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Higher Education Readiness (HER) Program  
 

Introduction  
 
“The surest way to keep a people down is to educate the men and neglect the women. If you educate a 

man you simply educate an individual, but if you educate a woman you educate a family.”  

— Dr. J. E. KwegyirAggrey, visionary Ghanian educator (1875–1927)  

Gender equality is not just a women’s issue, it is a development issue. Women’s economic 

empowerment is essential for economic development, growth, and poverty reduction not only because 

of the income it generates, but also because it helps to break the vicious cycle of poverty. Educating girls 

and women is critical to economic development. Research conducted in a variety of countries and 

regions has established that educating girls is one of the most cost-effective ways of spurring 

development. Female education creates powerful poverty-reducing synergies and yields enormous 

intergenerational gains. It is positively correlated with increased economic productivity, more robust 

labor markets, higher earnings, and improved societal health and well-being. 

For developing countries women represent a previously untapped source of human capital, and 

countries that have adopted aggressive policies to promote gender equality in education can be 

expected to reap higher social and economic benefits. Greater investment in girls’ education is vital for 

increasing female participation and productivity in the labor market, especially in nonagricultural wage 

employment. Greater productivity means higher economic growth and more effective reduction of 

poverty. Well-documented evidence shows that educating girls and women also yields significant social 

and health benefits. Educated women are more likely to send their daughters to school. Countries with 

higher levels of female secondary-school enrollment have lower infant mortality rates, lower fertility, 

lower rates of HIV and AIDS, and better child nutrition. More education reduces the rate of violence 

against women, enables them to leave abusive relationships, and empowers them to reject adverse 

cultural practices, such as female genital mutilation.  

Key barriers to girls accessing and completing secondary education include: 

 Lack of access to financial resources to support fees, books, transport to school, and other 

school necessities; 

 Lack of exposure to the life and leadership skills that support girls to be more confident, 

advocate for themselves and remain in school;  

 Lack of commitment from family members and the community to support girls’ education; and 

 Lack of motivated and gender-sensitive teachers. 
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Background Information, Institute of International Education - IIE 

The Institute of International Education (IIE), established in 1919, is a private nonprofit leader in the 

international exchange of people and ideas standing among the world’s largest and most experienced 

education and training organizations.  IIE accomplishes its mission of advancing international education 

and access to education worldwide by managing scholarship, training, exchange and leadership 

programs; conducting research and facilitating dialogue on global higher education; and promoting 

scholarship around the world. In collaboration with governments, foundations and other sponsors, IIE 

creates programs of study and training for students, educators and professionals from all sectors.  The 

IIE Ethiopia office was established in the year 2008 and has been overseeing programs in sub-Saharan 

Africa and national programs in Ethiopia as well as the rest of Sub-Saharan Africa. IIE has a strong focus 

on women and girls programming, including a focus on girls’ completion of secondary school and their 

ability to enter university or the workforce with suitable 21st century skills and has to-date benefited 

thousands of individuals in public, private and non-governmental sectors throughout the country. IIE 

with its own funding launched the Higher Education Readiness (HER) program in 2013. 

 Program Goal and Objectives 

IIE designed the HER program with the goal of increasing the percentage of girls graduating from 

secondary school who are equipped with life and leadership skills to succeed in university, vocational 

training or the workforce. 

The program aims to achieve this goal through the following objectives:   

 Objective 1: To remove the financial barriers of talented, underserved girls that otherwise may 

keep them from completing secondary education.  

 Objective 2: To improve the academic performance of upper secondary school girls, enabling 

them to graduate. 

 Objective 3: To strengthen the leadership, self-confidence, life skills, IT and basic computer 

skills, English language proficiency, financial literacy, and entrepreneurship skills of underserved 

girls.  

 Objective 4: To improve knowledge and attitudes about girls’ education among guardians, and 

communities. 

 Objective 5: To improve the knowledge and skills of teachers and administrators on gender 

sensitivity and student-centered learning. 
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 Programmatic Areas  

The highly effective HER model provides girls with a holistic suite of support, including two years of 

Financial, Academic, and Enrichment support, described below. 

Financial Support 

 Financial support for school-related needs for two years, including uniforms, shoes, and books 

for the academic year, and monthly stipends to alleviate the costs of school transportation and 

personal supplies. 

 By annualEye exams and glasses for the girls, if needed. 

Academic Support 

 Teacher training. School teachers participate in a three-day training on gender sensitivity and 

participatory, high-impact tutoring facilitation. 

 Tutoring support in English and mathematics. Students are tutored in two additional subjects 

specific to their chosen track of study.  

 Exam preparation tutoring for the 12th grade national exam.  

 University visit and panel discussions are held to assist HER students in their strategic planning 

and decision-making for their higher education. Students learn about how to select a field of 

study and have an opportunity to visit one of the first universities in Ethiopia. 

 Basic computer skills training is provided in the summer by teachers at the target school 

computer lab.   

 Inspirational speakers’ series provides an opportunity for 

students to interact with accomplished Ethiopian women. 

This activity was added in response to students’ feedback. 

 Community awareness workshops held every semester for 

guardians and community elders on the importance of girls’ 

education. 

 Discussions with school teachers and administrators to 

raise awareness on barriers to girls’ education and how to 

provide gender-sensitive support to girls.  

 Information and support to access scholarship 

opportunities for university and vocational training after 

graduation is provided for graduating girls. 

Capacity Building/Summer Enrichment 

 English language training is conducted by the Ethiopian English Language Teachers’ Association 

during the two summers of program implementation. 

 Teacher Training on Facilitation: IIEconductsa four-day intensive Training of Trainers (TOT) with 

selected school teachers who facilitate summer leadership and life skills sessions with students. 

“The three Inspirational Speakers 
were real role model for my future 
life. These ladies are women who 
threw away backward thinking; ‘I 
can’t do it!’ and changed to ‘I can do 
it!’ Getting the opportunity to listen to 
these three women gave me a spirit of 
courage, success, strength and, I can 
do it!” 
 
Past HER student 
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 Leadership and Life Skills for HER Girls:Using curriculum designed by IIE/Ethiopia, teachers 

conduct a highly interactive leadership and life skills training with HER students through eight-

weeks of half-day small group discussions to build students’ self-awareness, goal setting, 

confidence, and communication skills. 

 Leadership and Life Skills for non-HER Girls and Boys:Given the high impact of this component, 

IIE provides leadership and life skills training to an additional 200 non-HER girls and boys at each 

school, creating a critical mass of students at each school with expanded leadership and life 

skills and appreciation of the importance of girls’ education. 

 Entrepreneurship: An intensivetraining is conducted in the summer by the Organization for 

Women in Self-employment (WISE), and cover topics such as how to leverage available 

resources, conduct a market assessment, develop a business plan and create a budget. To 

further engage girls’ families, mothers will also be invited to attend this training. 

 Reproductive Health training in the summer is led by a nurse from WISE and covers a range of 

topics related to reproductive health.  

 Mentorship is facilitated through a matching system, wherebyHER students work with female 

role models who have been successful in the Ethiopian higher education system. Many of these 

mentors are young women who participated in IIE’s Ethiopia Women’s Leadership Program. The 

mentors participate in a one-day training, and visit their mentees in their school twice a month 

and discuss various topics including study skills, time management, university studies, academic 

excellence and reproductive health.   

 

Selection of Beneficiaries 
 
The primary beneficiaries of the proposed program are female students at the secondary level, at two 
underserved schools. The major selection criterion dictates that students should be outstanding in their 
academic performance, are financially needy and demonstrate leadership competency. These students 
complete a rigorous selection process that involves a selection committee comprised of individual 
experts and stakeholders engaged in girls’ education.  
 

Achievements 
  
Since the launch of the program In 2013 IIE has successfully implemented the HER pilot program in two 

Secondary and preparatory schools, Addis Ketema and Fitawarari Abayneh over the past four years. Two 

hundred female students entering Grade 11from each school were selected through a competitive 

process to receive two years of a holistic suite of scholarship support including, tutoring, and leadership 

and enrichment training to prepare them for success in their academic and professional goals. IIE 

conducted an extensive monitoring and evaluation process of the HER pilot program to measure 

program progress toward goals and objectives, and to capture successes, best practices and lessons 

learned. 
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Successes 
 
Rigorous evaluation demonstrated that the HER model was very effective.  Successes included: 

 Increased graduation and retention rates for secondary school girls.96% of HER girls successfully 

graduated from secondary school. At Addis Ketema, 77% of HER students matriculated to university 

and at Fitawarari, 52% did so. These numbers are significantly higher than the school averages for 

female students. At Fitawarari, graduation and matriculation rates were also higher than those of 

the comparison group:  HER girls’ dropout rate was ten times lower than the comparison group’s 

where as matriculation to university was 44% higher. 

 Increased leadership skills and improved perception of self-value. After the program, HER students 

indicated higher levels of leadership skills and qualities, and increased involvement in extracurricular 

activities compared to the comparison group. They also developed a clearer vision of the future and 

a better understanding of the value of education and how it affects their lives.  

 Increased understanding of importance of education among participants and guardians. After the 

program, 98% of guardians from both schools indicated that they now know how to better support 

their child in her studies. HER students indicated significant increase in guardian’s support for their 

education, which relates to their academic performance and personal growth. “I’ve learned that 

girls should be educated so as to have a better future, to make a difference on her and the society's 

life.”  (HER student’s guardian)  

 Increased financial literacy and entrepreneurship skills. The financial literacy training changed how 

HER students approached their personal budgets. Their improved budgeting and careful spending 

habits were noted by their siblings, guardians and even the school program coordinator. HER girls 

also began to apply their entrepreneurship skills, starting new small income-generating activities. 

 Increased knowledge about reproductive health. HER students felt empowered by the reproductive 

health training, and vowed to share the knowledge. “Reproductive Health training helped me know 

how to cope up with challenges I may face in young age. In my university life I will face many 

difficulties only because I am a girl, but the training equipped me how to protect myself from bad 

habits and become successful.”(HER Student) 

 Increased support from teachers: By the end of the program, the HER students felt significantly 

more supported by their teachers than before the program. Perceived support from the teachers 

strongly affected the students’ class participation, comfort with asking questions and feelings of 

their academic and intellectual worthiness.  

Best Practices 
  
Below are best practices that have already been integrated into the program model and that we will 

continue to build upon going forward. 

 HER students in both schools significantly increased their leadership skills compared to before the 

program and compared to the comparison group. The leadership, life skills and mentorship 
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components deeply affected HER students’ attitudes, class participation, plans for the future and 

behavior. These highly effective components will continue to be a key focus of the program. 

 The HER program worked closely with all stakeholders (e.g. girls, teachers, guardians, Ministry of 

Education, etc.) and strongly considered their feedback in programing. This improved the program 

design and results.  

 The HER program is flexible and takes advantage of new opportunities. For example, the program 

enabled HER students to participate in a three-day leadership and advocacy workshop by the UN to 

incorporate voices of young females in their “Let Girls Lead” initiative. 

Major Lessons Learned 
 
Based on the proven success of the model, IIE proposes to continue the HER program with 

enhancements based on the following lessons learned: 

 Findings show that the HER program has had a positive effect on girls at both target schools, 

however program impact has been greater at Fitawarari School where students have access to 

fewer resources, and where there is greater disparity between girls’ and boys’ school performance. 

IIE proposes to continue the HER program at Fitawarari, and expand the program to another 

underserved school with similar gender disparities in academic outcomes. 

 The tutorial classes did not significantly impact HER girls’ academic performance. A primary reason 

for this is teachers did not provide support geared toward each student’s particular needs. IIE 

proposes providing a short, intensive training to build teacher capacity in this area. The training 

would provide gender-sensitivity training, and give teachers the tools and basic skills needed to 

provide more student-centered tutoring for HER students and general school lessons.   

 As a new component, IIE offers IT and basic computer training to HER girls to increase their 

marketable skills. This activity improve their career prospects and enhance the quality of their 

education experience. 

 Even when girls study very hard and complete high school, university acceptance is not guaranteed 

and, if accepted to university, financial barriers often prevent girls from enrolling. It is critical to 

provide graduating girls information and support to find scholarship opportunities for university and 

vocational training options after graduation. 

 

Partnerships Built  
 
Through the HER program, IIE has established partnerships with schools, government, families of 
beneficiaries and beneficiaries themselves. 
 
Schools 
 

IIE established close relationship with teachers and administrators at the two schools and works closely 

with them to support implementation of the HER program. The School remains responsible for assigning 

staff members to oversee implementation of the HER program at the schools and providing space as 
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requested for program implementation. Based on criteria provided by IIE, the schools also assign nine 

teachers who tutor program participants in grades 11 and 12 in their first semester studies. These 

teachers also tutor participants for national exam preparation two months prior to the 12th grade 

national exam; provide requested baseline data; and assist IIE in data collection required by the Institute 

for monitoring and evaluating the HER program at the schools. 

Partnerships built with schools also include: 

 Administrators/principals: IIE works closely with administrators and principals throughout the 

implementation of the program from planning to execution.   

 School coordinators: IIE selects and works closely with representative teachers from the two 

target schools that monitor the students throughout their preparatory education. Four monitors 

are recruited from the two schools who each work with 25 students who meet individually with 

each student on a monthly basis. Through these meetings they make certain that any student 

needs are immediately addressed and provide overall guidance both to the students and to IIE 

during the implementation of the program. 

 

Government bodies 
 

 Ministry of Education: The Ethiopian Ministry of Education facilitates the establishment of 

strategic relationships at all levels, and provides guidance to confirm that the program’s goal is 

in alignment with the Ministry’s sector development plan. Program results and any research 

findings and learning are shared with the Ministry to make certain that contributions by non-

state actors are reported and included in national reports.  

 Addis Ababa Education Bureau: The Addis Ababa Education Bureau has the responsibility of 

identifying the schools with which we work. We also share any research findings and learnings 

from program implementation with the Bureau. 

 Sub-cities:  The sub-cities identified by Addis Ababa Education Bureau is responsible for 

providing data and research findings, if any, related to the education of girls and other related 

issues deemed important to the achievement of the HER program objectives; facilitating 

communication between IIE, the School and education desks at Woredas/districts; assisting in 

the coordination of community mobilization and participation in events organized by IIE; and 

providing support to school administration when necessary.   

 
Community 

 

 Direct project beneficiaries (female students): The direct program beneficiaries of this project 

are 100 female students who are the scholarship recipients and participants in HER 

programming. 

 Parents and the wider community as a whole:  guardians of the scholarship recipients are 

involved in HER through community dialogue activities which aim to raise awareness on the 
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importance of supporting girls’ education. Enhanced awareness contributes to increased 

guardian support for girls’ education.  

 The Organization for Women in Self-employment (WISE): This organization tailors and provide 

the entrepreneurship and financial literacy training for the girls.  

 Think Africa Training and Consulting provides high quality training and consulting services to 

various education, business and development sectors across Africa. This institute also tailors and 

provides capacity building and gender sensitivity training for teachers who will provide tutorial 

classes for HER girls. 

 

Volunteers  
 

 Selection committee:  A panel of 30 volunteers from the community, the school, local and 

international NGOs, and wider civil society are convened to serve as a selection committee for 

screening program applicants. 

 Interns: IIE provides opportunities for young college interns to assist in the project 

implementation, data collection, documentation, planning and organizing trainings and events.  

 Ethiopian English Language Teachers’ Association: The Association provides the summer 

English language enrichment program. 

 Ethiopian Women’s Leadership Program alumni and other mentors: IIE links the alumni of the 

Ethiopian Women’s Leadership Program and other university girls with HER participants. Many 

of these female mentors come from similarly disadvantaged backgrounds, and are either 

current university students or university graduates. These mentors work closely with the girls in 

the first six months of grades 11 or 12. HER girls who enter university may also join the 

mentorship program as mentors. 

 

 Success Stories  

 

“We have visited Addis Ababa University compound and it inspired us a lot. On the day we 

had panel discussion with senior students. They shared with us their experience in the 

University and how we should be wise to select our field of study, they told us that we should 

participate in different clubs and use our time properly, they advised us to establish strong 

and healthy relationship with other students and the University communities and they also 

informed us how we can cope up with challenges that might happen in the University.” HER 

student after a university visit 
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“The training explained deeply about Sexual transmitted disease, HIV AIDS, peer pressure, 

about breast and Uterine Cancer. It created awareness on what are the causes and 

prevention methods of those diseases.  I was so surprised on the issues raised on the 

discussion because it seems easy and familiar when someone talks about those things but I 

realized that I don’t have much knowledge about it. So, the training was so great and we got 

it on the right time.” HER student after reproductive health training  

 

“We had a chance to meet three strongest women’s. I have learned that how - Problems can 

make perfect.  

- One can achieve his/her goal by working hard 

- It is possible to be a mother, manager, human right activist and engaged in 

many activities by challenging the current situation cope with it . 

- It is helpful in our day to day life using and applying words like “Thank you”, 

“Please” and “Sorry” HER student after an inspirational sharing session with a 

recognized  woman leader in Ethiopia  

“I felt like senior student, I have got the picture of all Universities in Ethiopia. I am sure I will 

not act as freshman when I go to University” HER student after experience sharing with a 

senior university student/Previous year program participants/   

 

Sustainability 
 
It is a primary goal of the HER program that key stakeholders are committed and exercise ownership of 

the program. IIE designed multiple program elements to be community owned from the first phase of 

implementation, including mentorship opportunities. IIE accomplishes expanded community ownership 

in the following ways: 

 Joint program planning with stakeholders, particularly the Ministry of Education and Addis 

Ababa Education Bureau to solicit further funding and to manage theprogram for a wider 

community;  

 Raising awareness with guardians and others within the community, including local government 

officials, elders and religious leaders; 

 Capacity building with teachers and school administrators; 

 Creating a dialogue forum for existing and new stakeholders; 

 Increasing HER girls’ sense of ownership of the program, for example by serving as peer mentors 

and leaders in their schools; 
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 Continuing to raise the awareness level of schools and sub-city education offices to enable them 

to exercise ownership of the program after phase out, as we did for the Ethiopian Women’s 

Leadership Program. 

 
Conclusion  
 
The HER program, as has been witnessed from the outcomes of the monitoring and evaluation, 
feedback from beneficiaries, parents of beneficiaries and partners in general, is a program that has the 
capacity to change the life of beneficiaries for the best.  Drawing from our experience in implementing 
the pilot program and our strong commitment to stakeholders at all levels to expand the HER program 
to more girls in more schools, providing them with scholarship support and innovative leadership and 
life skills training , equip them with the skills needed to continue on to university, vocational school, or 
the workforce, IIE will continue to strive towards expanding the program to benefit more number of girls 
both from within the country and beyond.  


