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“Educating a girl educates a nation. It unleashes a ripple effect that changes the world 
unmistakably for the better. We have recently set ourselves a new ambitious agenda to achieve a 
sustainable future. Success in this endeavor is simply not possible without educated, empowered 
girls, young women and mothers.”  

Irina Bokova, Director- General of UNESCO  
 

 
In Ethiopia, most girls are left behind secondary school.  Only a third of girls in Ethiopia enroll in 9th grade, and a 

mere 3.5% of these girls continue to 11th grade, the required pathway to advance to university.  

The barriers to girls’ completing secondary education and matriculating to university in Ethiopia derive from 

several factors, some of which can be easily addressed: 

 Lack of access to financial resources that support fees, books and other school necessities; 

 Distance from home to school, especially in rural areas; 

 Lack of commitment from family members to educate girls; and 

 Lack of exposure to the life skills that help girls be more confident, expand their abilities, and remain in 

school. 

Considering these challenges, IIE designed and launched a new pilot program called “Higher Education Readiness 

(HER)” in 2013 to enhance the capacity of underserved girls in Ethiopia through holistic and integrating 

intervention program. This program aims to support them successfully complete secondary school and ultimately 

empower them to continue their higher education.  

The Higher Education Readiness for Girls: A Pathway to University “HER Program” will seek to address gaps by 

providing funding for talented but disadvantaged young girls to successfully enter and complete the second cycle 

of their secondary education and also to matriculate to the university.  The Program provides activities such as 

leadership training and intensive workshops in entrepreneurship and that improve students’ educational and 

leadership skills and contribute to their future aspirations.   

 

To date, IIE has awarded nearly 200 HER scholarships to girls and facilitated educational support and capacity 

building program that has resulted in heightened self-confidence and improved communication skills. These girls 

are now better able to express their opinions, participate in household decision-making, gain respect from their 

families, engage more actively in the classroom and have a positive impact on their community. Even if the central 

focus of the HER project are female students, the program sensitizes male students, teachers, school 

administrators and parents to become more gender sensitive as one program component.  

 

This strength based program follows a holistic approach in the way that addresses the girls’ economic, social, 

psychological and physical well being. The program team worked closely with the program participants and 

accounted for their opinions in programming. It improved the program design and results and contributed to 

developing participants’ leadership qualities. Through engagement, the program team was able to manage the 
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initial lack of cooperation with the program and positively impact parents’ relationships with HER students and 

their attitudes and knowledge about girls’ education. By extending one of the program trainings on 

entrepreneurship to the HER parents, the program further ensured parental approval of the program and 

contributed to families’ financial well-being. The HER program worked not only with students and their parents, 

but also with the school administrators and teachers. Together all stakeholders coordinated the program 

implementation in the schools and administered program trainings. The collaboration built the schools’ capacity to 

address girls’ needs in education and overall improved school education practices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HER program participants during graduation ceremony …. (June, 2015) 

 

The comprehensive approach to girls’ education taken by the HER program ensured sustainability and continuity of 

change that went beyond the immediate individual student impact, demonstrating the multiplier effect of the 

program. Based on research that indicates the importance of school and home environments for girls’ education, 

the HER program ensured that the program incorporated activities to influence these environments. The program 

successfully promoted positive and supportive attitudes to girls’ education and respect for their capacities to make 

decisions and foster change at home and in their communities. The change in the school and home environments 

had a two-fold objective: it provided a supportive atmosphere for the HER students during the program and 

ensured this enabling atmosphere for the next generations of female students. 

  

The program has many best practices that can be shared to others. Lessons learned has built on all years of 

implementation of the HER program that will shape IIE’s future programming in gender and education; and also for 

any other organizations planning a similar program. 

The program has a potential to upscale and replicate. IIE has a commitment to scale up this initiative with own 

funding and also soliciting other resource to expanding it to other schools in Ethiopia and beyond. IIE will replicate 

some of the components of this program in Liberia in the near future.     


