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Synopsis 

The World Bank recognises girls‟ education as the single development intervention with the 

greatest individual and social returns.1  Girls‟ education is a primary predictor for some 

development indicators such as national fertility rates, infant mortality, family income and 

productivity.  The aspirations of the African Union‟s Agenda 2063 include the realisation of “a 

prosperous Africa, based on inclusive growth and sustainable development and an Africa 

whose development is people driven, relying on the potential offered by African people, 

especially its women and youth, and caring for children”2.  The AU also recognises that 

these aspirations can only be achieved when there is fully gender equality in all spheres of 

life.  It is obvious that education for both girls and boys is critical for Africa to make the 

desired progress towards the Global Sustainable Development Goals - 2030 and Agenda 

2063.    

 

Sustainable Development Goal 4 aims for “inclusive and equitable quality education and 

promote lifelong learning opportunities for all”. This transformative goal seeks to complete 

the unfinished work of earlier global targets and commitments for education such as the 

Education for All initiative and the Millennium Development Goals by taking a more holistic 

approach to education. It is inspired by and based on human rights, inclusion, equity, shared 

responsibility and accountability in the provision of education.  Likewise the Continental 

Education Strategy for Africa (2016-2025) spells out Africa‟s ambition for education that will 

enable girls and boys, women and men to be the drivers of Africa‟s socio-economic 

development as envisioned in Agenda 2063. 

 

Although significant progress has been registered in improving girls‟ access to primary 

education in Eastern and Southern African Countries, including 13 countries reporting 

gender parity for primary enrollment3, substantial challenges remain to reach the Education 

SDG. According to the Africa Barometer4 about one-third of children reaching the end of 

primary education have not gained the basics in literacy and numeracy. Girls are particularly 

vulnerable as they may drop out even before gaining basic literacy and numeracy skills.   

 

Evidence suggests that the drivers of the limited access to education for girls and their high 

drop-out rates are not restricted to the education sector. For example, girls from rural and 

poor families and fragile communities are experiencing the lowest quality of education and 

they experience high rates of violence, child marriage and face cultural obstacles to fulfilling 

their potential as active citizens in their communities. Evidence from 36 Lower and Middle 
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Income Countries (LMICs) shows that up to 25 per cent of girls aged 15–19 are either 

pregnant or have given birth. Furthermore, in 23 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, pregnancy 

accounts for at least 18% of female dropouts from secondary school (GPE, 2013). Three out 

of the ten countries with the highest rates of child marriage in the world are in the ESA 

region. While in Ethiopia 41% of girls and 23% of girls in Kenya are married by age 18, both 

of these countries have domestic laws prohibiting child marriage. However in Malawi, where 

46% of girls are married by 18 years, it is not clearly prohibited5. In ESAR teenage 

pregnancy is both a driver and a consequence of child marriage and has a direct negative 

implication on the retention of girls in school. This is also indicative of adolescent girls‟ 

limited access to Sexual Reproductive Health Services and Rights, among other factors.  

This paper seeks to illustrate the critical value and importance of working across sectors if 

significant gains are to be made in order to keep girls in school and learning. It is clearly the 

responsibility of the education system to ensure provision of adequately resourced 

schools/learning spaces to serve as centres of learning. However, it is not only the 

responsibility of the education system to ensure that girls are kept in school as many aspects 

around her, the family and the community impacts her ability to stay in school and learn. 

Multi-sectoral approaches involving Education, Gender, Child Protection, Health, Nutrition 

and Social and Behavior Change Communication (SBCC/C4D) are necessary. Although the 

availability of school facilities and qualified teachers are important prerequisites for girls to 

access and stay in school, a systems approach to girls‟ education is necessary, ensuring the 

full and integrated involvement of different sectors, to make meaningful and sustainable 

gains. An important strategy is the use of communication for development (C4D) to prevent 

school drop-outs for girls. Within UNICEF, C4D is informed by the socio-ecological model 

and addresses factors at multiple levels (individual, family, community, national)  in relation 

to attitudes, beliefs, individual and collective efficacy, motivations, behaviours, social and 

cultural norms, community and institutional infrastructure, and in relation to policy advocacy 

and governance6. Overcoming barriers to girls‟ education requires the participation and 

engagement of a range of stakeholders including parents, community leaders, teachers, 

school management structures, health authorities, child protection actors as well as boys 

and girls themselves to promote wide recognition of and accountability for girls‟ rights to 

education.  

To illustrate, policy frameworks that respond to the unique challenges impacting girls‟ 

retention and progression to higher grades are increasingly being instituted in ESA 

countries. Fee-free education policies have been introduced in the quest to realise 

„Education for All‟7 as well as Millennium Development Goals 2 and 38. However, such 

policies are only a first step in addressing the supply and demand-side barriers affecting the 

most disadvantaged, especially girls.  Implementation of these policies remains a critical 

challenge at national and sub-national levels.  For example there is need for stakeholders‟ 

awareness of existing policies that support pregnant girls and young mothers‟ rights to 

education. Providing opportunities and environments where learning occurs and where girls 

and boys feel safe and protected from physical and emotional harm should be the 

                                                           
5
 State of the World’s Children, 2016, UNICEF 

https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/UNICEF_SOWC_2016.pdf 
6
 From UNICEF ESARO C4D Strategic Framework 2015-2017 

7
 UNESCO (2000). Education for All  

8
 UN (2000). Millennium Development Goals 



3 
 

paramount goal of the education system. Other sector systems should be working in an 

integrated and synergistic manner to facilitate education for all and especially adolescent 

girls.   

The panel discussion will discuss the current status of girls‟ education in the Eastern and 

Southern Africa region, discuss supply and demand side challenges, highlight integrated 

approaches to promote and support girls‟ education across sectors, and discuss how the 

socio-ecological and systems approaches can be effectively utilised in improving outcomes 

for girls‟ education in the region. 

Introduction 

In 2000, the Dakar Framework for Action and the UN Millennium Development Goals 

directed the international community to eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary 

education. Specifically, the Dakar Framework laid out key strategies to achieve gender 

equality by 2015. Also in 2000, the United Nations Girls‟ Education Initiative (UNGEI) was 

the first global partnership to specifically promote girls‟ education and raise awareness of 

gender equality issues in education9. 

Today, Sustainable Development Goal 4 aims for “inclusive and equitable quality education 

and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all”. This transformative goal seeks to 

complete the unfinished work of earlier global targets and commitments for education such 

as the Education for All initiative and the Millennium Development Goals by taking a more 

holistic approach to education. It is inspired by and based on human rights, inclusion, equity, 

shared responsibility and accountability in the provision of education.   

The emphasis on inclusion, equity and quality in education comes from lessons learned on 

the need to reach the most marginalized and vulnerable members of communities 

regardless of age, gender, language, ethnicity, religion, disability status, location and other 

variables that often manifest in differential learning outcomes at all levels of education. 

Further, this goal recognizes that education is the basis for transformative development and 

guarantees the realization of other development goals. Finally, this goal challenges us to 

apply innovative approaches to addressing gender gaps in education. Some of these gaps 

were identified through consultations of the Learning Metrics Taskforce and led to significant 

recommendations.10 However, it is clear that it is not the sole responsibility of the education 

sector to address gaps, particularly as they relate to gender equality. The Education for All 

(EFA) 2000-2015 report articulates this complexity; “The realization of gender equality in 

education remains a serious issue of social justice. Gender equality requires moving beyond 

counting the numbers of boys and girls in school to explore the complex factors that  affect 

quality of girls‟ and boys‟ experiences in the classroom and school community, their 

achievements in education institutions and their aspirations for the future” (p. 155). 

Understanding the causes of gendered inequities against girls helps communities recognise 

how they can contribute to changing attitudes and perceptions for better achievements in 

education.   
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Africa‟s ambitions for the education sector are expressed in the Continental Education 

Strategy for Africa (CESA 2016-2025)11 which was motivated by Agenda 206312, a strategic 

framework for the realization of Africa‟s socio-economic transformation.  CESA is aligned to 

the Education SDG 4.  The AU‟s aspirations are for the implementation of the CESA 

“towards reorientation of Africa‟s education and training systems to meet the knowledge, 

competencies, skills, innovation and creativity required to nurture African core values and 

promote sustainable development at the national, sub-regional and continental levels” (p.7).  

With regard to enhancing girls access, retention and progression, it is implicit in Strategic 

Objective 6 which is articulated as “accelerate processes leading to gender parity and 

equity” with the aim to improve retention and learning outcomes for at risk girls and boys, 

ensure effective progression from one level to the next throughout the system, engage 

communities as partners to their children‟s (girls and boys) education and address barriers to 

access and full participation in education for girls and boys.  This objective is not only 

concerned with the system but also underscores „communities‟ as critical partners to tackle 

barriers that impede full participation in education for girls.   

 
Girls’ Education in Eastern and Southern Africa 

The transformative potential of girls‟ education may not be realized in many parts of the 

world due to persistent gaps in education access for girls. Despite some progress in gender 

outcomes, girls still have unequal access to basic education services. Further, unequitable 

gender and social norms and practices such as son preference and child marriage often limit 

and devalue girls and their contributions and set them on a path of a lifetime of deprivations 

(UNICEF Gender Action Plan 2014-2017). Data proves that remaining gaps in access to 

education are due in part to the persistence of social and gender norms that exclude girls 

from engaging in and benefitting from educational processes.  

Although gender parity has been attained in some countries at the lower levels, countries 

such as Angola, Eritrea, Ethiopia and Mozambique, the enrolment rate of girls in primary 

school is lower than that of boys and there is still need for gender parity in secondary and 

tertiary education. Further, these inequitable gender and social norms are often linked to 

poor educational outcomes among the girls who do go to school in addition, such norms 

often intersect with other vulnerabilities such as poverty and disability further worsening the 

situation for girls.  Girls are more likely than boys to be out-of-school at the lower-secondary 

and upper-secondary level. Although 41% of countries in the region have more girls out of 

school than boys at the primary level, 67% of the countries have more girls out of school at 

the Lower Secondary level and 75% countries have more girls out of school at the Upper 

Secondary Level indicating that advanced levels of education have more girls out of school.  

The majority of girls in ESAR are therefore not remaining long enough in school to complete 

at least 10 years of education.   

 

The status of the poorest girls and boys in the Eastern and Southern Africa region is 

graphically depicted below and shows almost a quarter of girls never having attended 

school, whilst significant proportions of girls and boys are attending primary education, but 

much smaller proportions are in lower secondary education. 
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Entrenched discriminatory social norms and attitudes to gender equality negatively affect 

demand for girls‟ education and restrict the benefits of girls‟ improved access to education. 

These norms are reflected in practices such as early marriage, traditional seclusion 

practices, the favouring of boys in families‟ education investment and the gendered division 

of household labour 13(OECD, 2012d). Early entry into marriage and pregnancy limits 

adolescent girls‟ access to and continuation in education as school attendance is often 

incompatible with the responsibilities and expectations of marriage and motherhood in many 

cultures14   

 

Pregnancy has been identified as a key driver of dropout and exclusion among girls at 

secondary school levels in sub-Saharan Africa. For example, the rate of birth for girls under 

the age of 18 years in Mozambique is 40%, Madagascar 35%, Zambia 33% and 24% for 

Malawi.15 In Kenya, Uganda, the United Republic of Tanzania and Zambia, the Young Men 

as Equal Partners project (2005–2009) worked with teachers, community leaders, health 

service providers and peer educators to encourage young men and women aged 10 to 24 to 

engage in responsible sexual behaviour, and to strengthen gender equality in decision-

making regarding sexual and reproductive health. Pregnancy rates in targeted areas fell 

during the project period. In Kenya, it was reported that pregnancies in targeted schools 

dropped from 1 in 29 girls in 2006 to 1 in 97 girls in 200916. Further, education provides 

                                                           
13

 From OECD (2012) as cited in Education for All 2000-2015: Achievements and Challenges. UNESCO 2015. 
14

 Education for All 2000-2015: Achievements and Challenges, UNESCO 2015. 
15

 https://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/esaro.html  
16

 RFSU (2011) as cited in Education for All 200-2015: Achievements and Challenges, UNESCO 2015. 

https://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/esaro.html


6 
 

culturally relevant, scientifically accurate and non-judgmental information, skills and values 

to enable young women and men to safely exercise their sexual and reproductive rights17. 

Supply and Demand Side Challenges 

A Global Evidence Review of Communication for Development (C4D) in Support of Inclusive 

and Quality Education (2015) identifies 3 factors affecting access to education – (a) Fixed 

factors such as age, gender, disability and first language ability, (b) circumstantial factors 

such as family income, relative community affluence, geographic location, religion, parental 

level of education , past academic performance, distance from school and school facilities, 

and (c) behavioural and social factors such as perceived intellectual ability, discrimination, 

self-esteem, child marriage and perceptions of relevance of education. These factors often 

exist in combination, to the detriment of education access. Many of these factors also have a 

gendered dimension to them. In Kenya for example, girls from nomadic communities often 

experience multiple deprivations due to their gender, livelihoods, and nomadic lifestyle of 

their communities18 

A number of barriers to quality and inclusive education have been identified in the region 

including some supply side barriers – lack of qualified and adequate female teachers, low 

education budgets, insufficient text books, inadequate implementation of policies in support 

of education and inadequate school and menstrual hygiene facilities among others; as well 

as demand side barriers – negative attitudes towards education and especially for girls 

among parents, communities‟ poor understanding of the importance of education, violence 

against girls in school including poor teacher attitudes, child pregnancies and early marriage 

among others. Similarly girls may be deterred from returning to school after giving birth if 

there is no supportive environment in schools.  Furthermore not having separate toilets for 

girls in school and inadequate knowledge and practices about menstrual hygiene 

management usually is a barrier which contributes to absenteeism among girls. 

In order to get sustained results, it is important that both supply and demand side factors are 

addressed. Country examples on how this is done are showcased below.  Evidence shows 

that quality education for example through gender responsive teacher training plays a 

significant role in shaping education management and governance – working with 

communities and all actors to promote inclusive education and gender equality through 

system change.   

Integrated Approaches to Promote and Support Girls’ Education across Sectors 

In Uganda, in response to persistent challenges in girls education (including gaps between 

policy and practice; teen pregnancies; lack of child-friendly schools with adequate WASH; 

low value attached to girls‟ education, gendered classrooms; and sexual abuse of girls in 

schools among others), a strategy for girls‟ education19 was developed to direct interventions 

to address these challenges.  The strategy begins from the premise that education for girls is 

a basic human right and should be taken as such by all stakeholders and duty bearers. The 

strategy is a tool that different stakeholders in different sectors can utilize in developing 
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interventions relating to the promotion of girls‟ education within their different mandates.  The 

strategy highlights that promoting girls‟ education requires partnerships between public and 

private sector actors to ensure that girls across all levels of education benefit from education 

services. Promotion of girls‟ education within the strategy requires an inter-ministerial 

approach bringing together key ministries such as Ministry of Gender Labour and Social 

Development; Ministry of Health; Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic development; 

and Ministry of Water and Environment. 

Similarly, in Malawi a programme that aimed at improving access to and quality of education 

for girls in 79 schools in three districts used a multi sectoral approach that involved improved 

nourishment and regular attendance through school feeding; improving teachers skills on 

gender responsive pedagogy, life skills facilitation and positive discipline; addressing 

violence against girls in schools and communities including effective referral pathways; as 

well as effective implementation of the re-entry policy for girls who had dropped out; 

strengthened girls leadership and empowerment activities as well as access to quality 

integrated youth  friendly SRH services.  The programme also engaged community 

members including women and traditional leaders and empowered them to participate in 

school governance to ensure quality education for all children, especially girls.  Over three 

years, this programme had achieved significant results:  Dropout rates are on the decline in 

all three districts, with 2.1 to 4.6 percentage point improvements with the most improved 

district (Mangochi) rates declining from 12.1% to 7.5%.  Girls pass rates increased from 

59.7% in 2014/15 which is the first year of JPGE implementation to 68.9% in 2015/16.20 

Social behavior change communication component has contributed significantly to the 

success of this programme.  

  

A Socio-Ecological and Systems Approach to Improve Outcomes for Girls’ Education 

C4D is a key cross-cutting strategy across all UNICEF focus areas. Within UNICEF, it is 

informed by the socio-ecological model (SEM). As outlined in the UNICEF ESARO C4D 

Strategic Framework 2015-2017 the SEM “facilitates careful consideration of how social and 

environmental dynamics influence development outcomes at the individual, household, 

community, institutional and societal level. C4D programming in UNICEF that employs such 

a model is therefore able to address variables at the level of individual and group knowledge, 

and in relation to attitudes, beliefs, individual and collective efficacy, motivations, behaviours, 

social and cultural norms, community and institutional infrastructure, and in relation to policy 

advocacy and governance”.  

C4D is a social process by which knowledge and experiences are shared to promote action 

that “takes into account the interests, needs and capacities of all concerned” (Servaes 

2008). This takes place through the use of a broad range of approaches and tools, including 

community participation and dialogue, the use of media and information technologies 

(television, radio, mobile phones, digital platforms), social mobilization, advocacy, and 

participatory methodologies. 

The framework used is a multilevel analysis of social and behavioral obstacles for quality 

and inclusive education grounded in the analytical premises of the socio-ecological model 
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(SEM). The SEM is based on the notion that the analysis of development problems needs to 

address all levels of society. Problems are not explained by obstacles in one particular level, 

but rather, they are the result of the convergence of multiple behavioral and social 

determinants that account for why individuals and communities do not practice “optimal” 

actions.  

Applied to the analysis of educational priorities, the SEM provides a useful framework to 

understand reasons for the persistence of the problems. The underlying premise of the SEM 

is that specific social and behavioral barriers at various levels explain the existence of 

problems. Once problems are sufficiently analyzed in their complexity, it is possible to 

identify suitable points of entry and drivers of change that are amenable to communication 

programs. 

The SEM is an analytical, descriptive tool to map out behavioral and social determinants to 

guide the review of the literature. It calls attention to the different weight of multiple factors 

that need to be considered in the design of C4D interventions. The SEM is not a theoretical 

model with clear propositions, explanations and predictions; rather, it is informed by a multi-

theoretical perspective and it allows for the use of various theories and models at different 

levels to explain behavioral and social obstacles and to identify possible courses of 

intervention.  

This analytical framework distinguishes four levels.  

1. Individual: Knowledge, attitudes and practices among children and especially 

adolescent girls and their families that affect educational decisions and actions. It 

includes the analysis of self-efficacy and self-esteem.  Girls are active participants in 

their education, and must be empowered in order to attain agency critical for 

increasing girls‟ self-confidence and equal participation in a conducive learning 

environment.  

2. Interpersonal/Family: Knowledge, attitudes and practices with their peers and 

among families that have a bearing on educational decision. This can include the 

value and support given to education and perceived social norms.  Families‟ 

engagement in order to recognise the value of girls‟ education and empowerment to 

actively participate in school governance. 

2. Community: Social beliefs and norms, gender norms, social and economic 

conditions and resources, knowledge and attitudes about education among 

community members, sense of empowerment and collective efficacy that affect 

educational choices, decisions, and practices, social capital, collective efficacy, 

participation in schools.  Communities and in particular the various gate keepers are 

engaged in order to begin the required shifts for social and gender norms that 

support girls education and advance gender equality. 

3. Institutional/Organizational:  Institutional conditions of the education system that 

affect inclusion and quality including educational media. These conditions include 

school policy guidelines for inclusive and quality education, access to education 

services (e.g. cost, geographical proximity), physical infrastructure in local school 

districts, resource management, teachers‟ capacity and quality, gender responsive 

pedagogy, curricula, and safety.  Schools must not only provide quality education but 



9 
 

also be safe and protective spaces that provide conducive learning environments for 

adolescent girls to report gender based violence with effective referral mechanisms.  

4. Policy/system: Policies and governance elements of educational systems that 

facilitate and/or discourage inclusive and quality education as well as positive 

decisions about education amongst individuals and families. This level includes 

governance and management structures and mechanisms at national and 

subnational levels, human resource management: policy planning and 

implementation, budgets on education inclusion and quality, services for specific 

populations, de-centralization, opportunities to address needs and local situations. 

Policies that promote inclusion such as re-entry policies for girls require 

operationalization strategies including budgets as well as community involvement in 

order to secure effective implementation to benefit marginalised girls.   

 

Figure 1: The Socio-Ecological Model 
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The SEM has been applied successfully in different contexts. For example in Malawi the 

SEM is the basis for a National Communication Strategy for girls‟ education21. Research in 

Malawi indicated the existence of several factors affecting girls‟ access and retention. These 

factors existed at multiple levels as per the socio-ecological model revealing that while the 

girl child is supposed to be in school, her ability to do so is determined to a large extent by 

the parent, social environment, policies and regulations that create barriers to her access. 

These are being removed by interventions that address the barriers at multiple levels22 as 

indicated below in an integrated framework for girls‟ education 

 

 

Figure 2: Malawi Integrated Programme Framework for Girls‟ Education 

Communication for Development interventions across different levels of the SEM were 

conducted between 2012 – 2014 in 84 schools in four districts as part of a promotion of girls‟ 

education initiative to increase access for, and retention of, girls in school. The initiative 

reached out to different stakeholders including teachers, mothers‟ groups, school 

management committees/Parent teacher associations, community leaders, parents and 

guardians. Behaviour change communication activities were combined with community 

mobilization in schools and among community members through Girl‟s Clubs, Mother‟s 

Clubs and Village Committees to educate, engage and empower girls with role models, 

edutainment, and girls‟ retreats to address individual level changes, and to encourage chiefs 

and traditional leaders to revisit their social norms to address community level changes. 

Capacity development combined with public outreach through mass media messages 

promoting child friendly teaching methodologies and re-admission policies were used to 
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create an enabling environment for girls to access and stay in school while at the same time 

supporting changes in communities at the institutional and policy level. 

Similarly, Rwanda, in line with the National Girls Education Policy and the National Gender 

Policy, is developing the National Gender and Education Communications Strategy which 

aims to improve school retention, progression and learning achievement of girls and boys. 

The strategy was developed following extensive formative research that identified supply 

and demand- side barriers across all levels of the SEM. These included individual and 

household level factors such as personal interest, family support, gender roles and high 

domestic burdens for girls; community level factors such as low levels of education in 

communities and general expectation for girls; school level factors such as lack of remedial 

support for students and gender norms in the classroom; and policy level factors including 

lack of specific strategies to implement policies.  

 

Recommendations and Conclusion 

Given the current state of progress towards equality in education, a number of 

recommendations are made: 

Demand: 

1. Policy approaches to inclusion, gender equity, equality and quality should be 

complemented by interventions focused on behavioural and social dimensions 

impacting decision making of girls and boys, families, communities, education 

officials. 

2. Implementation of policies that tackle school-related gender-based violence and child 

marriage should be strengthened at school-community levels and appropriate 

support mechanisms galvanised (education, social welfare, health, justice). 

3. Strengthened accountability for improved education through local ownership and 

collective responsibility should be promoted – from key government to multi 

stakeholder community engagement can foster accountability and local ownership for 

schools. Accountability can be strengthened in a number of areas including provision 

of learning materials, teacher development, child attendance tracking and 

assessments and monitoring for positive impacts especially for adolescent girls.  

Supply: 

4. Implementation of programmes should emphasise active participation and 

engagement of girls to ensure that their voices are heard in decision-making in 

issues related to them and that schools or learning spaces are conducive to learning.  

5. There is need for multilevel interventions for inclusion and equity in education – In 

keeping with the socio-ecological model, there are multiple factors that could act as 

barriers or facilitators to improving girls‟ education.  All levels of influence should be 

targeted in an integrated manner. 
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6. Deliberate efforts should be made to improve the quality of education for girls with 

the aim of forging their access to STEM. Strategies for this could include advocating 

for and engaging educators in new pedagogic ideas and tools to improve quality 

education. 

 

 


