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Closing the Gender Gap: Four Lessons from the Field

I would like to use this opportunity to share with you some of the lessons UNICEF has learned in girls’ education. I will draw particularly from the African Girls’ Education Initiative with which UNICEF has been associated in 34 countries. While the details vary from context to context, even within the same country, there are some clear lessons that come through. I am going to highlight just four of them here:

 Lesson One: Expanding access is not enough

Early programmes to get girls into school focused largely on the obstacles that confront all children, boys and girls alike. But that is not enough – the most recent evaluation of the AGEI programme shows that between 1990 - 1998 Net Enrolment Ratios (NER) increased in West and Central Africa by 7% overall. However, boys’ enrolment increased by 10% during that time, while girls’ enrolment increased by only 5%. The number of girls out of school decreased, but the gender gap actually increased. It is clear that achieving gender parity will require targeted actions specifically designed to eliminate gender discrimination in education. 

Lesson Two: Girls’ education is good for boys

A recent USAID evaluation of girls’ education programmes shows that in Guatemala boys’ participation in education improved more in schools where girls received scholarships than in control schools. In Malawi, tens of thousands of boys now benefit directly from fee waivers granted under a girls’ education initiative. The evidence is clear: good girls’ education programmes benefit boys as well. The reverse is not necessarily true.

Lesson Three: Effective partnerships are the key to success

No programme to get girls into school has succeeded without partnerships at every level. Everyone - governments, local authorities, school principals, teachers, parents, pupils themselves, international organisations, non governmental organisations, bilaterals and all other partners and actors must work together if we are to eliminate discrimination in education, particularly on gender grounds. Some examples:

Ethiopia has the fourth highest number of out-of-school girls in the world, but is making considerable gains in its struggle for EFA. Between 1997 and 2000 there was a 14% increase in girls' enrolment. This has been achieved through firm commitment on the part of the government and the international community to the Education Sector Development Plan. But that was not enough. Progress was achieved where there was collaboration between government and communities at the local level in the establishment of school clusters for planning, management and monitoring, which promoted school-community partnerships to improve school governance, supported improved teaching learning processes, and promoted appropriate materials in regional languages.

In Somalia, despite the challenging conditions, UNESCO and its partners, including UNICEF, have developed a new curriculum, syllabus and textbooks for lower primary level. Enrolment in the 895 operational primary schools has grown to 203,776 children and over 6,500 teachers, representing an increase of 38% and 23% respectively.  Again, community empowerment has been critical to success, as well as developing a gender-focused curriculum and providing much needed textbooks and learning materials, and infrastructural support.

In Benin, an approach called EDUCOM allows the community, through direct involvement in school life, to take responsibility for aspects of the running of the school and to retain girls in the system. For example, partnership contracts and micro-plans stressing girls' education are made between schools and communities, older girls mentor younger girls at risk of dropping out, and support is given to the training of teachers in gender relations, to Parents' Committees on school management, and to village councils on increasing female participation.

The lesson is clear: without partnership, parity is a pipe-dream.

Lesson Four: Quality costs, but quality pays

Most of you will be familiar with the quality conundrum: poverty is the greatest obstacle to girls’ access to school, yet girls’ education is the most effective strategy for poverty reduction. Experience from the field has demonstrated the critical importance of improving quality. Some of the impressive gains in enrolment achieved in Malawi in the 1990s have been eroded because the quality of learning experience in those overcrowded schools forced poor parents to reconsider their priorities, and drop-out, particularly of girls, has increased recently. In Uganda, where more attention has been paid to improving quality while expanding access, there is evidence of more sustained attendance. The lesson is simple and clear: girls’ education is an investment that pays very high returns only when it delivers quality learning.

These are but four of the many lessons learned from the rich experience of working for EFA by focusing on girls’ education. There are many many more that can be drawn on. Education for All is no longer a technical challenge – we know what it takes, we know how to do it, we know what works. But EFA remains an enormous political and development challenge. And I challenge you all here, today, to recognise the promise of girls’ education, and to take back the message to government, civil society, communities, NGOs, schools, parent teachers’ associations, families and to girls and boys themselves:

Gender parity in education is not just urgent and critical to development, it is achievable and affordable. What is required from everyone now is commitment to action.
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