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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 

                                                           
1 Brent (2005). Achieving the promise of girls’ education strategies to overcome gender based violence 
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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 cross-sectorally if 

significant gains are to be made in order to keep girls in school and learning. Multi-sectoral 

approaches involving Education, Gender, Child Protection, Health, Nutrition and Social and 

Behavior Change Communication (SBCC/C4D) are necessary. A systems approach to girls’ 

education is necessary, ensuring the full 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. Providing opportunities and environments where learning occurs and where girls 

feel safe and protected from physical and emotional harm should be the paramount goal of 

the education system. Other sector systems should be working in an integrated and 

synergistic manner to facilitate education for 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. 
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