


Deeper and broader entrepreneurship skills will be of 
increasing importance to future livelihoods, especially for 
girls who are more likely than boys to work for themselves. 
The vast majority of young people in Africa can continue 
to expect to make their livelihoods in the informal sector 
for the foreseeable future. In both the informal and formal 
sectors, in the public, private, and not-for-profit sectors, 
entrepreneurship skills are expected to play an increasingly 
important role in generating productive livelihoods.49

Sub-Saharan Africa has the greatest share of women 
entrepreneurs of any world region. Yet women-run 
businesses in Africa are less productive and profitable, 
and have fewer employees than those run by men. This 
gap is due to a range of challenges including lower levels 
of education and skills, as well as social norms and 
expectations regarding women’s role in the household.50 
Young women in Africa today complete secondary 
education at lower rates than young men. Moreover, 
research by the World Bank has shown that in addition to 
these gender gaps in formal education, girls generally have 
lower levels of management skills. While many female 
entrepreneurs are highly numerate and possess practical 
know-how, there are systemic barriers limiting their 
access to modernized business management skills and the 
resources to scale their businesses.

B O X  2
NANA BENZ TRADERS IN WEST AFRICA

The Nana Benz were a generation of female 
entrepreneurs during the late-20th-century in Togo  
who achieved fame and great commercial success.  
They built business empires exporting printed wax 
textiles throughout West Africa. They travelled  
abroad and negotiated exclusive wholesale contracts 
with manufacturers and set up retail outlets in 
their own and neighbouring countries. By securing 
mutually beneficial trading relationships with Western 
manufacturers, these women amassed great wealth 
and political influence in Togo despite having little  
or no education. In many West African countries,  
similar local models of resilient female entrepreneurship 
exist and can be tapped into and modernized to  
inspire the birth and growth of a new generation of  
female entrepreneurs.
Source: Comi Toulabor, “Transformation of the Nana Benz of Lomé—A Comprador 
Bourgeoisie Seen Through Fortune and Decline,” Afrique Contemporaine, Vol 244,  
Issue 4, 2012.

F I G U R E  4 
THE SHARE OF FEMALE ENTREPRENEURS  
BY WORLD REGION
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F I G U R E  5
CONSTRAINTS FACED BY WOMEN 
ENTREPRENEURS IN AFRICA 51
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B O X  3
APTE PROGRAM IN SENEGAL

The APTE (Amélioration des Performances de Travail et d’Entreprenariat) 
program implemented in Senegal has incorporated youth employability and 
work-readiness training within general and technical secondary education in 
eleven of Senegal’s 14 regions since 2016. Implemented through a partnership 
between the Mastercard Foundation, the Education Development Centre (EDC), 
and the Ministry of Education, the program works closely with the Ministries of 
Education and TVET, the private sector, and civil society organizations. Adapted 
from the Akazi Kanoze program in Rwanda (also funded by the Mastercard 
Foundation), APTE offers training in 21st-century and entrepreneurship skills, 
and facilitates school-to-work transitions for youth in secondary schools and 
TVET institutions. 

The program also trains a set of national Master Trainers to train teachers 
in their curriculum, while building a network of community and business 
associations to support school-to-work transitions. APTE helped create 
entrepreneurship clubs in most participating schools, through which students 
are supported to design and implement income-generating activities, while  
also participating in visits by local employers and entrepreneurs. 

A gender evaluation, mid-way through the five-year project, found that  
family expectations and relationships impacted young people’s thinking 
regarding employment and entrepreneurship, with boys more focused on  
self-sustainability, while girls emphasized helping others. The expectation that 
girls would marry and leave the family negatively impacted parents’ desire to 
invest in their daughters’ education. The evaluation also found that stigma 
regarding non-traditional work and limited TVET opportunities hindered the 
transition to this type of work for both young women and men.
Source: Mastercard Foundation and Bersama International, “Beliefs About What Girls and Boys Should Do Limit What They 
Could Do: A Gender Assessment for the APTE-Senegal Project,” April 2019.

Women entrepreneurs also face barriers of access to capital and networks, and are 
further constrained by gender-based violence, legal barriers, and social norms. Access 
to skills and knowledge can be improved through the secondary education system. 
Female entrepreneurs can benefit especially from training in technical aspects of 
entrepreneurship.52 Social and cultural norms regarding traditional gender roles can 
change over time through education, gender-responsive programming, and increased 
exposure to positive role models such as successful women entrepreneurs.
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B O X  4 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP SKILLS TRAINING IN RWANDA , UGANDA ,  
AND KENYA

Educate! is a non-governmental organization operating in Rwanda, Uganda, and Kenya 
that collaborates directly with the public-school system to offer work-readiness and 
entrepreneurship trainings, with a focus on gender equity. It focuses on equipping  
young students with the skills necessary for work and entrepreneurship. 

Educate! especially encourages young women to explore entrepreneurship and other 
income-generating activities early on, and focuses on gender integration by training 
youth leaders and teachers on bringing gender equality and equity into the classrooms 
and teaching methods. Through its training on accessing finance and improving savings, 
it hopes to be able to promote risk-free capital accumulation that can enable female 
entrepreneurs to overcome the asset gap that women traditionally face  
(www.experienceeducate.org). Educate! also trains its mentors, teachers, and 
administrators to identify gender stereotypes faced by students and assists in the 
creation of strategies for empowering boys and girls equally in the classroom.

In 2016, Educate! commissioned an evaluation and found that among program graduates,  
there was an increase in average income, a 44% increase in business ownership, and a 
50% increase in employment. Program graduates also showed a statistically significant 
improvement in public speaking, leadership, and other job-relevant skills. The evaluation 
also noted that girls experienced much larger relative impacts across most indicators 
(BRAC, 2016). 

Based in part on this successful evaluation, the Government of Rwanda collaborated 
with Educate! to train its teachers in entrepreneurship and to improve entrepreneurship 
curriculum in all secondary schools across the nation. Starting in 2016, all secondary 
students were required to take an entrepreneurship course. Six months after completing 
secondary school, students were found to have acquired greater soft skills such as 
grit and were twice as likely to attend university compared to similar students not 
participating in the program. 
Sources: Laterite, “Background Paper on Preparing Youth for the Transition to Work,” (2019) and “Teacher Training and Entrepreneurship 
in Rwanda,” Innovations for Poverty Action, accessed at https://www.poverty-action.org/study/teacher-training-and-entrepreneurship-
education-evidence-curriculum-reform-rwanda January 17, 2021.
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According to UNESCO, only 6% of youth at the secondary level are enrolled in  
	 Technical and Vocational Education (TVET) in Sub-Saharan Africa,53 and girls  

are concentrated in lower paying sectors. These TVET enrolment rates are among  
the lowest in the world. In some countries, the trends in girls’ enrolment in secondary  
TVET are worsening, as in Tanzania, where the share of girls dropped from 53% in 1995  
to 12% in 2018.54 Young women and men also enrol in different fields within TVET,  
with young women in sectors and occupations that are traditionally less well-
compensated, such as secretarial, textiles, and human resource fields. Young women 
are particularly poorly represented in traditionally male-dominated fields such as ICT, 
architecture and mechanics.55 This has significant implications: Women who choose to 
train in male-dominated sectors could potentially earn as much as three times that of 
women in female-dominated sectors.56

The Mastercard Foundation Report, Secondary Education in Africa: Preparing 
Youth for the Future of Work (2020), highlights a good practice in Namibia where 
all students are required to opt for two pre-vocational subjects in grades 8–10 
(equivalent to lower secondary school). These include agriculture, accounting, 
computer science, design and technology, technical drawing, fashion and fabrics,  
and home economics. In schools with pre-vocational streams, technical subjects 
(organized into different groups) include bricklaying, electricity and electronics, 
metalwork, and plumbing. Four 40-minute lessons are allocated per week, and 
students are examined in these subjects alongside academic subjects. Passing these 
subjects counts for credits within the national qualifications’ framework.57

TECHNICAL AND VOCATIONAL EDUCATION FOR GIRLS AND BOYS

Students at secondary school in Tanzania as part 
of the Mastercard Foundation partnership with 
Fundación Paraguaya.
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SECTION 2: 
RECOMMENDED ACTIONS  
ENHANCING YOUNG WOMEN’S AND MEN’S SKILLS FOR WORK AND 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP

1.	 Integrate seven key skills relevant to labour market needs into secondary 
education curricula and pedagogy. In particular, greater emphasis on digital skills, 
entrepreneurship, and work-readiness skills is needed. 

•	 Cross-cutting 21st-century skills such as communication, collaboration, and creative 
problem-solving should be integrated into existing subjects through interactive,  
learner-centred and gender-responsive pedagogical approaches. 

•	 Foundational skills of literacy, numeracy, and proficiency in the language of instruction 
are the basis for all other learning and should be strengthened at the primary level. 
Where still lacking, those skills should be bolstered through remedial support. 

2.	 Develop or implement special programs for girls focused on building STEM and ICT 
skills and promoting girls’ confidence and involvement in these subject areas and 
related activities. Extra-curricular activities such as coding clubs are an effective way 
to build technical skills while also fostering 21st-century skills such as communication, 
problem-solving, and collaboration. Governments, schools, and learning materials 
should promote female role models and mentors in the ICT and STEM sectors.

3.	 In partnership with secondary schools, create scholarships to support women’s entry 
into STEM fields at universities and in tertiary level TVET institutions. Collaboration 
with the private sector to help fund such scholarships can increase their financial 
sustainability and visibility while helping to create pathways to employment and 
further education for women in STEM.

4.	 Increase availability of entrepreneurship skills training in secondary level general 
and TVET education and ensure it addresses girls’ needs. Increasing time devoted 
to teaching skills needed for entrepreneurship, such as 21st-century skills as well as 
financial literacy and business management, is one promising approach. This can be 
done by creating a separate entrepreneurship course (as in Rwanda) or by integrating 
the topic into core subjects. Entrepreneurship skills training can also be effectively  
offered through clubs and other extra-curricular activities; it should promote girls’ 
participation, particularly in sectors that are often better paying and where boys  
and men are over-represented.
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SECTION 
THREE

EQUITABLE 
SECONDARY 

EDUCATION FOR 
GIRLS AND BOYS

Students participate in a workshop at African 
Leadership Academy in South Africa. Photo courtesy 
of African Leadership Academy. 
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F I G U R E  6
GROSS ENROLMENT RATIO,  SECONDARY EDUCATION,  GENDER PARIT Y 
INDEX (GPI) ,  1970–2015 BY COUNTRY

Source: World Bank, Our World in Data, accessed February 24, 2021.

Africa has made significant progress at increasing enrolment and improving  
	 gender parity in education in both primary and secondary education. Since 2000, 

catalyzed by the Millennium Development Goal of universal primary school enrolment, 
many governments removed primary school fees, leading to huge enrolment gains. Since 
2015, the Sustainable Development Goal 4 target of universal primary and secondary 
education has spurred many governments to expand access to education by offering free, 
universal basic education through lower secondary school, helping boost girls’ attendance. 
Yet significant challenges persist, as will be discussed below. (Lower secondary education 
is often the second and final phase of basic education for many learners in Africa; it is 
followed by upper secondary education, which is the stage before tertiary education.)

Girls’ rates of enrolment in secondary education have nearly reached that of boys 
in Sub-Saharan Africa, but significantly fewer girls complete secondary education. 
The gender parity index for gross enrolment in secondary education in Sub-Saharan 
Africa was 0.97 in 2018, indicating near gender equality. Yet this statistic obscures 
the inequity between boys and girls that occurs in many individual countries. The 
situation worsens when we consider completion of lower secondary school. For every 
100 boys completing lower secondary in Sub-Saharan Africa, there are only 88 girls 
completing this level of education, and only 79 girls for every 100 boys completing 
upper secondary.58
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F I G U R E  7
LOWER SECONDARY COMPLETION RATES BETWEEN ADVANTAGED CHILDREN 
AND THEIR DISADVANTAGED PEERS

While girls’ rates of enrolment in secondary education are improving overall, 
significant equity gaps remain: Only a very small share of the poorest girls attend 
and complete secondary school. Across dozens of countries in Sub-Saharan Africa,  
far fewer than a quarter of the poorest rural female students complete lower 
secondary school. In 21 countries for which data was available, just five percent or 
fewer poor, rural girls complete lower secondary school (see Figure 7). In Benin, Chad, 
and Togo, boys complete upper secondary school at more than twice the rate of girls.59

Additionally, many millions of girls of secondary school age in Sub-Saharan  
Africa remain out of school altogether. In 2018, 37% of lower secondary school age 
young people were out of school, while 58% of upper secondary school age young 
people were out of school in the region.60 Because of gender gaps as well as other 
factors such as social expectations and household duties, girls make up the majority  
of out-of-school young people. Improving rates of enrolment and completion of girls  
in secondary school will be vital to ensuring girls reach their human potential, allowing 
them to contribute to the prosperity of African economies and societies.

Source: Zubairi and Rose, 2018 using UNESCO-WIDE database (2017, 10).

Notes: Based on household data collected by Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) and Demographic Household Surveys (DHS) between 2006 and 2016.
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F I G U R E  8
LEARNING LEVELS IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA COMPARED TO OTHER REGIONS

Median % of students in late primary who score above a minimum proficiency level on  
a learning assessment

Girls and boys are profoundly affected by Africa’s learning crisis. Very few 
assessments are available to measure learning across countries, but those that exist 
show that learning levels of both boys and girls are quite low for a large share of 
students. On the SACMEQ exam assessing mathematics and reading proficiency in 
Southern and Eastern Africa, a third of sixth-grade students performed no higher 
than the “basic reading” and “basic numeracy” levels in all participating countries.61

Overall, despite significant gains in enrolment over the past 25 years, girls face  
a variety of barriers that continue to limit their access to, continued enrolment in, 
and completion of secondary school, particularly among poorer groups and in rural 
areas. These barriers include: cultural norms that undervalue girls’ education and  
lead them to stay home and assist in domestic work; school fees; non-fee-related 
costs; early pregnancy and child marriage; sexual violence; and a lack of single-sex 
hygiene facilities.
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Pregnancy is a significant issue keeping girls out of 
 school and creating an obstacle to their re-entry.  

Rates of early pregnancy in many Sub-Saharan African 
countries are among the highest in the world,62 and 
relatively few young women re-enter school after having  
a child.63 Social attitudes about marriage and the value  
of girls’ education compound the risks pregnant girls face 
of not completing secondary school.

While necessary to protect public health, stay-at-home 
orders associated with the pandemic increase rates of 
adolescent pregnancy and multiply the number of girls 
unable to attend school after the pandemic. Between 
March and June 2020, when lockdown orders were 
in place, adolescent pregnancies reported in Turkana 
County, Kenya, tripled.64 UNESCO also estimates 
that early marriage resulting from increased levels of 
poverty caused by the pandemic will further increase 
early pregnancy in Sub-Saharan Africa, where 35% of 
women between age 20 and 24 were married before they 
reached age 18, and 11% were married before age 15.65

Formal policies excluding pregnant girls and young 
mothers from school pose an economic disadvantage 
for countries adopting them. Such policies are also a 
violation of human rights. While a growing number of 
African countries have enacted laws and policies to protect 
the right of pregnant girls and young mothers to attend 
school, as many as 24 African countries lack them.66 
Malawi, Kenya, and Gabon are among the countries 
that have adopted “re-entry” or continuation policies for 
pregnant girls and young mothers, yet implementation is 
uneven, and many girls are still prevented from attending 
secondary school, due to lack of enforcement, social 
pressures and insufficient childcare.67

Activism, accountability measures, and public pressure 
have led to the reversal of policies keeping pregnant 
adolescents from attending school. In 2015, Sierra Leone 
adopted a ban preventing pregnant girls from attending 
school. After several years of public activism, the Court of 

Justice of the Economic Community of West African States 
ruled the ban was discriminatory and forced the lifting 
of the ban.68 While early pregnancy has declined in Sierra 
Leone in recent years, at least 20% of school age girls in 
Sierra Leone still remain out of school due to pregnancy.69

Alternative education programs can help pregnant 
girls and young mothers by providing a bridge back to 
school. The Learning Links Project in Liberia, supported by 
USAID, allows 2,500 teen girls who have left school due 
to pregnancy to access education. The Project provides 
innovative, safe, and monitored learning environments, 
and70 flexibility in the delivery of the curricula for 
both general and technical secondary education to 
accommodate young mothers dividing their time between 
learning, child care, and other responsibilities.

Global evidence indicates that comprehensive sexuality 
education programs increase the likelihood that young 
people use protection against unwanted pregnancy 
and sexually transmitted infections.71 Such education 
programs also help young people gain skills to promote 
healthy relationships, communication regarding sex, and 
reduce gender-based violence. In 2013, 21 governments in 
Eastern and Southern African committed to offering these 
programs in schools and a recent scorecard showed that 
13 of 15 Sub-Saharan African countries tracked offered 
such programs. Challenges nonetheless exist in ensuring 
that these programs include the necessary subject matter 
despite taboos regarding discussion of issues such as 
sexual orientation and use of contraception. The many 
benefits of such education when directed at both boys 
and girls may also include increasing boys’ understanding 
and support of girls during menstruation, thus helping to 
improve girls’ school attendance.

ADOLESCENT PREGNANCY PREVENTS MANY GIRLS FROM ACCESSING 
SCHOOL BUT POLICY AND PROGRAMS CAN ADDRESS THIS
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B O X  5
ALTERNATIVE,  ACCREDITED SECONDARY EDUCATION FOR YOUNG 
MOTHERS IN TANZANIA 72

Elimu Haina Mwisho — Skills Development Program for Young Mothers in Tanzania

Elimu Haina Mwisho is a skills development program that gives a second chance for 
young mothers in Tanzania to continue with their secondary education through Folk 
Development Colleges (FDCs). Tanzania has one of the highest rates of child marriage 
globally.* One in every four girls becomes pregnant between the ages of 15 and 19  
(TDHS 2015/16), typically during the secondary school years. As a result, more than 
5,500 adolescent girls are either forced to dropout or expelled from schools every year  
due to pregnancy.** 

In 2017, a partnership between Tanzania’s Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology 
(MoEST), Aflatoun International, and the Karibu Tanzania Organization (KTO) was 
developed to provide young Tanzanian mothers with an alternative pathway into 
secondary school or university and to prepare them for employment or entrepreneurship.

In 2018, Aflatoun and KTO partnered with three of the country’s 55 FDCs to offer young 
mothers accredited secondary education that is fully recognized by the state. In 2019,  
the program was scaled to include 20 FDCs and it eventually grew to 41, with 11 of these 
supported by the Swedish Development Agency. 

In addition to studying the secondary curriculum, participants receive vocational, 
entrepreneurship, and life-skills training. Through close collaboration with KTO, MoEST 
subsidized the program and mainstreamed it within the FDCs, fully covering the course 
fees and examination costs, which participants originally had to cover. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic that led to a three-month closure of the FDCs, KTO delivered the 
secondary education via Open Distance Learning (ODL), broadcasting recorded lessons  
on radio and television.

To ensure that young mothers can fully participate in school, the MoEST directed all 
participating FDCs to provide free childcare services from 7:30 am to 3:30 pm. To date,  
a total of 34 daycare centres have been established and others are under development. 

*UNICEF - https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/child-marriage/ accessed February 23, 2021. **Human Rights Watch, “Tanzania: 
World Bank Disregarding Ban on Pregnant Schoolgirls,” January 27, 2020.
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empowering girls to make decisions around their 
reproductivity. South Africa provides financial support 
to adolescent mothers. Schools in Senegal and Cape 
Verde offer special accommodations for young mothers, 
such as time for breastfeeding or to care for sick 
children. Gabon provides childcare centres near schools, 
while Zambia offers girls the choice of morning or 
evening school shifts.73

Some African governments are implementing a  
multi-sectoral approach, including national surveys, 
police, the criminal justice system, and all levels 
of education. For example, the Southern African 
Development Community adopted such a multi-sectoral 
strategy at the regional level for 2018–2030 that 
fosters coordination by governments in the region and 
seeks to improve prevention and mitigation of gender-
based violence, and transform gender discriminatory 
cultures, attitudes and behaviour.79

Some governments and teachers’ unions in Africa 
have begun to take formal steps to curb gender-
based violence in schools. In 2018, Namibia, in 
partnership with UNICEF, implemented a National 
Safe Schools Framework, which includes measures 
to prevent and take action against violence and self-
harm by maintaining safe schools and encouraging the 
reporting of violent incidents.80 Kenya’s government has 
implemented a program for reporting and responding 
to gender-based violence in schools. Zambia’s 
revised curriculum seeks to transform the norms and 
relationships between boys and girls to prevent gender-
based violence. Teachers’ unions in Ethiopia, Sierra 
Leone, South Africa, Uganda, and Zambia have adopted 
codes of conduct against school-related gender-based 
violence to support teacher professionalism. Despite 
such efforts, data on gender-based violence in schools 
remains limited, in part due to victims’ reluctance to 
report abuses, or authorities’ failure to record instances 
of violence within their schools.81

While removing legal barriers is a key first step, 
governments can also address some of the non-
legal barriers that keep pregnant girls and young 
mothers out of school. Rwanda, for example, has 
removed primary and secondary school fees and 
targeted financial support to girls at risk of dropping 
out. Facilitating access to sexual and reproductive 
health services, including comprehensive sex education 
and voluntary access to contraception is crucial for 

According to UNESCO, school girls are more likely to 
	 be victims of verbal or sexual abuse and violence.74 

In Sub-Saharan Africa, girls report that teachers demand 
sexual favours for good grades or preferential treatment 
in class.75 Any form of violence in school can undermine 
learning and hinders the ability to provide inclusive, quality 
education. Simply the threat of violence can pose a barrier 
to girls attending school, as they or their parents fear harm 
to them on the way to, or in, school. Gender-based violence 
and other forms of violence in school have consequences 
such as “severe health and psychological harm, pregnancy, 
HIV or other sexually transmitted infections.”76

Governments, school districts, and school management 
can take a variety of measures to prevent gender-
based violence. The UN Girls Education Initiative 
recommends a “whole-school” approach, including 
minimum standards and monitoring. Governments can 
also embed gender-based violence prevention within 
education sector plans and dialogues, laws and policies, 
gender-responsive curriculum, and the requirement of 
support from school leadership.77 Additionally, involving 
boys and men alongside women and girls in training  
to prevent gender-based violence and promote healthy 
environments and safe spaces has been a key to success 
for programs carried out by Promundo in Rwanda, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, and Brazil.78

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE CONTINUES TO BE AN OBSTACLE TO GIRLS 
COMPLETING SECONDARY SCHOOL 
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Improving the safety of school facilities is especially crucial for young women and 
girls in conflict-affected areas and refugee camps. These girls face increased risk 
of gender-based violence and discrimination, including sexual violence and child 
marriage.82 The fostering of safe, girl-friendly classrooms and schools can improve 
access and learning for displaced and refugee girls. Other effective interventions may 
include safe travel to and from school, reinforced school infrastructure and boundaries, 
negotiations with armed groups, the provision of on-site housing for students or 
school security through armed guards or armed community defence groups, the use  
of alternative schedules, distance education, as well as the relocation of students  
and schools.83 Recruiting more female teachers may also contribute to creating more 
girl-friendly teaching and learning environments; this may require enhanced action  
to ensure their safety, as gender-based violence is an important factor contributing  
to the low numbers of female teachers in conflict-affected contexts.84

New teacher induction in professional standards and codes of conduct is a way to 
tackle endemic school violence. In Sub-Saharan Africa, sexual abuse and bullying 
in schools are recognized as widespread problems. Corporal punishment is also 
widely practiced, despite there often being laws prohibiting it. Pre-service education 
educates new teachers in positive discipline, professional ethics codes, and sanctions 
for violations.85 While innovation in this area, led by NGOs, has drawn attention to 
school violence, that attention remains sporadic. To address this, Togo has developed 
a harmonized training manual on the protection of children from gender-based 
violence at school, based on insights from NGO and government training programs.86

Access to single-sex sanitation facilities can help create a safe space for girls and 
	 lead to greater inclusiveness of secondary schools. Thousands of schools across 

Sub-Saharan Africa lack the basic sanitation facilities essential for menstrual hygiene. 
Upper secondary schools are more likely to have single-sex toilets than lower secondary 
schools. For example, in Eritrea and Liberia, only approximately 40% of lower secondary 
and less than 50% of upper secondary schools had basic single-sex sanitation facilities 
in 2018.87 While evidence on whether menstruation is a factor in school absenteeism for 
young women in Sub-Saharan Africa is mixed,88 availability of single-sex hygiene facilities 
appears to promote school attendance.

Recent research in Ghana shows that adequate water, sanitation, and hygiene in 
schools can improve menstrual hygiene management, school attendance, health, 
and cognitive development of students. They found however that positive effects 
depended on girls’ attitudes towards these facilities — which in turn is shaped by how 
the school engages students and the community as the facilities are introduced.89

ACCESS TO SINGLE-SEX SANITATION FACILITIES CAN IMPROVE  
THE INCLUSIVENESS OF SCHOOLS
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SECTION 3: 
RECOMMENDED ACTIONS 
EQUITABLE SECONDARY EDUCATION FOR GIRLS AND BOYS

1.	 Complement efforts to provide fee-free secondary education with equity-based 
financing. Target the most disadvantaged students, particularly girls, with bursaries, 
scholarships, or cash transfers to enable them to meet costs such as uniforms, transport, 
and boarding. Target funding formulas to disadvantaged regions, schools, or groups.

2.	 Take actions to ensure access to quality, relevant education for pregnant girls and 
young mothers. This includes removing policies, laws, and practices that prevent 
pregnant girls and young mothers from attending school. Offer childcare services at or 
near schools, and provide space and time for young mothers to breastfeed. Equip young 
mothers with work-relevant skills. Implement or expand alternative education and 
bridging programs to help young mothers catch up on time spent out of school and  
to re-enter the formal education system.

3.	 Establish and formalize alternative pathways between non-formal and formal 
education with portable accreditation to increase access for out-of-school youth. 
Create more flexible secondary systems to offer large numbers of youth alternative 
education pathways that allow for re-entry into formal schooling, including young 
women excluded due to pregnancy.

4.	 Address factors that contribute to school-related gender-based violence, adopting 
a whole-school approach wherever possible. Schools should implement gender-
responsive curriculum that addresses norms around violence. An environment that 
prohibits such violence and supports gender equality starts with demonstrable  
support from school leaders and extends to all teachers and staff.

5.	 Create safe school environments that foster gender equity and learning for all.  
Making school travel safer and reinforcing school infrastructure and boundaries can 
create safer spaces for young people regardless of gender. In conflict-affected areas, 
creating safe school environments may be facilitated by negotiations with armed 
groups. Increasing the share of female teachers and providing access to single-sex 
sanitary facilities can help prevent gender-based violence and create an environment  
in which girls feel safe, included, and able to learn.
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SECTION 
FOUR

PREPARING 
TEACHERS AND TVET 

INSTRUCTORS TO 
SUPPORT LEARNING

A secondary school student participates in a class 
in Uganda as part of the Mastercard Foundation 
partnership with STiR Education to improve learning 
through classroom innovation. 
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women constitute over half of the secondary teaching 
workforce were Namibia, Lesotho, and South Africa.  
A lack of female teachers is frequently identified as a 
significant deterrent to girls’ attendance, particularly 
where gender-based violence and discrimination are 
common; some studies also link lack of female role 
models to girls’ learning outcomes in general, and in 
STEM in particular.91 An examination of secondary 
school STEM teachers in Rwanda found that the share 
of male teachers increased at each grade level, and 
men were over-represented even when controlling for 
teachers’ level of qualification.92

school, and parents are more willing to send them and 
encourage their continued enrolment, when female 
teachers are in place.95

Sub-Saharan Africa will need 10.8 million additional 
teachers to meet the demand for quality, relevant 
secondary education by 2030.96 In 2014, UNESCO 
estimated that to achieve universal secondary education 
by 2030 in Sub-Saharan Africa, an additional 7.1 million 
teachers would be needed to fill new positions and 3.7 
million to replace teachers who leave the profession.97 
While some countries such as Zambia have accelerated 
recruitment into teacher training programs,98 at least 
11 African countries will not meet demands for lower 
secondary level teachers at current rates of growth.99

T eacher quality is the single most important influence 
 on learning outcomes at the school level. High-quality 

teachers can enhance students’ well-being and future 
economic outcomes. Outstanding teaching may also 
improve equity by helping disadvantaged students make 
up previous ‘learning deficits’.90

In most African countries, female secondary  
teachers are underrepresented, especially in STEM. 
In 25 countries, women make up less than 30% of the 
secondary teaching workforce; in others, much less. 
In Liberia, for example, women made up only 6% of 
secondary teachers in 2017. The only countries where 

A recent study of 10 francophone African countries 
found that girls performed better in reading and math 
when they had a female teacher. Based on a PASEC 
learning assessment of over 30,000 sixth graders in 
10 francophone African countries, the study found 
that girls scored higher than boys in both reading and 
math when taught by female teachers.93 Closing the 
gender gap of teachers may improve equity in learning 
outcomes in three ways: first, as teachers serve as role 
models raising the aspirations of their students; second, 
in creating a more gender-equitable classroom; and 
third, female teachers may help support safer learning 
environments for girls that are characterized by less 
gender-based violence.94 Further evidence from Sub-
Saharan Africa shows that girls are more apt to attend 

F I G U R E  9
PERCENT OF SECONDARY SCHOOL STEM TEACHERS WHO ARE MALE — RWANDA
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F I G U R E  1 0
THE PERCENTAGE OF WOMEN IN TEACHING POSITIONS AT ALL LEVELS 
OF EDUCATION,  BY WORLD REGION

Percentage of female teachers, by region and level of education, 1995 and 2018

Unmet demand for secondary school teachers and the underrepresentation of 
female teachers at the secondary level, create an employment opportunity for young 
women. Sub-Saharan African governments will need to significantly expand teacher 
training to accommodate increasing numbers of students entering the secondary level. 
This, combined with efforts to close the gender gap in the teacher workforce in Africa, 
could generate millions of jobs, while also contributing to the economy and improving 
the quality of education. Challenges are expanding and improving the region’s teacher 
training institutions, and supporting more girls to enter STEM fields in order to meet 
the demand for female teachers, especially in STEM subjects.
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Improving the quality of teacher education is a critical strategic intervention point. 
Countries such as Singapore, Vietnam, and the Republic of Korea point to the meaningful 

educational and economic returns on investments at this early stage. 

Pre-service education must be updated to develop critical skills in learner-centred and 
gender-responsive pedagogies. There is often a lag between curriculum revision and 
adoption of new pedagogical policies and practices within teacher training institutions. 
For example, studies across East and West African teacher training institutions have 
found staff rarely model interactive methods, so trainees have little experience of active 
learning themselves.100 New teachers need help developing strategies for integrating 
learner-centred and interactive pedagogies into their teaching in real-world classroom 
contexts of high student-teacher ratios, limited physical space, limited learning materials, 
and students who are not fluent in the language of instruction.

PRE-SERVICE AND IN-SERVICE TEACHER EDUCATION
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Teachers also play an important role in setting expectations of students and relaying 
attitudes regarding gender and minority groups. Expectations and attitudes of 

teachers can shape how boys and girls think about their gender roles and their aspirations, 
both academically and professionally. Additionally, when teachers have different 
expectations about girls’ and boys’ abilities, these expectations can impact learning 
outcomes and student achievement.103 Evidence from a variety of countries has shown 
that teachers are more likely to characterize boys’ behaviour as disruptive, while they  
may believe girls are less likely to perform well in STEM subjects such as math. Studies 
have shown that girls studying with teachers who had implicit gender bias performed less 
well in math and were directed towards less challenging secondary schools. Educators, 
when properly prepared, can help boys and girls explore their identity, gain self-confidence, 
and develop their skills while discouraging promotion of stereotypes.104

GENDER-RESPONSIVE PEDAGOGY AND LEARNING MATERIALS  
CAN SUPPORT GENDER EQUITABLE LEARNING

Where teacher candidates lack proficiency in the content they will be required  
to teach, pre-service programs need to prioritize remedial skill development and,  
if necessary, extend the period of study. A much-quoted study of Chinese and 
American teachers’ mathematical competence and its effects on student outcomes 
highlights Chinese teachers’ deeper understanding of the subject and concludes that 

“no amount of general pedagogical knowledge can make up for ignorance of particular 
mathematical concepts.”101

When in-service training helps existing teachers update their skills and knowledge, 
deliver new curricula, and adopt new pedagogies, learning outcomes improve. For 
example, in Burundi, Cameroon, Djibouti, Nigeria, and South Africa, newly qualified 
teachers build up credits for in-service development that they have undertaken, while 
in Ethiopia, teachers are required to undertake self-study and residential training 
sessions over a period of three years.102 In-service education is commonly used to help 
teachers develop skills in formative assessment and aspects of inclusive pedagogy, 
such as gender-sensitive teaching. Structured in-service training provides a key route 
for teachers to develop skills that help prepare young people for the future of work.
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aspirations and school achievement, it is important that 
they inspire and support every student’s full potential. 
UNESCO found that in many countries, girls and women 
are underrepresented in textbooks. When they are 
depicted, it is often in traditional roles, including relating to 
family or education. In Uganda, for example, the pervasive 
use of gendered nouns (for example, boy) and pronouns 
such as “his” created gender connotations within the text, 
and illustrations most often depicted men.107

Revising textbooks to make them more inclusive, by 
removing stereotypes and promoting more positive 
images of girls and women, is difficult to do well. An 
inclusive approach uses diverse language, represents 
a wide set of groups including girls and women, and 
represents a broad set of stakeholders in their design and 
distribution. Case studies have revealed that though some 
progress is being made, significant challenges remain in 
changing textbooks to make them more gender responsive, 
even with a country’s commitment to do so. Comoros took 
over production of its textbooks from France in 2015 and 
with commitment of the education ministry to promote 
gender equality through education, some improvements 
in gender-responsiveness of textbooks were found.108 Yet 
further progress has been hindered by personal familial, 
social, and religious influence of those involved. In Ethiopia, 
despite the government’s commitment, women did not 
participate in efforts to develop gender-inclusive textbooks, 
even though a study on textbooks for social studies 
courses in grades 5 to 8 revealed that only 12% of names 
incorporated were female.109

Gender-responsive pedagogy can help teachers recognize 
and address their implicit biases, while supporting all 
students’ learning and aspirations. The Forum for  
African Women Educationalists promotes gender-
responsive pedagogy in several Sub-Saharan African 
countries, starting with teachers at the earliest levels,  
and supports teachers to create classroom environments  
with greater gender awareness that enhances girls’  
self-esteem. Teachers require training, knowledge, and  
skill in order to create a gender-responsive classroom, 
promote inclusion and gender equality, reduce 
discrimination, and support boys’ and girls’ learning equally. 
In 2019, Uganda implemented a National Teacher Policy 
with guidelines to equip teachers with basic knowledge 
and skills on gender issues and the use of gender-
responsive pedagogy.105 Whole-school approaches that 
go beyond teacher training have been found especially 
effective in promoting boys’ and girls’ acceptance of 
diverse roles and in challenging stereotypes. Programs  
that most effectively promote these changes use a  
whole-school approach, involving school leaders, effective 
staff training, appointing a gender champion in the school, 
and availability of adequate, quality resources.106

Textbooks and learning materials are key tools in creating 
inclusive learning environments and addressing gender 
stereotypes that negatively affect both boys and girls. 
Textbooks are sometimes the only books young people 
are exposed to, and thus can have a powerful influence 
on students’ formation of gender identities and norms, 
perpetuating harmful stereotypes — or helping to overturn 
them. Because gender norms impact young people’s 

Students in Uganda as part of the Mastercard 
Foundation partnership with BRAC. 
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SECTION 4: 
RECOMMENDED ACTIONS 
PREPARING TEACHERS TO SUPPORT LEARNING FOR GIRLS AND BOYS 

1.	 The education sector has the potential to generate dignified and fulfilling employment 
for young people. Expand teacher recruitment to fill projected gaps (10.8 million 
secondary school teachers by 2030), focusing especially on female teachers. This 
will require a huge expansion in teacher recruitment and training while also improving 
teachers’ working conditions to attract good-quality new entrants and reduce attrition. 
Expanding recruitment and training on this scale will depend on a substantial increase 
in education sector spending and in the efficiency of that spending. An emphasis is 
needed especially on recruiting young women to become teachers in STEM fields.

2.	 Foster a virtuous circle of excellent teaching and learning by Investing in high-quality 
pre-service teacher training. To meet Africa’s growing demand for teachers at the 
secondary level, governments should prioritize investment in high-quality pre-service 
teacher training over hiring and upgrading the skills of untrained teachers. Attracting 
top students into the system, providing high-quality training, and developing stronger 
promotion and leadership pathways for high-performing teachers that allow them to 
provide instructional leadership and mentor junior colleagues, can create a virtuous 
cycle leading to improved learning and cost efficiencies.

3.	 Increase the attractiveness of teaching as a career to recruit more high-quality 
candidates. This may be accomplished by improving teaching conditions, paying for 
teaching bursaries particularly for female teachers, providing housing to teachers 
especially in rural areas, and recognizing teaching excellence through prizes.

4.	 Incorporate gender-responsive pedagogy and approaches addressing both boys 
and girls into pre-service and in-service teacher training. Governments can create 
national teacher policies that require training in gender-responsive pedagogy and offer 
guidelines for this training. Adopt a whole-school approach that goes beyond teacher 
training to include school leaders and identifies a gender champion at each school.

5.	 Develop textbooks and learning materials that are free of stereotypes and that 
represent women and excluded groups equally to men. Ensure that women and 
all groups in textbooks and materials are depicted in a full range of roles, including 
professional and scientific positions. Inclusive textbooks that are representative and 
affirming of all of society are best developed through an inclusive process that involves 
a wide range of stakeholders. Partnerships can help facilitate such an approach, 
which should extend through the design, creation, implementation, and distribution of 
textbooks and learning materials.
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