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Dear all,

Thank you to all who have participated in the third UNGEI GirlsEd-Net eDiscussion.

It has reinforced the message that secondary education has a vital role to play in achieving gender equality, a goal that is fundamental to the achievement of the rest of the Millennium Development Goals. Yet, we are all aware of the urgent need for progress in this key area – UNICEF estimates that no more than 39 per cent of children of secondary-school age are attending secondary school and the gender gap among those that do attend is still vast, despite the well documented benefits of girls’ education. In some countries in sub-Saharan Africa, there are as few as 46 girls in school for every 100 boys.  The reasons for the lack of progress are manifold, necessitating we work together to tackle the problem by sharing ideas and lessons learned.  

Throughout the discussion, there was broad recognition that school-going costs do indeed continue to act as a major barrier to girls accessing post-primary education across developing countries. As one contributor pointed out, “In a situation where there are numerous competing needs for scarce resources, a family may have to choose or prioritise other issues such as housing or business instead of using all that money to educate their girls”.  Indeed, CAMFED has repeatedly found this to be the reality; though it is true that in some communities prevailing social norms can act as a barrier to girls educational progression, when the financial costs of schooling are addressed parents are not only willing, but determined to send their children – both girls and boys – to school.  Furthermore, it is important to note that school-going costs incorporate more than just school fees and exam fees; all associated costs need to be taken into account. One contributor highlighted the fact that the lack of something as basic as food for lunch can prevent a child from attending school, again underlining the power of poverty as a constraining factor.

Aside from the high significance of school-costs as a constraint, other factors were brought to the fore in the debate, one being safety in and around the school-setting. As expressed by one contributor, “Violence in school is definitely a cause to non-attendance, drop-outs and poor performance”. In addition to the danger of physical abuse, girls can be psychologically affected by the discriminatory attitudes they face. They often come to believe they deserve the low status accorded to them in so much of the world, leading to low esteem and a lack of confidence; a situation one contributor described as “learned helplessness”. Often this leads to poor academic performance and early drop out. 

This highlights the wide ranging complexity of the barriers to girls’ secondary education, a complexity which came through strongly in this discussion and corresponds strongly to the need to simultaneously tackle the issue on numerous fronts.  In terms of ensuring the safety of girls for example, the use of hostels was stressed as an effective solution; eliminating the journey travelled by girls cuts out one of the factors that contributes to their increased vulnerability to gender-based violence. In terms of effecting attitudinal change where necessary, many pointed to the need to educate communities in terms of the importance of girls’ education; one of way of doing this is through the use of role models. This certainly resonates with CAMFED’s own experience: when communities see first-hand the positive effects that secondary education and post-primary opportunities can bring to a girl and her family they are inspired to mobilise their own resources to support other girls in this respect. 

Regarding the question of whose responsibility it is to tackle the existing problems, contributors were keen to stress the importance of ensuring governments are “putting in place resources and policies to make secondary schooling affordable and to empower girls to equally access post primary opportunities”.  It is also essential to empower communities, both to ensure they have the tools to hold the government accountable, but also to enable them to address the challenges themselves.  As one contributor pointed out, there is a need for “greater public participation”, “especially among young people and women at the grass roots level” to facilitate the development of locally based solutions. In order to make progress in this area and ensure girls receive the rights to which they are entitled, it is clear that involving as many stakeholders as possible is essential.

As H.E. Yoweri Kaguta Museveni, President of Uganda, said in his opening speech at the 8th Commonwealth Women’s Affairs Ministerial Meeting in June 2007:

“Products of the brain are superior to natural resources of any kind. Educating boys and girls is therefore a critical strategy for ensuring social and economic transformation…You cannot have gender equality for development in under-development.” 

Thank you again for making this eDiscussion a success. We look forward to continuing the discussion in other fora and working together to make gender equality and education for all a reality.  
Jennifer Gibson
Research Manager
CAMFED International
Moderator of this eDiscussion 



I am sorry I have not been able to participate earlier in the e-discussion, but feel I could still make an input, though I am not sure what theme in the discussion the issue should fit under.  It is the issue of the access to education, of girls who have to drop out, or reduce attendance because they are involved in home care. I work in mainstreaming gender in health, and this has come up in some of the work we are beginning to do on "Who Cares" that is the role of women in the provision of home based care, especially and how the health sector should support this role. Another category of girls is that of the married adolescents, many of whom are taken away from school to be betrothed. The issue of education for the numerous girls affected by this, including in parts of the world where HIV/AIDS is highly prevalent, is very important. The health sector can advocate for this, because of the links of education to health and many other rationale for doing so. Has anyone thought about how to systematically introduce the home-schooling idea to solve this problem?  It will be very interesting hear about models or activities in the field concerning this. I say "For girls, No caring without home schooling"!

I contribute this on my own behalf and not on behalf of WHO.

Thanks

'Peju Olukoya  MD  MPH  M.Ed

Coordinator

Integrating Gender into Public Health (GPH)

Department of Gender, Women and Health (GWH)

World Health Organisation

20 Avenue Appia, 1211 Geneva 27, Switzerland

41-22-791-3306 (dir); 41-22-791-1585 (fax); 41-79-217-3489 (mob)

e-mail: olukoyaa@who.int; web site: http://www.who.int/gender/en/ 

"Facts do not cease to exist because they are ignored"--Aldous Huxley.

"Fraud and falsehood only dread examination. Truth invites it"--Samuel Johnson.


Thank you for the e-mail of June 8, 2007.

There's much truth in the saying "educate a woman and you have educated a nation."

In a globalized environment and in the knowledge era: "Knowledge is replacing capital as one of the major resources of economies"-- (saying by Peter Drucker, the great management guru)

"The gift of knowledge makes people free."-- (saying by Schumacher)
The gift of knowledge and a good education is indeed one of the greatest gifts for young children because education would probably help bring the young children HOPE, Light, Joy and Confidence!

With education, the impoverished communities & poor families might be able to see hope and opportunity in every difficulty and change their life chances.

Agreed with the participants in this e-discussion that it is very important to empower the girls and the women, to sensitise communities, ensuring parents, who are often illiterate, to understand the important benefits education can bring to their young girls.

Good Hope and Good Luck in the UNGEI efforts, and wishing UNGEI Success in all the UNGEI projects!

Sincerely,

MTP Fong

Independent Researcher

Canada



In response to the discussion on secondary and post-secondary opportunities I would like to add the following thoughts:

All individuals have entitlements and all states have their own social policies towards education the delivery of which determines the state's commitment towards the realisation of individual entitlement. 

All individuals differ in their needs, aspirations, dispositions, etc as do all states.

What we generally evaluate to identify areas of achievement and overall progress towards education for all misses several important points in the above summary positions One is the need to compare the disparity between individual entitlement and social policy commitment in real terms, i.e., how social policy impacts on improvement in well-being for the individual. Another important point is that most evaluation compares progress and achievement on a standardised measure of global indicators which fails to acknowledge or capture the differences of either individuals or states. To give one very clear and very significant example, most indicators measure learning as outcomes of the formal school system without measuring inequality of condition of either the state or individuals such as alternative informal and non-formal learning outcomes. Macro level and individual level inequality of opportunity, in terms of capability to realise improved quality of life through learning, leads to deprivation of opportunity for so many children.

Marion Young  
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