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Foreword

The story of girls’ education in Africa is a complex
one, full of challenges but also hope. It is a problem
that has been exacerbated by Covid-19, the closure
of education establishments, early marriages and
pregnancies that mean millions of girls may never
return to school.

In this series of three research reports, we take
different standing points to look at girls’ education:
the big picture (through our review of literature
undertaken with the University of Birmingham),

the fine print (through our work with the Education
Development Trust investigating girls’ education in
477 schools in Kano and Lagos States in Nigeria) and
through the opinions and practices of the teachers
themselves through our Connecting Classrooms
programme.

If we were to draw the broadest of conclusions across
this work, it would be that all work to improve the
outlook for girls’ education needs disciplined data

and an acute sense of context. There can be no
significant, long-term improvements for girls without
working with teachers, school leaders, government
ministries and agencies and harnessing the power of
local communities. There can also be no improvements
without the data to measure them.

Measuring impact and working in the local context
are core practices of the British Council across our
work but we have an arsenal of other of skills and
experiences to turn towards the problem.

Our long-term presence and commitment to
quality education in the region gives us an in-depth
understanding of country education systems and the
cultural context. Our relationships with key state and
non-state agencies and actors helps to amplify the
impact of our work.

Our experience of strengthening national education
systems through our work with ministries of education
enables us to engage strategically and encourage
gender responsive approaches and focus on girls’
education.

Our inclusion-focused teacher professional
development includes sensitisation training and
gender-responsive pedagogies, with modules on
differentiated needs and teaching at the right level —
approaches we feel will be essential in post-pandemic
catch-up and recovery. This is mirrored in our work
building foundational skills (including English literacy)
through remedial learning for primary school girls
both to help them catch up and to encourage them to
stay in education.

Improvements in classroom approaches are
underscored by a focus on Instructional leadership
approaches, which inform and enable school leaders
to build an inclusive culture in school and which
gives an entry point to encourage a focus on girls’
education at school level and in the community.
Instructional leadership concentrates on raising

the standard of classroom teaching, particularly for
literacy and numeracy.

Our experience of building foundational skills

such as English literacy through remedial learning
for primary school girls enables us to contribute

to providing catch-up support to help children,
particularly girls, who are falling behind (Kano Literacy
and Maths Accelerator Nigeria, Building Learning
Foundations Rwanda) and motivate them to continue
learning.

Of the ten lowest performing countries for girls
getting into secondary school, six out of ten are in
Africa (UNESCO). The continent also has the highest
gender disparity in education in the world across
metrics such as literacy and drop-out rates. The
problem is there to see, but the solutions require long-
term, consistent work across a range of sectors by a
range of organisations.

Andrew Zerzan,
Director Cultural Engagement, Sub-Saharan Africa
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Executive
summary

Purpose of review

GSDRC were commissioned by the British Council
to undertake a rapid literature review to:

« highlight key research relating to the progress,
critical issues and ongoing barriers relating to girls’
education in sub-Saharan Africa;

review evidence on effective interventions in relation
to British Council programming areas and UK
government priorities and;

identify potential programming entry points for the
British Council to strengthen their impact on girls’
education in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).

Methods

The review collated and synthesised recent relevant
literature and international expert thinking in response
to the research focus. It is therefore illustrative, not
systematic in nature and draws on multiple sources
and databases as well as the authors’ collective
expertise in this area. Databases used included
Google and Google Scholar, GSDRC and HEART
(Health and Education Advice and Resource Team)
websites, journal indexes such as Scopus, Web of
Knowledge, ProQuest, ScienceDirect, grey literature
and background documents provided by the British
Council. Focus countries for the report included:
Sudan, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Kenya, South Africa, Ghana,
Sierra Leone, Uganda, Somalia, Malawi, Mozambique,
Rwanda, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. lllustrative
examples were drawn from these countries and feature
throughout the report.

Context of girls’ education in SSA

In recent decades, there have been significant
improvements made in regard to girls’ access,
participation and retention in education in SSA.
Notwithstanding these achievements, many girls in SSA
still face a range of intersecting barriers (at the school,
household and community levels) that prevent them
from accessing quality education and employment,
particularly when they are living in households facing
socio-economic disadvantage. These barriers are
particularly pronounced for girls with disabilities. The
unprecedented disruption to education caused by
COVID-19 compounds existing inequalities presents
further serious challenges for girls’ education and

® PROGRAMME SPECIFIC
BARRIERS FACING
REMEDIAL EDUCATION
and non-formal education
programmes mirror the
barriers faced in the formal
system.

transition to work, due to school closures and
increasing economic and livelihoods pressures.

In terms of school-to-work transitions, low education
levels tend to form the primary barrier to girls’
transition to work, as they prevent girls from
developing the foundational and transferable skills
required. Gender norms and expectations about the
subjects that girls take at school can restrict their
choice of livelihoods. In many societies, girls are less
likely to study science, technology, engineering and
mathematics (STEM) and they are therefore restricted
to gendered vocational pathways. Furthermore, there
are multiple intersecting barriers that discriminate
against girls in the labour market. These include a lack
of work opportunities, discriminatory laws and a lack of
minimum wage legislation, gender-based violence and
inadequate sanitation and hygiene facilities.

Programme specific barriers facing remedial education
and non-formal education programmes mirror the
barriers faced in the formal system. Issues relating to
teacher professional development range from a lack
of female teachers to teachers’ attitudes, practices
and differential expectations of boys and girls in the
classroom reproducing gender stereotypes and affect
girls’ motivation for learning. A lack of gender-sensitive
focused professional development, negatively impacts
progress in this area.

With regards to strengthening national education
systems, a lack of policies and legal enforcement

of legal commitments inhibits girls from accessing
their right to education. Some countries have even
enacted laws and policies that act directly against girls’
education such as re-entry to school after pregnancy.
Even when governments have made commitments to
girls’ education, there are not always adequate plans
or resources for implementation.
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Contextual realities also act as significant barriers to
quality language teaching in SSA e.g. policy choice
(e.g. English as the medium of instruction vs. early-
exit language of instruction policies), political will,
stakeholder perceptions of mother-tongue language
teaching, education infrastructure, parental and
community perceptions, exposure to the language of
instruction, opportunities for learner talk, classroom
resources and textbooks, teacher skill, capacity and
competence and contentions with code-switching.
Nonetheless, the British Council is uniquely positioned
to address issues in language which is often
overlooked in girl focused interventions.

Effective interventions in girls’
education

Teacher professional development (TPD)
and instructional leadership

Evidence demonstrates that the quality of teaching is
the most important school-based influence on student
learning followed by school leadership. Where teaching
quality is poor, students are more likely to drop out and
this is even more pronounced for girls. By increasing
teacher effectiveness, TPD has significant potential to
impact student outcomes.

What “works” for girls’ education in relation to teachers
is similar for all children — recruiting and supporting
engaged and motivated personnel through high-quality
initial teacher education (ITE) and ongoing TPD is key.
For girls in particular, due to the multitude of distinct
gendered challenges, barriers and stigmas they face,
TPD on gender awareness, effective pedagogies and
classroom practice is central to improving their overall
schooling experiences. This is turn will impact their
access, participation, retention and outcomes.

Effective teacher-focused interventions are associated
with a ‘quality mix’, that is, a combination of a number
of different approaches to enhancing quality; these
include explicit concern with gender equality in

WHAT “WORKS” FOR
GIRLS’ EDUCATION IN
RELATION TO TEACHERS
IS SIMILAR FOR ALL
CHILDREN - recruiting
and supporting engaged
and motivated personnel
through high-quality initial
° teacher education (ITE)
and ongoing TPD is key.

©

teaching, learning and management; attention to
curriculum; adequate resource allocation/teaching
and learning materials and pedagogical practices
for schools and classrooms; exploration of the role
of technology; and close attention to local context.
Evidence from the UK’s Foreign, Commonwealth
and Development Office’s (FCDO) Girl's Education
Challenge (GEC) fund also supports the high value
placed on ‘whole school’ approaches, reflective
practice, professional learning communities/
communities of practice, coaching, peer learning,
mentorship and adaptive management based on
teachers’ needs.

Many studies highlight the crucial role of the
headteacher and the required paradigm shift

from administrator and manager to instructional
leader to impact learner outcomes. Though the
importance of school leaders on learner outcomes
is clear, evidence on effective approaches is limited.
Deliberate interventions which target the development
of headteachers’ skills, knowledge and attitudes
regarding gender sensitive practices as well as the
means in which to track and monitor girls’ outcomes
at the school level are key to support changes with
teachers.

Strengthening national education systems

It is well established that a systematic approach

to gender mainstreaming at the policy and
implementation levels within a given system is crucial.
Work by the United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative
(UNGEI) and partners has demonstrated promising
trends in this area, for example through gender parity
in leadership positions and girls’ attendance, though
robust evaluation of said programmes is not widely
available. There are however some anecdotal examples
of how project implementers have successfully worked
with governments to embed change at the local,
national and system levels. There are typically two
primary avenues in this regard:

» working through existing government systems to
introduce essential elements of good practice rather
than setting up parallel systems;

« working with government to influence policy.

Evidence from the FCDO’s GEC Fund demonstrate that
these avenues can be particularly impactful in terms

of taking a transformative leadership approach to
support gender equality in education. This approach
seeks to transform power structures, social norms

and ideologies that justify and perpetuate gender
inequality and power imbalances by identifying key
stakeholders and pathways for individual and collective
actions to sustain change.
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Language and girls’ education

Overall, the strength of the evidence on mother-
tongue instruction (MTI) and issues relating to

English as the medium of instruction (EMI) is strong;
however, the evidence relating to best practice is
weak. Nonetheless some studies have provided
recommendations as starting points such as language
supportive pedagogies, translanguaging and working
with ministries to support curriculum/materials design.

Accelerated and remedial teaching and
learning

There is a small but growing body of literature that
addresses remedial interventions, with just a handful
focusing on middle- and low-income countries, and
even fewer focussing on girls. Low-income countries
have typically carried out remediation work through
grade repetition, private tutoring, and automatic
promotion, despite limited success of these methods.
Other methods include small group tutoring, grouping
students by ability, peer tutoring, and Computer
Assisted Interventions (CAl). One specific pedagogy
within ‘grouping students by ability’ is the Teaching

at the Right Level (TaRL) approach, which provides
foundational literacy and numeracy lessons to
groups of children that are divided according to their
learning needs. Yet, while the TaRL methodology is
widely recommended, including in literature focussed
on girls’ education, there is very little discussion

of the gendered dimensions of this programming,
representing an important research gap.

The importance of remedial and non-formal education
programming is of increasing importance in the
current COVID-19 context as school closures have
affected a huge number of children, and as COVID-19
has exacerbated existing inequalities, with girls, poorer
students, and those without digital access particularly
falling behind. A key point addressed in the literature is
how to ensure that remedial programmes are inclusive
and target the most vulnerable. Accurate, context-
specific needs assessments are key to assessing the
specific educational needs of the children, the needs
of the educators, and the synergy of the programme
with the formal education system and local labour
markets. In low- and middle-income countries, the
shortage of qualified teachers, and budget limitations,
mean that remedial programmes may be delivered

by a range of actors including formal education
professionals, para-professional or volunteer tutors
trained for the specific programme, community and
family members, and student peers. Reintegration of
remedial students back into the school system is also
a key concern, where reintegration can be limited

by students dropping out or failing examinations to
re-join the formal education system. The problem of
stigmatisation is emphasised throughout the literature,

with Sperling and Winthrop (2015) stressing the
importance of not unnecessarily separating students.
The active mobilisation of the wider community in
support of remedial programming is identified as

an important element in: reducing stigmatisation;
programme oversight; supporting teacher and
student recruitment, selection, and retention; and with
construction/maintenance of educational facilities
(Shah, 2015).

Non-formal/alternative education provision

Overall there is little evidence on the impact of non-
formal education programmes, yet it is used in several
African countries for adult education, and sometimes
for school age children, and in conflict settings it

is more likely to be used for school-age children
(Yasunga, 2014). Non-formal education often includes
vocational training, a skills development component,
a focus on indigenous, traditional or religious
education, education through informal institutions,
and can include remedial or accelerated programmes
(Yasunga, 2014). Non-formal education offers an
alternative for girls who face barriers to formal
education because of early marriage, pregnancy,
poverty or cultural bias (Ishag & Ali, 2014). In

general, non-formal education programmes are more
successful when they have multiple entry and exit
points and close associations with formal education. It
is crucial that such programmes be tailored to the local
context (Ngware et al., 2018). With the closure of many
schools under COVID-19, and an unpredictable return
to normalcy particularly in low- and middle-income
countries, non-formal education is currently of crucial
importance, particularly for girls who face barriers to
formal education.

THE IMPORTANCE OF REMEDIAL AND NON-
FORMAL EDUCATION PROGRAMMING IS OF
INCREASING IMPORTANCE IN THE CURRENT
COVID-19 CONTEXT as school closures have
affected a huge number of children, and as
COVID-19 has exacerbated existing inequalities,
with girls, poorer students, and those without
digital access particularly falling behind.



Literature Review - March 2021

Other programming areas

Programmes which address access, quality and
retention in girls’ education in a comprehensive,
multifaceted manner achieve the greatest impact in
terms of girls’ outcomes. The evidence, particularly
from South Asia and SSA, including areas where
hardly any girls have ever attended school—shows
how community-based approaches can sharply boost
girls’ enrolment and achievement in just a few years
(Sperling & Winthrop, 2015).

Additional areas of programming which have proven
successful across systematic evidence reviews
include community-based approaches and making
schools “girl-friendly”. To make schools “girl-friendly”,
cultural requirements for privacy must be understood.
Depending on the context, these may entail separate
schools for girls, separate hours for girls in schools
shared with boys, boundary walls for girls’ schools,
female teachers, and the like. This might also include
— preschool and childcare programmes, interventions
targeting school-related gender-based violence
(SRGBV) school safety policies and code of conduct
for teachers, gender sensitivity and gender responsive
pedagogy training, girls’ clubs and safe spaces.
Evidence from Nigeria suggests that girl-friendly
schools must be explicitly defined within any given
context, implemented consistently and measured
appropriately, as otherwise the practices and beliefs
that inform this will not change.

Linked to the concept of girl-friendly schools is the
need to address SRGBV. Tackling SRGBV requires
cultural change, involving teachers, students, parents,
community members, and local organisations. Such
an integrated approach also means recognising

that gender-based violence (GBV) within schools is
related to GBV outside of schools, making it essential
to change attitudes and improve awareness around
gender violence beyond school walls.

Potential entry points for
programming

The following areas have been identified and
summarised as key entry points to strengthen the
British Council’s existing and future programmes
in line with UK government priorities. For detailed
recommendations see Section 5.

Teacher professional development and
instructional leadership

* Pre-service programmes should ensure that gender
is mainstreamed, with specific support given to
teachers to understand how to ensure gender issues
are addressed in training materials and curriculum.

4

* In-service training programmes should embed
gender responsive pedagogies and establish
communities of practice in order to encourage
ongoing reflection around discipline and classroom
practices, active engagement of students and
inclusive planning and assessment.

It is important to ensure that the school curriculum
is aligned with student need, to reduce the gap
between curriculum expectations and student
outcomes. Working with the ‘teaching at the right
level approach’ (TaRL) could support this.

In addition to measuring changes in teacher
practice, all TPD programmes should explicitly
measure changes in student outcomes and ensure
that data is disaggregated and analysed by gender
and other characteristics/forms of disadvantage
such as socio-economic background, location or
disability.

Strengthening national education systems

» Support governments through capacity building
initiatives and move towards a whole system
approach to ensure that girls’ education is anchored
in national development policies to address socio-
cultural barriers to girls’ education, alongside
gender-responsive education sector plans.

Engage in advocacy and -high-level stakeholder
engagement to ensure that sufficient resources, and
gender-targeted funding are allocated to ensure
long-term system change to achieve sustainable
gains for girls’ education.

» Engage in advocacy to strengthen and develop laws
to tackle discrimination in the labour market can
also strengthen perceived value for girls’ education
and support their transition to safe and secure
livelihoods.

Support the creation of better linkages between
women’s and youth organisations, civil society
organisations and local political, traditional and
religious leaders through stakeholder engagement.
This is essential for ensuring that the voices of those
directly affected by reforms are heard by decision
makers.

Language and girls’ education

* Interventions need to actively engage with language
policy and move towards formulating more holistic
language-in-education policies that promote
‘sustainable additive bilingualism’ or ‘mother tongue-
based multilingual education.’ This requires in-service
support for teachers in delivering multilingual
lessons and advocacy to governments to strengthen
these approaches at the national level.
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Additional gender-sensitive and age-appropriate
resources that facilitate English learning should
be developed, and they should incorporate local
contexts, multiple languages and be aligned to
student need.

Systematically collect gender-disaggregated data
on language and ensure that language indicators
feature prominently in programme monitoring,
evaluation and learning (MEL) frameworks as well as
national benchmarks and assessment systems for
school quality and education outcomes.

Support the inclusion of content that relates to
language teaching in initial teacher education
programmes such as Teaching For All (T4A)
for teacher, headteachers and school facing
government staff.

Move towards language supportive pedagogy (LSP)

approaches and encourage translanguaging in policy

and in classrooms through systematic research and
evidence.

Accelerated & remedial teaching and
learning

Ensure that TaRL, and other remedial programmes,
integrate a gender lens

Consider targeting TaRL programmes at girls facing
increased gender inequalities under COVID-19 to
help girls stay engaged in education, and to help
those that have already left to return.

Actively facilitate the participation of female
educators in programming.

Develop pathways for ‘unqualified’ teachers in
programmes so they can bridge the informal/formal
education sectors to help entry into the formal
school system. This is particularly important for
remedial teachers who are often para-professional,
volunteers, community or family members, or
student peers (Shah, 2015; Schwartz, 2012).

Address important research and programming
gaps in mainstreaming gender analysis and gender-
sensitive programming in remedial activities.

g

Non-formal/alternative education provision

 Actively engage the broader community in
programming around girls’ education to ensure
continued support in contexts of resource
scarcity where girls often also have work and care
responsibilities, drawing on the British Council’'s
(2021) experience working with civil society and
communities.

Engage the community to challenge stigmatisation
around remedial and non-formal learning, and
societal norms around girls’ roles and skills.

Address important research and programming
gaps in mainstreaming gender analysis and gender-
sensitive programming in non-formal activities.

Other programming areas

* Programmes need to be multi-dimensional in order
to tackle disadvantages that intersect with gender,
such as disability, location, poverty and to improve
both enrolment and learning.

Consider addressing issues of access and cost
reduction of schooling via un/conditional cash
transfers (CCTs) and merit-based scholarships.

» Consider embedded community engagement
programme components to sustain any impact from
chosen interventions.

» Gender-sensitive and girl-friendly schools need
to be clearly defined, tailored to the context and
embedded within school leadership practices. It is
essential that interventions engage the community
and provide safe facilities and menstrual hygiene
management for girls.

» Promote safe and secure pathways to productive and
fulfilling work through a transformative education
system which integrates skill development, including
opportunities for those who have not completed
education. This should be contextually driven, and
support connections with specific vocational areas
or labour market opportunities.
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HOWEVER, GIRLS STILL FACE
NUMEROUS BARRIERS in
completing 12 years of quality
education.

In 2015, world leaders committed to achieving
inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong
learning opportunities for all by 2030. With global
commitment for girls’ education at an all-time high,
there is an urgent need to identify and mobilise for
the approaches which have demonstrated potential
for ensuring 12 years of quality education for all girls.
This policy brief is supported by a longer report:
Boateng, P., Herbert, S. & Gordon, R. (2021). Assessing
the evidence on addressing gender inequality through
girls’ education in Sub-Saharan Africa. Birmingham, UK:
GSDRC, University of Birmingham.

Overview of the Progress in
Girls’ Education

Globally, there have been large increases

in girls” enrolment in education. Since 1995,
the number of girls enrolled in primary and
secondary school has risen by 180 million.
Between 1995 and 2018, the percentage of
countries with gender parity in education
increased from 56 per cent to 65 per cent at the
primary level, 45 per cent to 51 per cent at the
lower secondary level and from 13-24 per cent in
upper secondary education.

Girls’ learning outcomes have also improved
globally. In more than half of the countries that

took part in the OECD’s Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) in 2000 and 2018, girls
perform equally as well as boys in reading and
mathematics and do better than boys in mathematics
in one quarter of countries.

However, girls still face numerous barriers in
completing 12 years of quality education. For
example, data from Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) found
that in many countries, no more than 10 girls out of
every 100 girls complete lower secondary school.
Additionally, one third of girls aged 10-19 from the
poorest households are still in primary school.

GIRLS ARE MORE LIKELY TO
HAVE UNPAID CARE and domestic
responsibilities which can disrupt
girls’ attendance at school.

SCHOOL-RELATED GENDER-
i BASED VIOLENCE affects
girls’ access to school and
impacts their learning.

Girls also face barriers to the labour market
and a longer and more unstable school to work
transition. On average, it takes an average of 7.8
months for a young woman to find work, in comparison
to 6.9 months for young. In low- and middle-income
contexts 31 per cent of young women are not in
education, employment or training, in comparison with
16 per cent of young men.

Overview of Challenges in
Girls’ Education

Barriers at the Household and
Community Level

« Economic factors exacerbate barriers to girls’
education. Girls’ education is more vulnerable to
income shocks, and more likely to be mediated by
low expectations about the potential returns from
educating girls in comparison to boys.

* Girls are more likely to have unpaid care and
domestic responsibilities which can disrupt girls’
attendance at school. For example, girls who spend
28 hours or more per week in domestic and care
work spent 25 per cent less time at school than
those involved in 10 hours or fewer.

+ Social expectations and norms, particularly
for adolescent girls, can lead to dropout. For
example, social pressure surrounding marriage, or
related to early pregnancy are often cited reasons
for dropout in many countries in SSA.

Barriers at the School Level

» School-related gender-based violence affects
girls’ access to school and impacts their learning.
The most recent data demonstrates high levels
of violence in schools with incidences of sexual
violence seen to be higher in schools in the poorest
communities.
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» Lack of gender sensitive school environment

with insufficient sanitation facilities can affect
attendance and lead to dropout. In particular,
inadequate menstruation management methods,
such as lacking access to sanitary pads, or toilets
and water supply leads to girls experiencing anxiety
and discomfort in schools.

Classrooms that are not gender-sensitive may
reinforce gender stereotypes and exacerbate
girls’ exclusion. In many contexts the ‘hidden
curriculum’, or gender bias from teachers or
gendered stereotypes in learning resources, can
reduce girls’ motivation for learning and their self-
esteem. Insufficient training often limits teachers and
school leaders’ ability to promote a gender-sensitive
school environment.

Barriers at the Systems Level

A lack of legal enforcement of commitments
inhibits girls from accessing their right to
education. For example, just 20 out of 53 countries
in the Commonwealth have ratified the highest

level of de jure commitment to gender equality in
education.

Gender-specific laws and policies in education
are essential, but they have to be accompanied
by strong plans for implementation. Although
education ministries globally have sponsored

laws promoting gender equality in 50 per cent of
countries, or policies to that effect in 42 per cent of
countries, often these are criticised for their lack of
implementation in practice.

Barriers in School-to-Work Transitions

Low education levels form the primary barrier
to girls’ transition to work. For example, one in
five unemployed adolescent girls in SSA reported
that their entry requirements for their career path
exceeded their education and training.

Gender norms can restrict girls’ choice in the
labour market. Girls are less likely to access free
vocational training than boys, and vocational training
often reinforces social norms by offering training in
stereotypically female and low-paid trades.

Gendered discrimination within the labour
market acts as a barrier to girls’ participation.
This includes discriminatory laws, a lack of minimum
wage or employment security legislation, gender-
based violence and inadequate sanitation and
hygiene facilities.

GENDER-SPECIFIC LAWS AND POLICIES

IN EDUCATION ARE ESSENTIAL, BUT THEY
HAVE TO BE ACCOMPANIED BY STRONG
PLANS FOR IMPLEMENTATION. Although
education ministries globally have sponsored
laws promoting gender equality in 50 per cent
of countries, or policies to that effect in 42 per
cent of countries, often these are criticised for
their lack of implementation in practice.

What should be done

to enhance access,
participation, quality and
retention in girls’ education?

Teacher professional development
and instructional leadership

« There is limited literature on what constitutes
effective teacher professional development.
However, existing evidence emphasises the
importance of a sustained approach which
establishes and promotes the agency of teacher
professional learning communities with the support
of external expertise. Evidence also suggests
that focussed and context-specific content which
integrates gender awareness, effective pedagogies
and reflection on classroom practice is also key.

» A whole-school gender responsive approach
requires working with teachers, school leaders and
community stakeholders to mainstream gender into
all aspects of school leadership and management.

Strengthening national education
systems

» Gender-responsive education sector planning
and funding should be prioritised. For example,
Uganda’s approach to enshrining gender-responsive
budgeting in the Public Finance Management Act
has been considered an important step to ensuring
sustainability in resource-commitment to girls’
education.



Policy Brief - April 2021

Cross-sectoral interventions are important for
ensuring that barriers to girls’ education are
tackled beyond the education system. For example,
Ethiopia’s cross-sectoral measures to strengthen
girls’ participation in education included working
to eradicate early and forced marriage through the

development of a national platform across ministries.

Language and girls’ education

 Language of instruction/medium of instruction
models have significant implications for girls’
education. Several studies demonstrated that
offering instruction in the mother tongue has a
positive impact on girls’ enrolment and transition
rates, primarily because girls are less exposed than
boys to other languages outside the home.

Accelerated and remedial teaching
and learning

» The small but growing literature on remedial
interventions in low- and middle-income countries
highlights the importance of these programmes
for foundational literacy and maths skills, with
current needs for these programmes even greater
due to school closures and widening inequalities
under COVID-19. A key evidence-based approach is
Teaching at the Right Level, but this has tended to
lack a gender lens, and mostly targets both girls and
boys.

Remedial programmes should be inclusive and
target the most vulnerable. In contexts with limited
budgets, they can be delivered by formal education
professionals, para-professional, volunteers,
community and family members, and student peers.
However, reintegration of remedial students back
into the school system should be a key focus, as
should addressing stigmatisation, and actively
mobilising the wider community in programming.

Non-formal/alternative education
provision

» The evidence base is generally weak on non-formal
education provision. There is some cross-over
between non-formal and remedial programming
however.

* In general, non-formal education programmes are
more successful when they have multiple entry and
exit points, close associations with formal education,
are tailored to the local context, and engage the
wider community to ensure support for girls’
education, especially in resource scarce contexts
where girls have work and care responsibilities.

'

Other programming areas

* Financial and in-kind support, fee elimination,

scholarships and stipends and flexible cash transfers
have all shown promising impacts on improving girls’
access to, and retention in education.

Multidimensional approaches, which focus on access
and learning, are essential for tackling multiple
dimensions for disadvantage. For example, CAMFED’s
approach has demonstrated the positive impact of
bursaries combined with pedagogical interventions
inside schools.

Engaging with multiple community stakeholders can
address socio-cultural norms which affect aspirations
and support for girls’ education.

Girl-friendly schools can promote equality in
enrolment and achievement for all children.

These approaches should focus on eliminating
gender stereotypes, providing inclusive facilities,
curricula and learning processes and involving key
stakeholders to address socio-cultural barriers that
prevent girls’ participation.

Recommendations

Teacher professional development
and instructional leadership

Pre-service programmes should ensure that gender
is mainstreamed, with specific support given to
teachers to understand how to ensure gender
issues are addressed in training materials and the
curriculum.

In-service training programmes should embed
gender responsive pedagogies and establish
communities of practice in order to encourage
ongoing reflection around discipline and classroom
practices, active engagement of students and
inclusive planning and assessment.

It is important to ensure that the school curriculum
is aligned with student need, to reduce the gap
between curriculum expectations and student
outcomes. Working with the ‘Teaching at the Right
Level approach could support this.

Strengthening national education
systems

A whole system approach is needed to ensure that
girls’ education is anchored in national development
policies to address socio-cultural barriers to girls’
education, alongside gender-responsive education
sector plans.
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Sufficient resources, and gender-targeted
funding, need to be allocated to ensure long-term
system change to achieve sustainable gains for girls’
education.

Advocacy to strengthen and develop laws to
tackle discrimination in the labour market can
also strengthen perceived value for girls’ education
and support their transition to safe and secure
livelihoods.

Supporting the creation of better linkages
between women’s and youth organisations,

civil society organisations and local political,
traditional and religious leaders is essential for
ensuring that the voices of those directly affected by
reforms are heard by decision makers.

Language of instruction and girls’
education

Interventions need to actively engage with
language policy and move towards formulating
more holistic language-in-education policies

that promote ‘sustainable additive bilingualism’ or
‘mother tongue-based multilingual education.” This
requires in-service support for teachers in delivering
multilingual lessons and advocacy to governments to
strengthen these approaches at the national level.

Additional gender-sensitive and age-appropriate
resources that facilitate English learning should
be developed, and they should incorporate local
contexts, multiple languages and be aligned to
students needs. It should also be ensured that
student learning materials are gender-sensitive and
do not reinforce harmful stereotypes.

Accelerated and remedial teaching
and learning and non-formal
education

Contextualise programme design to take into
local conditions regarding specific community/
school-level barriers facing girls.

Disaggregate project data and explicitly measure
girls’ outcomes as well as intersecting forms of
disadvantage to strengthen the evidence base.

Actively engage the broader community in
programming around girls’ education on an ongoing
basis to secure buy-in and support for programme
activities.

Actively facilitate the participation of female
educators in programming.

Develop pathways for ‘unqualified’ teachers to
bridge the informal/formal education sectors and to
help entry into the formal school system.

Carefully consider language of instruction and
how this might be approached from the lens of
teacher training and ongoing professional learning
and support.

Ensure projects provide sufficient, sustainable,
scaffolded teaching and learning materials
incorporating language supportive pedagogical
approaches.

Enact gender-sensitive approaches in lesson
delivery, resources and wider school policies.

Establish girls’ clubs where girls can develop
wider life skills, vocational training and other
relevant skills.

Other programming areas

* Programmes need to be multi-dimensional in

order to tackle disadvantages that intersect with
gender, such as disability, location, poverty and to
improve both enrolment and learning.

Gender-sensitive and girl-friendly schools need
to be clearly defined, tailored to the context and
embedded within school leadership practices. It is
essential that interventions engage the community
and provide safe facilities and menstrual hygiene
management for girls.

Promote safe and secure pathways to productive
and fulfilling work through a transformative
education system which integrates skill development
is essential, including opportunities for those who
have not had the opportunity to complete education.
This should be contextually driven, and support
connections with specific vocational areas or labour
market opportunities.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

This purpose of this literature review is to:

+ Highlight the ways in which girls’ educational
experiences, learning outcomes and transition to
tertiary education, work and/or entrepreneurship
can be enhanced in relation to the British Council
‘s programming areas and the UK government’s
priorities for girls’ education;

Identify other critical issues and barriers,

not covered within identified British Council
programming areas, that need to be addressed
if girls are to have positive learning experiences,
outcomes and transition to tertiary education or
work;

» Review the evidence of effective interventions
implemented by governments and practitioners
to address the identified barriers, gaps and needs

pertaining to girls’ educational experiences, learning
outcomes and transition to tertiary education and/or

work and;

« ldentify potential programming entry points that
address barriers and gaps to enhancing girls’
educational experiences, learning outcomes and
transition to tertiary education and/or work through
British Council programmatic areas.

The report begins by outlining the methods used for
the literature review followed by an overview of the
progress and challenges facing girls’ education in
Sub-Saharan Africa. The report continues with a
discussion of the evidence relating to effective
interventions focused on girls’ education and then
suggested potential entry points for British Council
programming. Finally, the report concludes with
recommendations and ways forward.

The report begins
by outlining the
methods used

for the literature
review followed

by an overview of
the progress and
challenges facing
girls’ education in
Sub-Saharan Africa.
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Chapter 2
Methods

The report used a rapid synthesis of a selection of recent literature' and
international expert thinking in response to the research focus. It is illustrative

in nature and draws on multiple sources and databases as well as the authors’
collective expertise in this area. Databases used included Google Scholar,
GSDRC and HEART websites, journal indexes such as Scopus, Web of Knowledge,
ProQuest, ScienceDirect, grey literature and internal background documents
provided by the British Council. The British Council identified focus countries in
alignment with the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO)’s
priorities. These included: Sudan, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Kenya, South Africa, Ghana,
Sierra Leone, Uganda, Somalia, Malawi, Mozambique, Rwanda, Tanzania, Zambia
and Zimbabwe. Case study examples were drawn from these countries as they
appeared in the literature and feature throughout the report as well as pertinent
examples from Asia where relevant. The report focused on six intervention types,
in line with the British Council’s focus areas: teacher professional development
and instructional leadership; strengthening national education systems; language
and girls’ education; accelerated and remedial teaching and learning; non-formal/
alternative education provision; and other programming areas

The report used a rapid synthesis
of a selection of recent literature
and international expert thinking
in response to the research focus.
It is illustrative in nature and
draws on multiple sources and
databases as well as the authors’
collective expertise in this area.

1 Search criteria included but was not limited to “gender”, “sub-Saharan Africa”, “girls”, “women”, “school-to-work tran-
sition”, “learning outcomes for girls”, “teachers and school leaders impact on learning”, “entrepreneurship”. Searches
were also conducted on the specific policy intervention areas, and additional literature was identified through snow-
balling. The British Council also provided some internal documents, to support the development of recommendations
made in this report in Section 5. The main inclusion/exclusion criteria was the report’s areas of focus and geographical
areas of interest. Research from geographies which were not in focus and/or evidence which was published over 15
years ago was also excluded unless they were key seminal pieces which have significantly contributed to our collective
understanding of what works in girls” education in SSA.
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Chapter 3

Context of Girls’ Education in
sub-Saharan Africa: Issues and

Barriers

In recent decades, there have been large increases in girls’ enrollment in education.

56
to 65

O

per cent at
the primary
level

3.1 Overview/Progress Thus
Far

In recent decades, there have been large increases
in girls’ enrolment in education. UNESCO’s (2020)
Gender Monitoring Report highlighted that since 1995,
the number of girls enrolled in primary and secondary
school globally has risen by 180 million. Additionally,
between 1995 and 2018, the percentage of countries
with gender parity in education increased from 56 per
cent to 65 per cent at the primary level, 45 per cent
to 51 per cent at lower secondary level and from 13
per cent to 24 per cent in upper secondary education.
In some contexts, this increase has been larger than
the average. For example, in Zambia in 2001, only one
in five girls from poor households in rural areas were
completing primary school, but this rose to 45 per
cent in 2013 (Rose et al., 2017).

Girls learning outcomes have also improved, and
in many contexts are rising faster than boys’
learning outcomes. For example, in more than half of
the countries that took part in PISA in 2000 and 2018,
girls perform equally as well as boys in reading and
mathematics and do better than boys in mathematics
in one quarter of countries (UNESCO, 2020).

However, many girls in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA)
still face a range of intersecting barriers that
prevent them from accessing quality education,
particularly when they are living in households
facing socio-economic disadvantage. For example,

45 L
to 51 Bt
per cent

in upper
at lower PP

secondary
secondary education

in Cameroon and Malawi, data demonstrated that

only 24 per cent and 29 per cent of girls from poor
households in rural areas completed primary school
respectively (Ngware et al., 2018). Additional barriers
intersect with discriminatory gender norms; in Ethiopia,
only 4 per cent of children with disabilities are enrolled
in school, with boys outnumbering girls three to one in
lower primary school (Plan International et al., 2020).

Low levels of primary school completion have a
knock-on effect for girls’ ability to access and finish
secondary school. Data from 2018 showed that in
Cameroon, Malawi, Sierra Leone, Tanzania and Uganda,
no more than ten out of every 100 girls complete lower
secondary school; of the poorest 10-19-year-old girls
in sub-Saharan Africa, and around one-third are still in
primary school (Gordon et al., 2019).

MANY GIRLS IN SUB-SAHARAN

AFRICA (SSA) STILL FACE A RANGE OF
INTERSECTING BARRIERS that prevent them
from accessing quality education, particularly
when they are living in households facing
socio-economic disadvantage.
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Even when girls are able to access school, there
remain gender disparities in learning outcomes.
In Ghana, in 12 years of schooling, on average girls
experience only six years of learning; in Tanzania, of
an average of eight years in school, girls’ experience
only five years of learning and in Nigeria, it is only four
years of learning (Gordon et al., 2019). In countries
where fewer than 50 per cent of children complete
primary school, learning gaps between boys and girls
are the widest, with poverty compounding these gaps
(Rose et al., 2017).

The transition from school to work is longer and
less stable for girls than for boys. The International
Labour Organisation’s school-to-work transition survey
which took place in more than 30 low- and middle-
income countries found that it takes an average of

7.8 months for a young woman to find work, but only
6.9 months for young men (Elder & Kring, 2016).
Additionally, in low- and middle-income contexts, the
rate of young people not in education, employment or
training is twice as high for women (31 per cent) as for
men (16 per cent) (ILO & UNICEF, 2018).

The unprecedented disruption to education caused
by COVID-19 presents serious challenges for girls’
education and transition to work. It is estimated

that more than 120 million girls have been affected

by school closures across Africa and economic
opportunities for all young people have been reduced
(Tsegaye Tesemma, 2020). COVID-19 is exacerbating
existing inequalities, with girls and women, the poor,
and those without digital access, particularly affected
(Herbert & Marquette, 2021).

3.2 Ongoing Issues and
Critical Barriers to Girls’
Education

3.2.1 Barriers at the Household and
Community Level

Economic factors underpin and exacerbate
numerous barriers to girls’ education, which is
more vulnerable to income shocks. For example,
in Uganda, negative deviations in rainfall had highly
significant effects on girls’ enrolment in primary

ECONOMIC FACTORS
UNDERPIN AND
EXACERBATE NUMEROUS
. BARRIERS TO GIRLS’
EDUCATION, which is more
vulnerable to income shocks.

%

schools. Even when schooling is free of charge and
girls are enrolled in school, a study found that a
negative income shock had an adverse effect on

the test scores of girls, while boys were not affected
(Bjorkman-Nygvist, 2013) and in Tanzania, a study
found that agricultural shocks led to girls experiencing
a more than 70 per cent increase in the probability of
quitting schooling (Bandara et al., 2015).

Poverty often influences parental aspirations

for girls’ education. As gender norms define the
roles that women have within their families and
communities, these expectations shape parental
preferences for girls’ education. Parents may have
low expectations around the potential returns from
educating their daughters; for example, in Gambia,
one study found that there is profound tension due to
the values parents assign to girls’ education as being
less necessary for their future roles as mothers and
caretakers for their families (Njie, Manion & Badjie,
2015). Additionally, in rural Kenya, the perception of
low career opportunities for girls to find work in the
formal sector led to parents withdrawing girls from
school (Coffey, 2017).

Girls are more likely than boys to have unpaid care
and domestic responsibilities, which can disrupt
their schooling. In Rwanda, girls spend on average
four hours more than boys each week on household
chores at age 10 to 14, which increases to a six-hour
gap by the age of 15 (Stavropoulou & Gupta-Archer,
2017). Time-consuming domestic responsibilities can
reduce girls’ attendance at school. Girls who spend

28 hours or more per week in domestic and care work
were found to spend 25 per cent less time at school
than those involved in fewer than ten hours per week
(UNESCO, 2019).

Social expectations and norms can be a barrier to
girls’ education, with early marriage particularly
affecting girls from the poorest households. The
intersection between gender and poverty is reported
to lead parents to either ‘marrying girls off’ or girls
choosing to marry early to reduce vulnerability

to poverty (Coffey, 2017). Early pregnancy also
influences girls’ dropout from school. In 23 countries
in SSA, pregnancy accounts for 18 per cent of female
dropouts from secondary school, and in Mozambique
and South Africa it has been found to be the leading
cause of dropout (GPE, 2013). Even if girls are able

SOCIAL EXPECTATIONS AND
NORMS CAN BE A BARRIER
% TO GIRLS’ EDUCATION, with

early marriage particularly
affecting girls from the
poorest households

29
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to remain in school after pregnancy, a lack of flexible
schooling for young mothers can make learning
difficult. For example, although Botswana has a long-
standing re-entry policy, pupils are still not allowed
to sit for examinations while pregnant or within six
months of delivery (Birungi et al., 2015).

Girls are vulnerable to harassment and violence on
their journeys to and from school. Greater distance to
school has stronger negative effects on girls’ access
to education due to concerns about the safety of
girls on the journey to school, particularly in rural
areas. In Malawi, girls are significantly less likely to
attend secondary school than boys, as the distance
away from school increases, whilst in Nigeria, a study
found that living more than 20 minutes away from the
nearest secondary school reduced the odds of school
attendance more for girls than boys (Kazeem et al,,
2010).

3.2.2 Barriers at the School-Level

SRGBV remains a pervasive issue for girls in school,
particularly once they reach adolescence. In South
Africa, a national survey found that eight percent of
secondary school girls had experienced severe sexual
assault or rape in the previous year while at school
(Burton & Leoschut, 2013). In Ghana and Senegal,
three-quarters of students report that teachers are the
primary perpetrators of school violence (Fancy et al.,
2012). This also appears to be more prevalent in the
most disadvantaged communities. The most recent
data demonstrates that school-related violence affects
both boys and girls, with 32 per cent of girls in Malawi,
and 47 per cent of boys reporting physical or sexual
violence from a teacher or classmate (Know Violence
in Childhood, 2017). An analysis of Southern and
Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational
Quality (SACMEQ) data found that the incidence of
sexual violence was 40 percentage points higher for
schools in the poorest communities (Jere, 2015).

Vulnerability to violence is exacerbated for girls
with disabilities. In Uganda, 24 per cent of girls with
disabilities reported experiencing sexual violence

at primary school in comparison with 12 per cent

of their peers (Devries et al., 2014). During baseline
data collection for the Girls’ Education Challenge
(GEC) in Kenya, Leonard Cheshire Disability found that
only three percent of girls with disabilities said that
they were never afraid in school (Leonard Cheshire
Disability cited in DFID, 2018a).

A lack of a gender-sensitive school environment
can influence girls’ absenteeism, dropout and
learning. For example, in Zambia, inadequate
menstrual hygiene and sanitation facilities, such

as inadequate toilets and water supply in schools
resulted in higher drop out ratios for girls than boys

4

in grades five- eight when girls started to experience
their menstrual cycle (Agoi, Harvey & Maillo, 2017). In
Sierra Leone, inadequate menstruation management
methods, such as lacking access to sanitary pads, and
resulting leaks and stains were reported to lead to
girls experiencing anxiety and discomfort in schools,
which could have a negative impact on their ability to
concentrate or participate (Caruso et al., 2013).

Additional barriers at the school level are explored in
more detail in Section 3.3.

3.2.2 Barriers related to COVID-19

Currently, the effects of economic pressures
caused by COVID-19 are compounded by the
impact of school closures. Since the pandemic,
concerns have also been raised that girls may

be at greater risk of not returning to school as a
result of rising poverty, increased rates of early
marriage or pregnancy, or increased household care
responsibilities (Malala Fund, 2020). Data from the
Ebola outbreak in Liberia showed that 21 per cent of
girls who dropped out did not return to school at all,
even after the crisis (Tsegaye Tesemma, 2020).

In some cases, gender norms that already

limit girls’ access to technology have had a
disproportionate impact on their learning
opportunities during lockdowns (Amaro et al., 2020;
Naylor et al., 2020). For example, studies have shown
that 37 per cent of girls contacted in Uganda had no
access to television and radio-based study material
provided by the Minister of Education during COVID-19
and 50 per cent of them reported not having any
home school help (Tsegaye Tsemma, 2020).

More broadly, unless gender is considered at
every stage of the introduction of education
technology interventions, there are concerns that
it will increase segregation, rather than promote
equality. For example, gendered access to technology
outside school influence girls’ technological literacy
and some studies have also demonstrated that girls
have come to self-regulate their own access to
technology due to gendered beliefs and attitudes
about its use (Webb, Barringer, Torrance & Mitchell,
2020).

3.3 Ongoing Issues and
Critical Barriers: School to
Work Transitions

Low education levels tend to form the primary
barrier to girls’ transition to work, as they prevent
girls from developing the foundational and transferable
skills required (Rose, 2021). For example, one in five
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unemployed adolescent girls in SSA reported that their
entry requirements for their career path exceeded
their education and training (ILO & UNICEF, 2018).

Gender norms and expectations about the
subjects that girls take at school can restrict

their choice of livelihoods. In many societies,

girls are less likely to study science, technology,
engineering and mathematics (STEM), due to gender
norms and stereotypes that limit girls’ motivation and
engagement with these subjects (UNICEF ITU, 2020).
This subsequently affects their ability to choose this
area of employment. For example, only 7 per cent of
young women surveyed in 2012-2016 in ILO’s School to
Work Transition Surveys conducted in 34 countries had
chosen career paths in STEM, in comparison with 18
per cent of young men (ILO and UNICEF, 2018).

Gender norms also restrict girls’ ability to access
vocational training opportunities, particularly for
girls from the poorest backgrounds. In Ghana, only
11 per cent of the poorest one-fifth of young people
had access to an apprenticeship, compared with 47
per cent of the wealthiest fifth, and men are more
likely than women to receive free training (UNESCO,
2012; Palmer 2007). Adolescent girls with disabilities
are even less likely to obtain access to training. For
example, in southern Africa nearly half of 15- to
29-year-olds with disabilities who were surveyed
reported that they needed but could not gain access
to vocational training services (Eide, 2012). Vocational
training and apprenticeships also often reinforce
social norms by offering girls training in stereotypically
female and low-paid trades such as arts and crafts,
tailoring and beauty salons (Fox et al., 2011).

Furthermore, there are multiple intersecting
barriers that discriminate against girls in the
labour market. These include a lack of work
opportunities, discriminatory laws and a lack of
minimum wage legislation, gender-based violence and
inadequate sanitation and hygiene facilities (Rose,
2021).

3.4 Programme-Specific
Critical Barriers

Overall, evidence in the literature on the gender-
specific barriers in accelerated and remedial
learning programmes and 