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UNGEI eDiscussion #3: Secondary Education and other Post Primary Opportunities

Moderator:  Jennifer Gibson, Research Manager, CAMFED International
Date: 23 May 2007


Dear all,

Thank you for your continued responses to our discussion on secondary education and post-schooling opportunities.

In this week’s discussion, the importance of secondary education was reinforced and the important role fees play in preventing vulnerable children, especially girls, from accessing this key stage in their development. As one respondent noted, “In a situation where there are numerous competing needs for scarce resources, a family may have to choose or prioritize other issues such as housing or business instead of using all that money to educate their girls. And since many African cultures perceive a boy as a more permanent figure in the family than a girl, where there are competing needs to pay expensive school costs, the family uses its little available money to educate the boy and sacrifices the girl’s education with hope that once the boys are educated and working, they will financially support the uneducated girl in the family.”

While fees are an important part of the debate, contributors this week pointed out that we need to also ask ourselves “what is it about our environment that makes it hard/impossible for girls to access secondary education and post primary opportunities?” This question raises issues of traditional practices, such as early marriage and bride price, which are often difficult to overcome because of the burden poverty places on a family. As one respondent commented, “I have found also that parents are giving away daughters for marriage simply because of poverty.” CAMFED believes female role models who are visibly involved in decision-making structures at the community level are a key component of strategies for overcoming these culturally sensitive issues, as they provide visible examples to communities of what girls and women can accomplish. They also help overcome the problems of “collectivised societies” that one respondent this week talked about, where “people are usually not encouraged to stand out from the crowd, in particular for women and girls who are often considered to be the weaker & helpless gender.” By ensuring groups of girls, rather than individual girls, are able to access and complete secondary school, the issue of a lone standout is resolved. To do this, however, issues of safety in the school environment must also be addressed, as one respondent rightly noted that “violence in school is definitely a cause to non-attendance, drop outs and poor performance.”

Finally, one respondent noted that “the task is therefore for us actors in girl child education to hold the government accountable to dispense this obligation to the girls through many ways, but fundamentally, by putting in place resources and policies to make secondary schooling affordable and to empower girls to equally access post primary opportunities.” Before we can hold governments accountable, however, I think it’s important to discuss a number of issues, including how can we best finance secondary education? And whose responsibility is financing for secondary education?

I look forward to hearing your thoughts on the questions posed this week in discussion and others you think are relevant.

As always, thank you for continued interest and contributions!

Jennifer Gibson
Research Manager
CAMFED International
Moderator of this eDiscussion



Dear all, 

My organization has been closely linked to this issue from the perspective of provision and equity working across government and non-state providers and with girls in child labor this area needs a great deal of attention.

As we all wake up to the hard reality of compelling post primary education opportunities in the face of primary education becoming a dead end, we need to think hard about choices in policy, planning and financing.

Will work on these issues with data and send them soon to the forum.

With warm regards,

Baela Raza Jamil
Chairperson
Idara-e-Taleem-o-Aagahi
Pakistan
itacec2000@yahoo.com


Dear All,

Many thanks for the insightful debate on school going costs as a barrier to post primary school. I am convinced that addressing the concern of high school going cost as a major inhibition to secondary education is a fundamental point of entry in addressing our current predicament of lack of access by many young people (especially girls) to access quality education relevant to equip them so as to be able to access opportunities for personal and communal development.

To me, there is no worse deprivation than that of inability to access opportunities for personal development. The worst thing about high school going costs is that it denies opportunities for development even to those who are willing to do anything to access it. In a situation where there are numerous competing needs for scarce resources, a family may have to choose or prioritize other issues such as housing or business instead of using all that money to educate their girls. And since many African cultures perceive a boy as a more permanent figure in the family than a girl, where there are competing needs to pay expensive school costs, the family uses its little available money to educate the boy and sacrifices the girl's education with hope that once the boys are educated and working, they will financially support the uneducated girl child in the family. It is only after we have addressed this issue that we can then move to address other inhibiting issues such as culture, sanitation and health, motivation, violence, family responsibility, religious indoctrinations, and so on.

I contend that though it is a major cause of concern, school going costs per se is not the only issues of concern in addressing secondary education and post primary opportunities. In the bigger pictures, we could have affordable schooling or families able to pay the high school going costs yet girls are unable/or unwilling to access secondary education and incidental post primary opportunities. As my good friend Urban Jonsson would say in a human rights based approach to programming, you have to think of this problem from two perspectives: first, you must consider 'what is it about girls that make them unable to access secondary education and post primary opportunities?'. Secondly, 'What is it about the environment that make it hard/impossible for girls to access secondary education and post primary opportunities?'.

Based on above, definitely the issue of high cost of schooling is an issue in the environment that makes it difficult for girls to access secondary education and opportunities. The girl's personality has nothing to do with it. It is a factor beyond her personal control. In addressing this then we see the girl's claim on (say) the government to make secondary education affordable and post primary opportunities available for her, which means that the government has a major duty to ensure that girls access secondary education and post primary opportunities. The task is therefore for us actors in girl child education to hold the government accountable to dispense this obligation to the girls through many ways, but fundamentally, by putting in place resources and policies to make secondary schooling affordable and to empower girls to equally access post primary opportunities.

Away from philosophical perspectives, I have always been convinced that greater public participation (especially young people and women at the grassroots levels) is a key to addressing any challenges in the society. Perhaps this is from my passion for human rights, but I have always believed that one of the best ways to address a debatable predicament in the society is to empower the people to see whatever problem they have from a human rights perspective and further to create opportunities for them to innovate local solutions to address those challenges.

I think the issue of inability of many girls to access secondary education and post primary opportunities is a violation of human rights, and we cannot afford the luxury of ignoring it and seating back doing nothing about it. Our children will never forgive us if we fail in addressing this issue.

Mr. Patrick Ngugi Karanja
Founder and Director
Youth Rights Forum International
Nairobi, Kenya
pkaranja2@yahoo.com


Dear All,

I do agree with the responses gotten so far on this topic and would like to add strongly the issue of cultural beliefs and practices as a big hindrance to girls’ education in some parts of Africa. I would like to give my own example as support to this.

I was born and brought up in the Maasai community in Kenya and while in my 3rd year in High School, my parents planned to marry me off and of course I refused, and this had some negative implications for me. My parents were annoyed with me to the extent they drove me out of the homestead. The community views girls as assets that could be disposed of any time the family is in need. This is because a bride price is paid in form of cattle and hence the family becomes richer by increasing its herd.

This is still happening to date and I have mobilized a group of women in my village who are now educating the community on the importance of girls’ education. I did a documentary of my story and we are using it as a tool to raise awareness and empower women and girls on the issue.

Nancy Kireu
Program Officer
Pact Kenya
nancykireu@yahoo.com


Enjoyed reading the views from everyone who participated in the E-discussion #3. I think we can look further into the cultural beliefs and traditional values of the collectivised societies and the individualised societies (Collectivism vs. Individualism) in order to help the poor girls overcome the barriers to achieve and enjoy their education.

For one thing, in a collectivised society or community (especially in the rural areas), people are usually not encouraged to stand out from the crowd, in particular for women and girls who are often considered to be the weaker & helpless gender. If one is really very smart, intelligent and very outstanding, he or she would often get personally attached, bullied, abused and get all those negativity both in the family and school situation.

Look back in history, during the Cultural Revolution in mainland China, the very vast majority of educated intellectuals were being ruthlessly tortured, tormented, bullied, purged and persecuted. The educated intellectuals were being looked upon as "useless".

While individual efforts made in achievements are being highly praised in the western individualized societies, a girl's achievements do not receive that much attention or any attention at all in a collectivised society. And there are a great many examples of such differences between cultures of the East and the West.

Violence in school is definitely a cause to non-attendance, drop-outs and poor performance. And that would warrant more research into studying the causes and solutions of bullying at schools.

MTP Fong
Independent researcher
Canada
mfongc575@rogers.com


Let’s look more broadly at the wider policy environment. I was born into a family of eight. My mother took care of us while my father managed a school with a modest salary as the main source of our livelihood. Six out the eight of us had the chance to go to the best secondary schools because the government of the day offered scholarships to 5-10 of the best performing pupils in each school, ensuring equitable distribution of the scholarships by geographic area, with transparency and zero tolerance of corruption. Today, if there is a scholarship scheme, many children who merit it don't get it because their parents are not well placed. Many of our African countries can afford to educate all their children up to secondary level but chose not to do so due to skewed priorities. Our challenge is to get governments, especially those that can afford it to take up their responsibilities. Those that cannot afford it, can at least lead the way. If governments can create the enabling policy environment for wider public-private sector-community partnerships, it should be possible to meet the costs. We also need to look for new ways of getting an education, especially using the opportunities that new technologies present. 

Cecilia Baldeh
Senior Education Officer
UNICEF - Sudan Country Office
cbaldeh@unicef.org


I am so happy to join the discussion on girls’ education especially in the third world. I have been actively involved in sensitizing the local community of the rural peasants to help them see and accept that it’s of value to educate the girl child both in primary schools and in secondary schools. And I am glad to note that my efforts have had some success.

Most parents want their girl child to go to school but once the girls reach marriageable age by village standards, i.e. 16 years old, then the mounting pressures from the relatives force the parents to have their daughters get married. But I have also found out that parents are giving away daughters for marriage simply because of poverty. It’s because the son wants to marry and has been asked to pay a big bride price, and so the father of the boy turns to the daughter and makes sure she is taken into marriage so that he may be given bride price, which he in turn will use to pay the bride price of his son who wants to marry. But we have told the parents to keep the girls and have told them that if the girl can be given away for 2 million Uganda Shillings = 1000 US $, whereas she has not even finished primary school, then why don’t they wait till she finishes high school and perhaps College, won’t they be able to get almost double the amount they are getting now? And those who are patient then are able to wait, but others cannot wait and so they marry off the girls.

The other problem I have found is that the parents are willing to pay fees for the boys and not for the girls, especially when it comes to secondary education. And so I was forced to begin a girls’ secondary school to help the girls and make sure that the school is taken to the rural area, where they would have to study without going to the town or city schools, which might even be more expensive. There has been a big response and a lot of girls are in that school which began in 2002 http://www.ugpulse.com/articles/daily/Education.asp?id=195. We had the advantage to introduce the Girls Education Movement as well in that school and in the local community.

Several girls’ secondary schools have begun as well deep in the villages, upcountry. And the introduction of the Universal Primary Education – UPE – in Uganda has helped improve the enrolment of pupils in the primary school since that program began in 1996 http://www.ugpulse.com/articles/daily/Education.asp?id=432. There are problems like hunger that can affect the rate of school drop out, since the children do not have lunch and they have to walk long distances to and from home http://www.ugpulse.com/articles/daily/Education.asp?id=218. This year, the Uganda government has introduced Universal Secondary Education and it is hoped that many girls will join the secondary schools where there is free education, but again the problem will be that in some areas the girls are to walk some 8 miles to school and 8 miles back thus making a total of 16 miles per day and that’s 80 per week and that’s 320 per month and that’s 1,280 a term of 3 month. Surely if she is to walk that much for 3 terms in a year, by the second year of secondary education she just gives up because the boys are given bicycles for riding to school and in some African cultures it’s a taboo for the girls to ride bicycles, so they are ever on foot.

There are many points I would have discussed here but let me connect you to another link that already has these discussions: http://ugpulse.com/ugandan-community/blogs/tiica/archive/2007/05/14/As-2nd-term-begins_2C00_-most-schools--see-CHOGM-affecting-the-UNEB-exams_3A00_-Nov-07.aspx
Looking forward to hearing from you and to hear other views.

Success in your meeting in Uganda June 10-14th, 2007. 

I support Girl-child education. 

Father Michael Christopher Mujule Akiiki
Founder of St. Margaret Mary Muhorro Girls’ Secondary School
mjlemc@yahoo.com
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