male counterparts,
communities are not yet mobilized. The ex-
perience of ASER in India, UWEZO in Ken-
ya, and the larger family of citizen led as-
sessments in Pakistan, Tanzania, Uganda,
Senegal, and Mali covering over one million
children in South Asia and sub-Saharan Afri-
ca, shows that when communities have infor-
mation about their children’s learning levels,
they are inspired to action. In Malawi, this
kind of model could include programming to
mobilize communities to enroll children who
are out of school and to include discussion
and action forums in communities around
schools where learning levels are low.®8
These tools can be used to promote change
agents within communities, and also to open
forums about the value placed on education

for girls and for boys.

Engage Traditional Leaders, Girls and Oth-
er Education Stakeholders in Policy Dis-
cussions about Learning: Malawi has the
opportunity to set an example in the region
in terms of democratic, consultative engage-
ment around education policy issues, and in
so doing, will also serve to mobilize com-
munities around learning. For instance, the
MOEST may work with the Learning Metrics
Task Force to pilot recommendations on
learning in Malawi (box 10). This work could
begin with the formation of a community of
practice to determine the agenda for improv-
ing learning outcomes. In this case, there is
a great opportunity to build in a consultative
framework that is responsive to input from
girls as well as many other stakeholders rel-
evant to education, including boys, parents,
teachers, head teachers, education adminis-

trators, and traditional authorities.

Box 10. THE LEARNING METRICS TASK FORCE

The Learning Metrics Task Force is a global con-
sultative process that has met over a period of
18 months in order to maoke recommendations
on how learning can be defined and measured,
and how these measures can be implemented.
The recommendations of the task force were re-
cently launched at the one year anniversary of the
United Nations Secretary-General’s Global Edu-
cation First Initiative. The task force is now plan-
ning fo pilot work in a number of priority countries
to improve assessment and learning practices by
addressing institutional, political and technical
spheres that affect learning. This work may start
with the fostering of a community of practice that
develops the priorities for how to improve learn-
ing, and may include work to improve assessment
practices at the national level or work to address
other national priorities related to learning.
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Gender disparities in education in Malawi
persist, particularly for adolescent girls,
despite progress in girls’ enrollment. By exam-
ining the implementation of the Readmission
Policy, it is evident that inadequate attention to
the cultural dimensions of gender inequality has
limited the potential impact of this policy in re-
ducing adolescent girls’ exclusion from school. It
is also evident that cultural constraints rooted in
patriarchal attitudes, norms and practices at the
community, school and household levels pose

a barrier to girls’ education in Malawi more

generally. While the analysis here highlights cer-
tain practices and attitudes harmful to girls, this
paper has also argued that culture is a powerful
force that can be channeled toward the promo-
tion of girls” education through the mobilization
of community support and change agents at
grassroots level. The Malawi Adolescent Girls
Learning Partnership (AGL) proposed in this pa-
per can serve as a program to address the cul-
tural practices and patriarchal norms impeding
girls’ retention and learning in school, and also
to mobilize communities to promote girls’ par-

ticipation and learning.
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