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Women & Education

Adeena is seven years old and lives on a small homestead in
northern Nigeria. At her parents’ insistence, Adeena’s three older
brothers recently completed primary school. They all have plans to
continue their education. Adeena’s parents are hesitant to send their
only daughter to school, but Adeena convinces them to let her try.
At the age of eight, Adeena begins attending primary school.
Although her classes are often packed with 90 students or more,
Adeena loves her lessons and decides that she wants to become a
doctor. Her parents are happy to see their daughter flourish. They hope
that her education will one day earn her a job with a high salary so that
she can live comfortably and independently.
Unfortunately, Adeena’s education does not last long. In her third
year of school, the male students begin to sexually harass her during
class. Some follow her to and from school, which frightens her. Adeena
also notices that her male teacher only depicts women in positions of
subservience to men, especially when discussing careers and household
expectations. When Adeena complains, he makes fun of her in front of
the class. One by one, Adeena’s female classmates begin to drop out
of school. Now the only girl in her grade, Adeena feels isolated and
afraid. Adeena drops out of school at the age of 10 and has not
returned since.
At the age of 12, Adeena knows that her life as a student is
over. She is too afraid to return to school, especially because she has
already fallen two years behind. Instead of continuing her education,
in a few years Adeena will marry a man from her village and
remain dependent on him the rest of her life.
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OVERVIEW
In 1948, the United Nations declared basic education to be a fundamental human right. 1 While well over
half a century has passed since this declaration, its promise has remained unfulfilled: many women and
girls around the globe are denied this human right. Today, of the 93 million out-of-school children
worldwide, 55 percent are girls. 2 Similarly, of the 776 million adults (16 percent of the world’s population)
who lack basic literacy skills, two-thirds are women. 3
These statistics are troubling as the importance of education cannot be understated. Without access to
education, disadvantages faced by all women in a gender-biased world increase. An uneducated woman
is even more likely to live in poverty, become infected with HIV/AIDS and die in childbirth than an
educated woman. 4 An unschooled woman’s children are more than twice as likely to die or be
malnourished than children of mothers who have secondary or higher education. 5 By contrast, access to
education results in the reduction of infant, child and maternal mortality and increased social and economic
participation. According to the United Nations’ Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO),
girls’ education remains “the best investment for reducing poverty, improving health and ensuring social
well-being.” 6
The value of educating girls has not gone unnoticed. Throughout the twentieth century, international
organizations made numerous efforts to ensure that early education was provided to all. The most
significant of such attempts were the United Nations’ Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW, 1979) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 1989),
which contained “mutually reinforcing principles to ensure protection and fulfillment of the rights of girls
and to end gender discrimination.” 7 Together, these Conventions established the international legal
framework necessary to enforce the rights of women and girls around the world. 8
Years later in 2000, the United Girls’ Education Initiative (UNGEI) was launched. UNGEI helps national
governments fulfill their obligations towards education and gender equality for all children. 9 UNGEI’s
mission is primarily driven by the Millennium Development Declaration, a promise to end extreme poverty
by 2015. This pledge turned into the eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), two of which relate
directly to girls’ education: MDG 2 (achieve Universal Primary Education with the target to “ensure that all
boys and girls complete a full course of primary schooling”) and MDG 3 (promote Gender Equality and

The United Nations, The Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Accessed May 22, 2012. <http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html>
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Basic education and gender equality. October 12, 2010.
<www.unicef.org/girlseducation/index_bigpicture.html>.
3 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Education for All Global Monitoring Report 2009. 2010.
<http://www.unesco.org/education/gmr2009/press/efagmr2009_Highlights.pdf>
4 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Better Life, Better Future: UNESCO Global Partnership for Girls’ and Women’s
Education. 2011. <http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/ED/pdf/BetterLife_ENG.pdf>
5 Save the Children, The Power and Promise of Girls’ Education: Page 4. 2005.
<http://www.savethechildren.org/publications/mothers/2005/SOWM_2005.pdf>
6 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, All for Girls’ Education! August 15, 2007.
<http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.php-URL_ID=14091&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html>
7Division for the Advancement of Women (DAW) in collaboration with UNICEF, The elimination of all forms of discrimination and violence against the
girl child: Page 5. United Nations Expert Group Meeting, Florence, Italy. September 25-28, 2006.
<http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/egm/elim-disc-viol-girlchild/ExpertPapers/EP.15%20Khattab.pdf>
8 Ibid, Page 3.
9 Cheryl Gregory Faye. The real girl power. The United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative. www.ungei.org/news/usa_2093.html
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Empower Women with the target to “eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education
preferably by 2005, and at all levels by 2015”). 10
Undeniably, these legal frameworks, in addition to others, have been very helpful in overall efforts to
reduce the total number of out-of-school children worldwide. School enrolments for both genders have
been on the rise since 1970, with girls’ enrolments increasing faster than those of boys at both the primary
and secondary levels. The gross enrolment ratio (GER) in lower secondary education increased from 72
percent to 80 percent worldwide between 1999 and 2009 alone. During this time, the GER for girls
increased from 69 percent to 79 percent in lower secondary and from 43 percent to 55 percent in upper
secondary education worldwide. 11 Furthermore, in 2006, of the 176 countries with data, 59 had achieved
gender parity in both primary and secondary education—20 countries more than seven years prior in
1999. At the primary level, about two-thirds of countries had achieved parity.12
Yet despite these achievements, there is still cause for concern. In 2006, more than half the countries in subSaharan Africa, South and West Asia and the Arab States had not yet reached the target of achieving
gender parity at the primary level, and only 37 percent of countries worldwide had achieved gender
parity at secondary level. 13 The sobering reality is that more than 60 million girls worldwide are denied
the basic human right of an education, while millions of others receive an education inferior to that
received by boys. 14 In turn, the illiteracy rates of adult women continue to exceed those of adult men,
which has not only individual but familial, social and economic repercussions.
WHY EDUCATION?
As previously stated, education has been deemed a fundamental human right, one that continues to be
denied to millions of women and girls across the globe. The reason it is considered a human right lies in its
unending benefits: access to quality education results in the social and economic advancement of children,
their families and their communities. 15 These benefits are particularly advantageous for women, who
already comprise a disadvantaged social group by virtue of their gender. However, equally crucial to the
discussion of education are the consequences of lacking one. While exclusion from education is not the only
form of gender inequality, it is closely linked to all others: uneducated women are left without options
including opportunities for equitable employment, political participation, financial independence or
informed family planning. As a result, uneducated women are far more likely to be trapped in lives
defined by poverty and exploitation, and are significantly less likely to raise educated, healthy children. 16
Education is thus essential not only for the development of the individual women, but also for the survival of
future generations and of the global community. For these reasons, universal education must not be seen
merely as a benefit, but rather as an absolute necessity.

Ibid.
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization Institute for Statistics, Global Education Digest 2011: Comparing Education
Statistics Around the World: Page 3. 2011. <http://www.uis.unesco.org/Library/Documents/global_education_digest_2011_en.pdf>
12 The United Nations, End Poverty 2015 Millennium Development Goals. September 2008.
<www.un.org/millenniumgoals/2008highlevel/pdf/newsroom/Goal%202%20FINAL.pdf>
13 Ibid.
14 The United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative, Facts and Figures on Girls’ Education. November 2006.
<http://www.ungei.org/resources/files/Ungeifactsheet_Nov06.pdf>
15 The World Bank, Girls’ Education: a World Bank Priority. September 2011.
<http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTEDUCATION/0,,contentMDK:20298916~menuPK:617572~pagePK:148956~piPK:
216618~theSitePK:282386,00.html>
16 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, All for Girls’ Education! August 15, 2007.
<http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.php-URL_ID=14091&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html>
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ECONOMIC ADVANCEMENT
Education facilitates the economic advancement of women, which in turn facilitates their independence both
in the home and in their communities. Educated women are more likely to enter the formal labor market,
where earnings are higher than those of informal or home-based work. Also, an extra year of education
beyond the average boosts girls’ eventual wages by as much as 20 percent. 17 Studies also show that a
mother’s ownership of assets makes a “significantly greater contribution” to a child’s well-being than the
father’s ownership of assets, since women tend to spend their earnings on essential goods and services,
whereas men are more likely to spend theirs on personal goods. 18
HEALTH AND FAMILY PLANNING
Education helps women learn what they need to do, and can do, to stay healthy. 19 Educated women are
more likely to engage in protected sex with partners, thereby avoiding sexually-transmitted diseases,
HIV/AIDS and unwanted pregnancy. The HIV infection rate in many developing countries is growing fastest
among teenage girls and young adult women, for whom education is critical for avoiding infection.
Unfortunately, many girls and young women lack the education to know the risks involved with sexual
activity whereas educated girls and young women are more likely to understand the risks, not believe the
cultural myths associated with sex and sometimes even know effective refusal tactics in difficult sexual
situations. 20 According to UNESCO, universal primary education could save at least seven million young
people from contracting HIV over a decade. 21
Education also corresponds to a woman’s age at marriage, age when she begins childbearing and the
number of children she bears. Early marriage is associated with women’s lack of bargaining power and
decision making in the household, which both also accompany lack of education. Girls with fewer than
seven years of schooling are more likely to be married by age 18. 22 These girls typically begin
childbearing before their bodies are fully mature and continue with closely spaced and numerous births,
resulting in high mortality rates among both children and mothers as well as increased likelihood for
obstetric fistula (a hole in the birth canal which occurs from obstructed labor and is particularly prevalent
among young mothers with underdeveloped birth canals). Later marriages and pregnancies therefore
greatly reduce the likelihood of infant or maternal mortality. 23 They also reduce average fertility rates: a
cross-country study of fertility and secondary school attainment among women in 65 low- and middleincome countries (which covers 93 percent of the population of the developing world) showed that
doubling the proportion of women with a secondary education would reduce average fertility rates from
5.3 to 3.9 children per woman. 24

Carol Watson, Senior Adviser Education UNICEF; Addressing the MDGs and Targets for Education and Gender, Comments on Selected Aspects
linked to the ICPD Programme of Action. Accessed May 21, 2012.
<http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/PopAspectsMDG/17_UNICEF2.pdf>
18United Nations Children’s Fund, The State of the World’s Children (2005): Page 24. <http://www.unicef.org/sowc05/english/sowc05.pdf>
19 Ibid, Page 28.
20 amfAR: The Foundation for AIDS Research, Statistics: Women and HIV/AIDS. November 2011.
<http://www.amfar.org/About_HIV_and_AIDS/Facts_and_Stats/Statistics__Women_and_HIV_AIDS/>
21 UNESCO, Education: Primary Education. Accessed June 5, 2012. <http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.phpURL_ID=30875&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html>
22 Caren Grown, Geeta Rao Gupta, Aslihan Kes; UN Millennium Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality. Taking Action: Achieving
gender equality and empowering women: Page 39. 2005. <http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/Gender-complete.pdf>
23 Maureen A. Lewis and Marlaine E. Lockheed, The Centre for Global Development; Inexcusable Absence: Why 60 Million Girls Still Aren't in School
and What To Do about It: Pages 25-26. 2007. <http://www.cgdev.org/content/publications/detail/11898>
24 Catherine Bertini, The Chicago Council on Global Affairs; Girls Grow: A Vital Force in Rural Economies: Page 20. 2011. <
http://www.ungei.org/resources/files/GirlsGrowReportFinal.pdf>
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CHILDREN’S HEALTH AND EDUCATION
As previously mentioned, educated women are more likely to delay marriage and pregnancy thereby
significantly reducing the likelihood of infant or maternal mortality. 25 On average, infant mortality declines
as much as 10 percent for each year of girls’ education, and research in Africa indicates as much as a 40
percent increase in child survival for mothers with five years of primary education. 26 An unschooled
woman’s children are more than twice as likely to die or be malnourished than children of mothers who
have secondary or higher education. 27 By contrast, access to education results in the reduction of infant and
child mortality. Additionally, women’s education also affects their attitude toward the genital cutting of
their daughters: women with some secondary education are four times more likely to oppose female
genital cutting in general and for their daughters and granddaughters than women who have never
completed primary school. Educated women are also 50 percent more likely to immunize their children
than uneducated women. 28
The benefits of education span generations as educated women are far more likely to send their own
children to school. In many countries, every additional year of formal education completed by a mother
translates into her children remaining in school for an additional one-third to one-half year. 29 The
significant link between mother and child’s education can be seen in West and Central Africa, where 54
percent of children with unschooled mothers are out of school. Even greater disparities are found in South
Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, where children of unschooled mothers are at least 2.5 times more
likely to be out of school than those whose mothers have some education. In some countries, the gap widens
to threefold and greater: Venezuela (4.8 times as likely), Suriname (4.4 times as likely), and India (3.3
times as likely). 30
ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL EFFECT
Studies and international organizations have recognized that educating a woman has profound effects not
only on the woman but also her family, society and the economy. A briefing paper for the 2002 Earth
Summit stated that the “economic well-being of any society cannot be achieved if one group is massively
under-privileged compared to the other. Nor can an economy be called healthy without utilizing the
contributions and skills of all members of society.” 31 Over a decade may have passed but this sentiment
holds true. Therefore, until women and girls are allowed access to the same resources as men, a society will
not be able to achieve its full economic potential.
A 63-country study has confirmed this notion. The study found that increased female education was directly
responsible for more productive farming, which in turn accounted for a 43 percent decline in malnutrition

Maureen A. Lewis and Marlaine E. Lockheed, The Centre for Global Development; Inexcusable Absence: Why 60 Million Girls Still Aren't in School
and What To Do about It: Pages 25-26. 2007. <http://www.cgdev.org/content/publications/detail/11898>
26 Ibid, Page 25.
27 Ibid, Page 4.
28 Arne Duncan for USAID, International Education Week: Partnering to Improve World Literacy. November 18, 2011.
<http://blog.usaid.gov/tag/international-education-week/>
29 The World Bank, Education and Development. Accessed June 5, 2012.
<http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTEDUCATION/0,,contentMDK:20591648~menuPK:1463858~pagePK:148956~piPK
:216618~theSitePK:282386,00.html>
30 The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization Institute for Statistics, Children Out of School: Measuring Exclusion from
Primary Education: Page 45. 2005. <http://www.uis.unesco.org/Library/Documents/oosc05-en.pdf>
31 Hemmati, Minu and Rosalie Gardiner, Gender Equity and Sustainable Development Briefing Paper. : Page 1. December 2001.
<www.earthsummit2002.org/es/issues/gender/gender.pdf>.
25
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achieved between 1970 and 1995 as well as an increase in gross domestic product. 32 If provided proper
educations, women and girls could therefore help develop thriving economies through active participation
in all economic sectors. An increase of just one percent in female secondary school attendance adds .3
percent to the country’s average annual per capita income growth. Investment in girls’ education also
provides nations a “demographic dividend” of greater savings and increased economic growth because of
lower fertility rates in addition to the larger, more productive workforce. 33
Furthermore, as adolescent girls become more educated and economically empowered women, their
influence within the home and community also grows. Educated women are more likely to participate in
civic life and advocate for community improvements, helping to foster healthy communities. 34
VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
While violence against women is experienced amongst all social groups, there is a relationship between
women’s education and the prevalence of violence against women. The World Health Organization cites
“low education” as a risk factor for sexual and domestic violence, for both perpetrators and victims. 35 A
study of health data from Cambodia, Colombia, India, and Nicaragua found that fewer women with more
education reported ever having experienced violence than less educated women. Additionally, in the
Dominican Republic, Egypt, Peru and Zambia the highest rates of violence were found among women with
primary education and the lowest rates among women with secondary or higher education. 36 It is assumed
that education can reduce violence against girls and women by enhancing their control over their own
bodies as well as their economic standing (which can allow them to live in safer settings).
Uneducated women are also more likely to be tricked into prostitution and human trafficking. Women and
girls comprise of approximately 79 percent of all human trafficking victims, with the majority (79 percent)
trafficked for sexual exploitation. 37 While all women are vulnerable to trafficking, certain women and
girls are especially vulnerable. Traffickers prey on women and girls who are in precarious situations and
positions of need. These include uneducated, impoverished and drug-addicted women, and runaway girls.
BARRIERS TO ACCESSING EARLY EDUCATION
It is impossible to examine girls’ unequal access to education without examining the factors precluding it:
sexist cultural norms, poverty, child labor, poor health, safety issues, early pregnancy, HIV/AIDS and
quality of facilities. Girls are already disproportionately disadvantaged in these areas: of the 1.5 billion
people living in absolute poverty, 70 percent are women; 38 of the 550 million working poor, 330 million

Carol Watson, Senior Adviser Education UNICEF; Addressing the MDGs and Targets for Education and Gender, Comments on Selected Aspects
linked to the ICPD Programme of Action. Accessed May 21, 2012.
<http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/PopAspectsMDG/17_UNICEF2.pdf>
33 Catherine Bertini, The Chicago Council on Global Affairs; Girls Grow: A Vital Force in Rural Economies: Page 20. 2011. <
http://www.ungei.org/resources/files/GirlsGrowReportFinal.pdf>
34 Catherine Bertini, The Chicago Council on Global Affairs; Girls Grow: A Vital Force in Rural Economies: Page 20. 2011. <
http://www.ungei.org/resources/files/GirlsGrowReportFinal.pdf>
35The World Health Organization, Fact Sheet 239: Violence against Women. September 2011.
<http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs239/en/>
36 Caren Grown, Geeta Rao Gupta, Aslihan Kes; UN Millennium Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality. Taking Action: Achieving
gender equality and empowering women: Page 40. 2005. <http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/Gender-complete.pdf>
37 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. Global Report on Trafficking in Persons 2009, page 11.
38 The United Nations Platform for Action Committee, Women and the Economy. March 2011. <http://www.unpac.ca/economy/whatcauses.html>
32
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(60 percent) are women; 39 an estimated that one in five women worldwide will become a victim of rape or
attempted rape in her lifetime; 40 globally, young women between the ages of 15-24, are most vulnerable
to HIV with infection rates twice as high as those of young men, and accounting for 22 percent of all new
HIV infections. 41 Standing alone, each of these barriers has the ability to keep girls from school, yet
compounded make it nearly impossible for girls to receive an education. They contribute not only to low
educational participation early in life but to a lifelong cycle of exclusion from economic and social
advancement: poor women are less likely to be educated, and uneducated women are more likely to be
poor. 42
SEXIST CULTURAL NORMS
Sexist cultural norms constitute the most deeply-entrenched and widespread barrier to girls accessing
education and remaining in school. Parental preference for the education of boys over girls is a
particularly prevalent norm, linked to larger cultural values that exclude women from economic and
political participation. 43 In many countries, education of girls is not seen a worthwhile investment. One
survey of attitudes towards education found that roughly two-thirds of male respondents in Bangladesh
indicated that university education for boys should be “prioritized” over that of girls; this perspective was
indicated by at least one-third of male respondents from the Islamic Republic of Iran, Mexico and
Uganda. 44
In addition to parental preference of boys, sexist cultural norms are also often manifested in the classroom,
such as in curriculum stereotyping. For example, teachers may use textbooks or other material that either
depict women performing stereotypical domestic work, or do not depict them at all. 45 Analyses of
textbooks in the Middle East, Asia, and Africa consistently find heavily stereotyped material, with women
portrayed as subordinate and passive and men as intelligent, leaders, and dominant. 46 Gendered
divisions of labor in the larger society are also frequently mirrored in school: girls are more often made to
perform school maintenance tasks or are denied physical exercise.47 Fortunately, several countries in Africa
and Asia are beginning to use gender sensitivity training for teachers and administrators to discourage the
continuation of sexist cultural norms in the classroom and to encourage girls’ participation. 48

International Confederation of Trade Unions, A Global Call to Action for Women Workers’ Rights. Accessed May 21, 2012.
<http://www.icftu.org/www/pdf/Factssheet_womenEN.pdf>
40 UNITE to End Violence Against Women, Violence Against Women (DPI/2546A). November 2009.
<http://www.un.org/en/events/endviolenceday/pdf/UNiTE_TheSituation_EN.pdf>
41 UNAIDS, Fact Sheet: Women, girls, gender equality and HIV: Page 1. February 2012.
<http://www.unaids.org/en/media/unaids/contentassets/documents/factsheet/2012/20120217_FS_WomenGirls_en.pd>
42 Maureen A. Lewis and Marlaine E. Lockheed, The Centre for Global Development; Inexcusable Absence: Why 60 Million Girls Still Aren't in School
and What To Do about It: Page 47. 2007. <http://www.cgdev.org/content/publications/detail/11898>
43 UNICEF, The barriers to educating girls. January 1, 2011. <http://www.unicef.org/education/barriers.html>
44 The United Nations Children’s Fund, The State of the World’s Children (2007): Page 8. <http://www.unicef.org/sowc07/docs/sowc07.pdf>
45 UNICEF, The barriers to educating girls. January 1, 2011. <http://www.unicef.org/education/barriers.html>
46 Caren Grown, Geeta Rao Gupta, Aslihan Kes; UN Millennium Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality. Taking Action: Achieving
gender equality and empowering women: Page 51. 2005. <http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/Gender-complete.pdf>
47 UNICEF, The barriers to educating girls. January 1, 2011. <http://www.unicef.org/education/barriers.html>
48 Caren Grown, Geeta Rao Gupta, Aslihan Kes; UN Millennium Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality. Taking Action: Achieving
gender equality and empowering women: Page 52. 2005. <http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/Gender-complete.pdf>
39
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Finally, sexual harassment and assault by male students and teachers is a prevalent problem linked to
culturally-prevalent attitudes supporting the devaluation and objectification of the female body. 49 A 2000
study reported that 22 percent of adolescent Ecuadorian girls had been victims of sexual abuse in an
educational setting.50 A 2000 report by the South African Medical Research Council found that 50 percent
of schoolgirls had been forced to have sex against their will; one-third of such encounters were
perpetrated by teachers. 51
POVERTY
A family’s income and the availability of low-cost education contribute greatly to a family’s decision to
send children to school. Among children of lower secondary school age, the highest out-of-school rates in
2009 were reported in sub-Saharan Africa (37 percent), South and West Asia (21 percent), the Arab
States (16 percent), East Asia and the Pacific (13 percent), and Central and Eastern Europe (11 percent).
Eliminating or substantially reducing school fees has been shown to result in a dramatic increase in primary
school enrollment, particularly for girls. When free schooling was introduced in Uganda in 1997, primary
school enrollment nearly doubled from 3.4 million to 5.7 million children, rising to 6.5 million by 1999. 52
In addition to tuition, other gendered costs associated with education may limit its accessibility. For
example, the direct costs of schooling were estimated to be 14 percent more for girls than for boys at
primary level, due in part to unequal prices of school uniforms.53 The costs of books and transportation are
other considerations. Poverty is a particularly significant barrier in developing countries, which lack the
resources needed to provide low-cost or free education to low-income children who need it the most. 54
Furthermore, the current global economic downturn threatens the progress of educational outcomes by
reducing the ability of both households and governments to invest in education. School enrollments are at
risk during this crisis, especially for girls who are often denied education in preference to boys, with the
greatest risk in poor countries suffering the effects of diminished fiscal resources and fewer jobs.55
Incentive programs –scholarship programs, conditional cash grants for families, school-feeding and takehome rations programs – have also proved to be very effective in raising girls’ enrollment in school. These
programs aim to increase enrollment and attendance by compensating households for the direct and
opportunity costs of sending children to school. Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador,
Honduras, Jamaica, Nicaragua, and Turkey have all experienced increased primary education enrollment
rates with the implementation of incentive programs, particularly in regards to girls’ enrollment. Such
programs are not widely implemented at the secondary education level, however. 56
CHILD LABOR
49 The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization; Global Monitoring Report (2003-2004): Pages 144-147. September 13,
2007 <http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.php-URL_ID=23023&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html>
50 Ibid, Page 144.
51 Ibid, Page 127.
52 Caren Grown, Geeta Rao Gupta, Aslihan Kes; UN Millennium Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality. Taking Action: Achieving
gender equality and empowering women: Page 48. 2005. <http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/Gender-complete.pdf>
53 Ibid.
54 Maureen A. Lewis and Marlaine E. Lockheed, The Centre for Global Development; Inexcusable Absence: Why 60 Million Girls Still Aren't in School
and What To Do about It: Page 19. 2007. <http://www.cgdev.org/content/publications/detail/11898>
55 The World Bank, Education: Overview. April 6, 2012.
<http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTEDUCATION/0,,contentMDK:20040939~menuPK:282393~pagePK:148956~piPK:
216618~theSitePK:282386,00.html>
56 Caren Grown, Geeta Rao Gupta, Aslihan Kes; UN Millennium Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality. Taking Action: Achieving
gender equality and empowering women: Page 50. 2005. <http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/Gender-complete.pdf>
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In many developing countries, one of the most common reasons for children’s absence from school is that
they are forced to work in order to help supplement family income. The International Labour Organization
(ILO) estimates that 215 million children between the ages of five and 17 currently work in developing
countries. Of these, 122.3 million children work in the Asia-Pacific region, 49.3 million work in Sub-Saharan
Africa, and 5.7 million work in Latin America and the Caribbean. 57 The nature and prevalence of child
labor is frequently gendered. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) confirms that girls are “often
the first to be withdrawn from school in times of financial distress” 58 to work and help their family earn an
income. In fact, the ongoing global financial crisis continues to force more girls into work as financially
squeezed families withdraw their daughters from school to seek jobs.59
In addition, due to sexist cultural norms, girls are more likely to be sent to work regardless of household
need. A study of rural Pakistan found that boys work only when their income contribution is necessary to
household survival, whereas girls are forced to work even when their households could subsist without the
money. 60 In Somalia, more than 50 percent of girls between the ages of five and 14 are working. 61 It is
important to note that these figures are estimates and that the true numbers are likely much higher as no
data exists with regards to how many children routinely perform unpaid household work and provide
unpaid caregiving, which are not considered part of the formal economy. 62 Girls are far more likely than
boys to perform informal labor and are therefore more likely to be underreported as working.63
SAFETY
Safety of female students—both en route to school and in the classroom—is an important consideration for
parents. In times of conflict, safety issues are of particularly high concern due to the increased threat of
rape and sexual exploitation by soldiers. 64 The link between conflict and access to education is significant:
of the 25 countries with the lowest levels of female adult literacy, 10 are either experiencing armed
conflict or recovering from it. 65 Of the 17 Sub-Saharan countries in which enrolment rates declined in the
1990s, six are states that are affected by or are recovering from major armed conflict. It is currently
estimated that 50 percent of out-of-school children live in countries in the midst of or recovering from
conflict. 66
However, even during times of peace, safety remains a concern for women and girls: rape and sexual
harassment do not occur exclusively in times of war. Many families keep their daughters from attending
school, particularly if the school is a great distance from home, out of concern for their well-being enroute. 67 As discussed earlier, the high prevalence of sexual harassment and rape at school is another
reason for gender disparities in enrolment and level of education obtained.

International Labour Organization, Child Labour. 2012. <http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/child-labour/lang--en/index.htm>
UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children (2005): Page 17. September 16, 2007. <http://www.unicef.org/sowc05/english/sowc05.pdf>
59 Integrated Regional Information Networks, Financial crisis could force more girls into work. June 2009.
<http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=84817>
60 The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Global Monitoring Report (2003-2004): page 125. September 13, 2007.
<http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.php-URL_ID=23023&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html>
61 Ibid.
62 Ibid.
63 Ibid, Page 121.
64 The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization; Global Monitoring Report (2003-2004): Page 129. September 13, 2007.
<http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.php-URL_ID=23023&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html>
65 Ibid.
66 Ibid.
67 Ibid.
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Decreasing the distance to school encourages girls’ enrollment and attendance by alleviating concerns for
safety. Building schooling within local communities has been shown to substantially increase enrollments for
girls in Egypt, Indonesia and several Sub-Saharan African countries. Egypt’s campaign to construct rural
primary schools saw girls’ enrollment grow 23 percent, compared to an 18 percent growth in boys’
enrollment. 68 Other nations have implemented special programs to protect girls en route to school and at
school. In Rajasthan, India, community initiatives led to the formation of the Shikshakarmi Project, which
appoints a female helper to escort girls to and from school and provide care during school hours. This has
increased girls’ attendance rates significantly. Additionally, parents concerned about the safety of their
daughters are more likely to send their daughters to girls-only schools. 69
EARLY PREGNANCY
Many schools are unequipped or unwilling to enroll pregnant students. This is a particularly prevalent
problem in Sub-Saharan African countries, where many girls become pregnant during their early
adolescence. Data compiled by the Forum for African Women Educationalists (FAWE) in eastern and
southern Africa confirms that many girls are expelled from school, or drop out, after becoming pregnant. 70
Similar trends have occurred in Malawi, Chile, and the United Republic of Tanzania, in which pregnancy
was cited as an “important reason” for girls dropping out and being expelled from school. 71
HIV/AIDS
The impact of HIV/AIDS differs for boys and girls, resulting in increased barriers to accessing and staying
in school. 72 The gendered impact of HIV/AIDS is largely attributable to sexist cultural norms, such as girls’
traditional role as caregiver: girls are more likely than boys to drop out of school to care for an infected
family member. HIV-positive girls are less likely than males to receive family support and resources, and
therefore succumb more quickly to the virus. Girls orphaned by the death of parents due to AIDS are also
more likely than boys to be withdrawn from school in order to work.73
QUALITY OF FACILITIES
In efforts to increase girls’ participation and retention in school, a school’s physical environment is just as
important as school safety, especially after the onset of puberty. 74 Inadequate sanitation
disproportionately affects female school participation and retention of female students.75 In sub-Saharan
Africa, for example, half the female dropouts in primary school are due to poor water and the lack of
separate restrooms. 76 A study of 30 African countries indicated that a majority of young women do not
attend school when they are menstruating if there are no private restroom facilities to enable them to care
for personal hygiene. 77 However, when efforts to improve school facilities address the needs of girls, a

Caren Grown, Geeta Rao Gupta, Aslihan Kes; UN Millennium Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality. Taking Action: Achieving
gender equality and empowering women: Page 50. 2005. <http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/Gender-complete.pdf>
69 Ibid, Page 51.
70 Ibid, Page 125.
71 Ibid.
72 Ibid.
73 Ibid.
74 The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Education for All Global Monitoring Report 2008: Page 86. February 14,
2008. < http://www.ungei.org/resources/1612_1631.html>
75 Ibid., Page 2.
76 Ibid., Page 86.
77 Caren Grown, Geeta Rao Gupta, Aslihan Kes; UN Millennium Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality. Taking Action: Achieving
gender equality and empowering women: Page 51. 2005. <http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/Gender-complete.pdf>
68
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direct increase in female enrollment follows. For instance, after a UNICEF school sanitation program was
implemented in Bangladesh, female enrollment increased by 11 percent.78
In addition, natural disasters impact a girl’s ability to receive an education. Re-establishing education is
vitally important post-disaster so that both boys and girls are provided with structured safe spaces to
learn and play. 79 In its rebuilding efforts, it is critical for the international community to ensure that the
education system is built back better to provide children, girls and boys alike, with a quality education that
is their right. 80
IS PRIMARY SCHOOL ENOUGH?
While universal primary education is the world’s current goal, it must not be the last. Achieving universal
enrollment in secondary education raises the next big challenge for the global community. Like primary
education, secondary education facilitates the economic and social advancement of women and their
communities. However, women’s secondary education also brings economic and social benefits above and
beyond those brought by early education: female education at higher levels is consistently associated with
improved health outcomes and with stronger effects than lower levels of schooling. According to UNICEF,
secondary education is “singularly effective in delaying the age at which a young woman first gives birth
and it can enhance freedom of movement and maternal health.” 81 A 65-country analysis finds that
doubling the proportion of women with a secondary education would reduce average fertility rates from
5.3 to 3.9 children per woman, a nearly 30 percent decrease. 82 Secondary education also has been
proven to “further strengthen women’s bargaining power within households” and it remains a significant
factor in providing opportunities for women’s participation in political decision-making. 83
Despite its many benefits, global attention to secondary schooling suffers as efforts are focused on
primary schooling worldwide. 84 Moreover, this focus on primary school enrollment disproportionately
affects the enrollment of female students at the secondary level. While secondary-school enrollment varies
greatly by region—25 percent of girls attend secondary school in Africa, while more than 90 percent of
girls in Europe attend secondary school 85—worldwide only 37 percent of countries have achieved gender
parity at the secondary level. 86 In almost all regions, gender disparity is generally greater among out-ofschool children of secondary school age than among those of primary school age. That is, an even smaller
proportion of girls experience secondary education than primary education compared to boys.87 In some

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Education for All Global Monitoring Report 2008: Page 86. February 14,
2008. < http://www.ungei.org/resources/1612_1631.html>
79 United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative, Statement on UNGEI Secretariat on the situation in Haiti. January 2010.
<www.ungei.org/news/index_2348.html?q>
80 Ibid.
81 The United Nations Children’s Fund, The State of the World’s Children (2007): Page 4. September 1, 2007.
<http://www.unicef.org/sowc07/docs/sowc07.pdf>
82 Carol Watson, Senior Adviser Education UNICEF, Addressing the MDGs and Targets for Education and Gender, Comments on Selected Aspects
linked to the ICPD Programme of Action. Accessed May 21, 2012.
<http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/PopAspectsMDG/17_UNICEF2.pdf>
83 Ibid.
84 Maureen A. Lewis and Marlaine E. Lockheed, The Centre for Global Development; Inexcusable Absence: Why 60 Million Girls Still Aren't in School
and What To Do about It: Page 24. 2007. <http://www.cgdev.org/content/publications/detail/11898>
85 Ibid, Page 26.
86 The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Education for All Global Monitoring Report 2008: Page 6. February 14,
2008. < http://www.ungei.org/resources/1612_1631.html>
87 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization Institute for Statistics, Global Education Digest 2011: Comparing Education
Statistics Around the World. 2011. Page 39. <http://www.uis.unesco.org/Library/Documents/global_education_digest_2011_en.pdf>
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countries, girls’ enrollment at the secondary level has stalled altogether. In South Asia, female secondary
school enrollment is 75 percent of boys’ and in Sub-Saharan Africa it is 80 percent of boys’. 88
Establishing universal secondary education, and providing it to women regardless of their age, should be
the world’s ultimate goal. However, the process to establish universal education must be taken step by
step, and universal primary education is undoubtedly step one.
LIFELONG LEARNING
For girls who are deprived of primary or secondary education, the opportunity to attain an education
should not stop after they reach adulthood. The term “lifelong learning” encompasses many types of nonformal education including home schooling, self-directed learning, adult education, technical skills training,
professional development and on-the-job training. 89 For many women who did not receive a formal
education as a child, knowledge and skills can be attained through one of these means of informal
education during adolescence and adulthood. Women’s access to modes of lifelong learning is therefore
just as critical as girls’ access to primary and secondary education.
The value of lifelong learning, adult education in particular, differs from that of a formal education. Adult
education aims at improving the situation of people by increasing their skills, knowledge and awareness. 90
A study of the effect of adult education on the female, uneducated population of Ghana found that “adult
education... becomes crucial to enhance the women’s capabilities to be able to organize themselves, to
improve their skills for generating income, to increase their own self-reliance, to assert their independent
right to make decisions or choices and to be able to control resources which will assist them in challenging
and eliminating their subordination.” 91
While some countries offer institutionalized lifelong learning programs, as of 2005, there was a 20 to one
funding ratio of formal to informal schooling, which UNESCO believes is “simply too large a disparity, and
one that will likely have a lasting negative impact.” 92 This disparity limits women’s options for lifelong
learning. To make up for this discrepancy in funding and broaden the education options for women, many
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) provide Non-Formal Education (NFE) programs, which constitute
the majority of lifelong learning programs. 93 For maximum impact, many NFE programs are targeted to
specific groups, including women. 94
TAKING ACTION
Eliminating the many barriers to universal education has long been a United Nations’ goal. In the 1960s, a
set of conferences convened by United Nations’ Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) established the target date of 1980 for the achievement of universal primary education. The

Ibid.
European Society of Association Executives, What is Lifelong Learning? Accessed September 21, 2012.
<http://www.esae.org/articles/2007_08_005.pdf>
90 Olivia Tiwaah Frimpong Kwapong for DVV International, Using Adult Education for Empowerment of Rural Women. Accessed
88
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Daniel A. Wagner and Robert Kozma for the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, New technologies for Literacy and
Adult Education. UNESCO Publishing, 2005: Paris, France. Page 16. <http://www.literacy.org/sites/literacy.org/files/publications/Wagner_LitICT_UNESCO_05.pdf>
93 Ibid: Page 32.
94 David Kahler for United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, End-of-decade Assessment of Jomtien Goals. January 2010.
<http://www.unesco.org/education/partners/cco/English/Educdev.htm>
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second target date was established in 1990, when the World Conference on Education for All promoted a
new vision for education and restated the universal primary education goal for achievement by the turn of
the century. Again, the target date passed without the goal having been achieved.
The United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative (UNGEI) was launched in 2000. As a partnership that
embraces the United Nations system, governments, donor countries, non-governmental organizations, civil
society, the private sector, communities and families, UNGEI helps national governments fulfill their
obligations towards education and gender equality for all children, boys and girls alike. 95
UNGEI’s mission is primarily driven by the Millennium Development Goals. In September 2000, the largest
group of world leaders in history gathered for the Millennium Summit at United Nations headquarters in
New York. Representatives from 189 Member States convened to address global crises such as poverty
and AIDS. By the end of the convention, leaders set down the “Millennium Declaration”, a series of
collective priorities for peace and security, poverty reduction, preservation of the environment and
increased protection of human rights. DUBBED A “BLUEPRINT FOR A BETTER FUTURE”, THE MILLENNIUM
DECLARATION CONSISTED OF EIGHT MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS, THE SECOND AND
THIRD OF WHICH SOUGHT TO COMBAT BARRIERS TO EDUCATION (SPECIFICALLY THOSE FACED BY
WOMEN):
GOAL 2: Achieve universal primary education. Target—Ensure that, by 2015,
children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full
course of primary schooling.
GOAL 3: Promote gender equality and empower women. Target—Eliminate
gender disparity in primary and secondary education preferably by 2005
and at all levels of education no later than 2015.96
By 2010, it was clear that these goals were unlikely to be met by 2015. In attempt to bolster efforts to
meet the goals, during the Engendering Empowerment: Education and Equality (E4) conference, organized
by UNGEI to mark its 10th anniversary in 2010, the Dakar Declaration on Accelerating Girls’ Education
and Gender Equality was drafted. The declaration was unanimously adopted by 200 conference
participants, including scholars, government officials and education experts. 97 It noted that “despite the
progress that has been made, poor quality of education, extreme poverty, structural inequality and
violence against girls continue to jeopardize the achievement of the education- and gender-related
Education for All and Millennium Development Goals by 2015.” The declaration called for an urgent
reversal of barriers to girl’s access to education in order to achieve the Millennium Development education
goals by the 2015 deadline:
GENDER EQUITY IS AT THE CENTRE OF TRANSFORMATIVE, QUALITY
EDUCATION. ATTENTION TO THE PHYSICAL, SOCIAL AND ACADEMIC
ASPECTS OF MULTIPLE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS IS NECESSARY TO

Cheryl Gregory Faye, The real girl power. Public Service Review: International Development , Issue 13. March 20, 2009.
<http://www.publicservice.co.uk/article.asp?publication=International%20Development&id=382&content_name=Education&article=11477>
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ENHANCE OPPORTUNITIES, ESPECIALLY FOR ADOLESCENT GIRLS, AND
TO MOVE BEYOND BASIC EDUCATION. RECOGNITION OF TEACHERS AS
PROFESSIONALS, SUPPORTED BY GENDER-RESPONSIVE CURRICULA, IS
LIKEWISE KEY TO ENSURING GENDER EQUALITY.
BECAUSE POVERTY IS BOTH STRUCTURAL AND MULTIDIMENSIONAL AND
HAS DIFFERENTIAL IMPACTS ON GIRLS AND WOMEN, INTERVENTIONS
FOR GIRLS’ EDUCATION MUST COVER MULTIPLE SECTORS. EDUCATION
POLICIES, STRATEGIES, PLANS AND BUDGETS MUST ALL BE GENDERRESPONSIVE.
GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE REMAINS AN OBSTACLE TO THE FULL
ACHIEVEMENT OF GIRLS’ RIGHTS TO EDUCATION. WE CALL FOR
EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES AND FOR ENFORCEMENT OF LEGISLATION AND
POLICIES TO ENSURE SAFE AND SECURE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS FOR
GIRLS. PROTECTIVE AND INNOVATIVE LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES MUST
ALSO BE CREATED FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG WOMEN AFFECTED BY
HIV AND AIDS AND FOR THOSE IN ARMED CONFLICT AND EMERGENCY
SITUATIONS.
Despite this extra push, it seems unlikely that the objectives outlined will be achieved by the selected date
of 2015. 98 Nonetheless, the Millennium Development Goals remain a unique and exemplary step towards
achieving gender parity and promoting the economic and social advancement of women by education.
Fortunately, however, the 2011 Millennium Development Goals Report demonstrates that some progress
has been made. From 1999 to 2009, the total number of children out of school fell from 106 million to 67
million, the percentage of out-of-school girls also dropping from 58 percent to 53 percent. 99 In the
developing world, enrollment in primary education reached 88 percent in 2007, up from 83 percent in
2000. In sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia, enrollment increased by 15 percentage points and 11
percentage points, respectively, from 2000 to 2007. 100 Even with these gains, however, sub-Saharan
Africa continues to trail behind other regions: 30 percent of Sub-Saharan African children of primary
school age are out of school. Worldwide, girls and children from poorer or rural families remain least
likely to attend school. 101
WHAT CAN GOVERNMENTS DO?
There is much work left to be done to improve access to and quality of education for girls. Most countries,
even those with relatively high primary enrollment ratios, need to address gender equity issues through
effective federal legislation. UNESCO argues that, not only are national governments largely responsible
for such improvement, they have the power to actually make a difference. In several countries where girls’
enrollment has increased sharply since 1999, governments have taken special measures to increase their

Right to Education Project, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization; Reaching the marginalized: 2010 GMR Report.
January 2010. <www.right-to-education.org/node/743>
99 The United Nations, The Millennium Development Goals Report (2011): Page 17. 2011.
<http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/11_MDG%20Report_EN.pdf>
100 The United Nations, The Millennium Development Goals Report (2009): Page 4. 2009.
<http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/pdf/MDG_Report_2009_ENG.pdf>
101 The United Nations, The Millennium Development Goals Report (2007): Pages 10. 2007.
<http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/pdf/mdg2007.pdf>
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participation, namely by improving school structures, encouraging the recruitment of female teachers and
making learning materials free. 102
Although overall gender disparities in access to education have improved within the last two decades,
gender equity remains elusive. Schools remain physically unsafe for female students and lack adequate
sanitary facilities; teacher attitudes and practices, along with curricula and textbooks, continue to be
gender biased. 103 UNESCO argues that achieving gender equality will require a determined effort to
move beyond mere parity and will require adopting behavioral and other changes in the quest to make
available a full and equal education for all. Some priorities to make this goal a reality include but are not
limited to:
Making schools physically and psychologically safe for girls
Expanding incentive programs to parents to keep girls in school such as
scholarships, stipends, cash transfers, training, literacy programs and the
elimination of school and uniform fees
Eliminating child labor
Supporting gender-responsive schools that allow pregnant girls and teenage
mothers to continue their education
Providing greater support services to young expecting mothers
Training more female teachers
Producing educational content relevant to local cultural and economic contexts
Providing gender sensitivity training for teachers and administrators
Providing gender-sensitive curricula and textbooks
Building schools closer to girls’ homes to increase access or providing safe travel
to schools
Building more girls-only secondary schools
Supporting organizations, policies and legal frameworks that support the safety
and security of and eliminate discrimination against female students and teachers
Enhancing adult literacy campaigns in areas with low educational rates to
increase school enrollment among girls
Expand and institutionalize lifelong learning programs
Create state-run and funded lifelong learning programs specifically for women 104
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Education for All Global Monitoring Report 2008: Page 7. 2008. <
http://www.ungei.org/resources/1612_1631.html>
103 Ibid., Pages 80-81.
104 Catherine Bertini, The Chicago Council on Global Affairs; Girls Grow: A Vital Force in Rural Economies: Page 4. 2011.
<http://www.ungei.org/resources/files/GirlsGrowReportFinal.pdf>
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In addition to targeting all women and girls, specific and more intensive efforts are still needed to reach
women and girls who face multiple exclusions—not only due to gender, but also to ethnicity, language
barriers and religious beliefs within their communities. 105 These women face additional barriers to
education, many of which are unique to their regions. Therefore, local governments must also play a role in
creating—and maintaining—laws that benefit underprivileged women and girls.
While it is the responsibility of all governments to protect the basic human rights of their citizens, including
women, it is unfortunately not a priority for many governments. Due to the global economic crisis and
conflict plaguing numerous countries around the world, the lack of interest in alleviating the plight of
women has seemed to have only increased and women worldwide continue to be denied their basic human
rights as a result. Many national efforts continue to lack the results necessary to educate women and
eliminate sexism.
According to UNGEI, eliminating gender inequality in education “requires changes to take place at many
levels. Change needs to come about through a structured program which involves governments, advocacy
workers and the media, teachers and teacher trainers, parents and community members and children
themselves.” 106 In order to implement a multilevel initiative, all groups must understand the necessity and
benefit, both individual and societal, or educating women. Beyond such an initiative, a collective change in
attitude is the necessary basis for gender equality, including gender equality in education.
SOROPTIMIST AND EDUCATION
Soroptimist is an international organization for business and professional women who work to improve the
lives of women and girls, in local communities and throughout the world. Almost 95,000 Soroptimists in
about 120 countries and territories contribute time and financial support to community-based and
international projects that benefit women and girls.
Soroptimist members belong to local clubs, which determine the focus of volunteer work in their
communities. In addition, Soroptimists participate in organization-wide programs including the Soroptimist
Live Your Dream: Education and Training Awards for Women (formerly Women’s Opportunity Awards).
Soroptimist provides clubs with resources for participating in organization-wide programs, as well as
resources to for implementing club projects benefiting girls and women seeking education in their local
communities. Soroptimist also offers funds for club projects through the Soroptimist Club Grants for Women
and Girls.
Soroptimist Live Your Dream Awards: The Soroptimist Live Your Dream Awards program is Soroptimist’s
main organization-wide program. This award improves the lives of women by giving them the resources
they need to improve their education, skills, and employment prospects. Each year, Soroptimist clubs in 19
countries and territories assist women in overcoming personal difficulties and improving their lives through
education and skills training. The women may use the cash award to offset any costs associated with their
efforts to attain higher education, including books, childcare and transportation.
Past award recipients include Maria P., who worked as an unschooled field laborer until her husband
deserted her and her two children. After her second husband deserted her, leaving her with no income,
105 Maureen A. Lewis and Marlaine E. Lockheed, The Centre for Global Development; Inexcusable Absence: Why 60 Million Girls Still Aren't in
School and What To Do about It: Page 113. 2007. <http://www.cgdev.org/content/publications/detail/11898>
106 The United Nations Children’s Fund and the United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative, Disparities in Education in South Asia: A Resource Toolkit:
Page 27. 2011. <http://www.ungei.org/resources/files/Countering_Disparities_in_Education_Toolkit__2011.pdf>
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Maria applied for and received a Live Your Dream Award from her local Soroptimist club. She went on to
win an additional cash award from Soroptimist’s Desert Coast Region before receiving the $10,000 finalist
Live Your Dream Award. Recently, Maria was accepted into a nursing program, and began her course of
study. Once Maria graduates and earns her registered nurse designation, she plans to work as a nurse
while continuing her studies. Her work as a lab technician has inspired her to further pursue her interests in
medicine and science.
Maria is one of hundreds of women who credit the Live Your Dream Awards with providing the financial
means to achieve their dreams through education. This testimony is from a region recipient from Ecuador
who finished her degree, increased her self-esteem, pay-level, standard of living and now serves as a role
model for her children:
Thanks to the Soroptimist [Live Your Dream] Award, I have been able to reach
my goals, give my children an example that despite difficulties we can move
forward and that your dreams can come true. It has given me the opportunity to
thrive and fulfill my goal to continue my studies so I can achieve a better quality
of life for me and my family. I was given an opportunity to value myself more as
a woman and always think that life is a gift given to us from God. Thank you,
Soroptimist.
Many Live Your Dream Award recipients have overcome enormous obstacles in their quest for a better life,
including poverty, domestic violence, substance abuse, and in some cases, trafficking. Each year, more than
$1.5 million is disbursed through the awards at various levels of the organization to help more than 1,000
women achieve their dreams of a better life for themselves and their families. Since the Live Your Dream
Awards program began in 1972, it is estimated that $25 million has been disbursed to tens of thousands of
women.
Of recently surveyed award recipients, 96 percent reported an increased sense of self-esteem and selfconfidence as a result of receiving the award, 64 percent reported earning an educational degree/
certification, 36 percent were still working towards an educational degree/certification, 69 percent
reported securing higher-paying employment, 72 percent recipients reported an improved standard of
living for themselves and their dependents and 93 percent respondents reported serving as a role model
for their dependents.
In 2007, the Live Your Dream Awards received the Summit Award from the ASAE & The Center of
Association Leadership, its highest honor, bestowed on associations that implement innovative communitybased programs.
Soroptimist Club Grants for Women and Girls: Soroptimist Club Grants for Women and Girls are given
annually to Soroptimist Clubs initiating or continuing innovative projects benefiting women and girls. Grants
range from $1,000 to $10,000. Since 1997, more than $2.5 million has been disbursed to nearly 500
Soroptimist Club projects, from which nearly 200,000 women and girl have benefited. Recent projects include
providing resources for immigrant women fleeing domestic violence; funding a micro-enterprise artisan
project for low-income women; providing reproductive health services for women in poverty; and teaching
marketable job skills to girls with disabilities.
This grant program also helps clubs to support women and girls seeking education. For example, a club in
the Philippines received a $10,000 Soroptimist Club Grant to help fund their project Activities to Alleviate
Poverty, which offered several livelihood and vocational courses for impoverished women and girls, some
© Soroptimist International of the Americas. October 2007- Revised October 2012

Page 17

Women & Education

of whom had been relocated after a typhoon. Funds were used to pay for the trainers’ stipends and
expenses, and for training materials. The project’s objective was to empower impoverished women and
girls to support themselves financially by providing them with livelihood and vocational training classes. As
a result of the project, 46 of the 92 students in the basic computer literacy training passed the
accreditation exam, 38 women now work as sewers in their homes and 200 women now use the beauty,
massage, bead- and soap-making skills they learned to make extra money.
Soroptimist Disaster Grants for Women and Girls: Soroptimist reaches out to women and girls before,
during and after disasters. SIA is pleased to join with Soroptimist International of Europe to increase the
scope and impact of the Soroptimist Disaster Grants for Women and Girls. In the past, the two federations
have worked together to support women and girls in Kenya, Haiti and Chile. This collaboration became
official in September 2010 when SIA and SIE combined their disaster grant programs.
Funds may be granted to projects directly benefiting women who are seeking access to education postdisaster. For example, in 2011, Soroptimist awarded a Disaster Grant to a club in Benin for a project that
enabled girls to stay in school by providing school kits to 217 girls, constructing a school cafeteria,
purchasing kitchen utensils for the cafeteria and providing professional development and gender sensitivity
training sessions for the teachers and local authorities. Also in 2011, a club in Japan received a Soroptimist
Disaster Grant to provide scholarships to five female high school students affected by the devastating
tsunami and earthquake, allowing the girls to continue schooling whereas they would not have been able
to do so otherwise.
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