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Achieving the promise to leave no girl behind in Commonwealth countries 

In 2015, world leaders pledged to achieve inclusive and equitable quality education and 

promote lifelong learning opportunities for all by 2030. The first target of this 
education fourth Sustainable Development Goal committed to ensuring that all children 
– regardless of their gender and circumstances within which they are born – should 
complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education. The 
Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) in April 2018 re-affirmed 

the importance of 12 years of quality education for all, particularly marginalised groups 
including disadvantaged girls. This paper aims to situate the current evidence on girls’ 
education across the 53 countries in the Commonwealth, with a particular focus on 
low- and lower-middle income countries where the challenges are the greatest. It 
identifies the current status of access to school and learning, and highlights trends in 
domestic and aid financing to support the targets. It then presents evidence on 
interventions aimed at tackling barriers to girls’ access and learning in order to move 
forward towards achieving the commitments that have been made. Furthermore, this 

paper argues a need not only to focus on gender parity in education – i.e. an equal 
proportion of girls and boys in school and learning – but also to pay greater attention to 
the more ambitious target of gender equality, which requires an end to discrimination if 

a truly level playing field is to be achieved.  

Keywords: gender; girls’ education; Commonwealth countries 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Although there has been great progress in girls gaining access to school, the most 

disadvantaged girls continue to face many barriers in accessing and staying in school. This is 

particularly notable in Commonwealth countries which are home to 39 percent of the global 
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school-aged population, but comprise a larger share of the global out-of-school population, 

rising to 52 percent (UNESCO-UIS, 2018). It is estimated that in the 53 Commonwealth 

countries alone there are 137 million children and adolescents not in primary or secondary 

school, of which around 67 million are girls and young women.  

In recognition of this challenge, the Platform for Girls’ Education was launched in 

response to a commitment to “leave no girl behind”, with the aim of driving forward action in 

the run-up to CHOGM 2020 in Rwanda. To support the Platform for Girls’ Education, the 

UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) commissioned a Report to identify the 

barriers to girls’ education in Commonwealth countries furthest from achieving the education 

SDG, and evidence on what works to tackle these barriers. This paper is based on the Report 

(Gordon et al., 2019). 

The Platform for Girls’ Education has been established in the context of a drive 

towards the fourth Sustainable Development Goal (SDG4), which pledges to ensure inclusive 

and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all by 2030. 

Specifically, it relates to the first target of the education SDG, for which countries have 

committed that all children, regardless of background, should have access to free quality 

primary and secondary education; and the fifth target which specifically focuses on equity 

and aims to “eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels of 

education and vocational training” (UNESCO, 2016a). With the strong focus on inclusion 

and equity, the SDG agenda specifically articulates the importance of reaching those groups 

most at risk of being left behind. These groups include, amongst others, girls, and those 

whose opportunities are affected by poverty, disability, ethnicity, or where they live.  

This paper argues that in tackling the challenges that girls face, it is important to go 

beyond equal numbers of girls and boys in school (gender parity) to include also a focus on 

equal opportunities to a gender-responsive quality education, free of discrimination (gender 
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equality). Parity is important, but on its own, is insufficient. We use UNESCO’s 2003/2004 

Education for All Global Monitoring Report’s definitions to differentiate between gender 

parity and gender equality: 

• Gender parity: refers to the same proportion of boys and girls – relative to their 

respective age groups – entering the education system and participating in the full 

primary and secondary cycles.  

• Gender equality: equality of opportunity refers to girls and boys being offered the 

same chances to go to school and enjoying the teaching methods and curricula free of 

stereotypes and academic orientation and counselling unaffected by gender bias; 

equality of outcomes refers to equality in learning achievement and academic 

qualifications, and more broadly, equal job opportunities and earning for similar 

qualifications and experience.   

Achieving gender equality involves a substantive shift not only in the proportions of 

girls and boys in school, but in the deeper dimensions of societal norms and in girls and boys 

being valued and respected equally in education. As this paper shows, barriers to gender 

equality continue to exist throughout the Commonwealth, and so need to be tackled if the 

fourth Sustainable Development Goals for education and gender equality is to be achieved.  

The first section of this paper provides a snapshot of the key trends in girls’ access, 

learning and financing in Commonwealth countries, with a focus on low- and lower-middle 

income countries. The second section identifies evidence on what works in achieving 12 

years of quality education for all girls. These form the basis of outlining what needs to be 

done to achieve quality education for all girls, regardless of their background, and the role 

that Commonwealth Heads of Government might play in this. It should be noted that more 

evidence was available from Commonwealth African and Asian countries and less so in 
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Caribbean and Pacific countries. Examples selected were based on evidence available, as 

well as their relevance to highlight the issues across the Commonwealth contexts. 

Progress towards gender parity in access and learning in Commonwealth 

countries 

Over the last 20 years, considerable progress has been made in increasing girls’ access to 

primary school. The latest data from the UNESCO Institute of Statistics indicate that gender 

parity in primary enrolment has been achieved in 31 out of 44 Commonwealth countries 

having data, with the largest improvements in the Africa and Asia regions that have been 

furthest behind. In a small number of countries, notably the Bahamas, Bangladesh and 

Gambia, girls are more likely to be in school than boys. Nevertheless, in 12 of these 31 

Commonwealth countries , more than ten out of every 100 primary-aged girls are not in 

primary school meaning that gender parity in these regions masks the fact that they are still 

far from achieving universal primary or secondary education for either girls or boys. 

Moreover, the most disadvantaged girls continue to be far from achieving the target of 

12 years of schooling. In 15 of 21 Commonwealth countries where internationally-

comparable household data are available in the World Inequality Database on Education, 

poor rural girls have five years or fewer of schooling, suggesting they have not even 

completed primary school (Figure 1). Children and adolescents affected by conflict are most 

likely to be out of school. Refugee girls are particularly at risk: they are half as likely as their 

male counterparts to be in secondary school.  
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Figure 1: In 15 out of 21 Commonwealth countries, girls from poor rural households spend 

no more than five years in school 

Mean years of schooling 
 
 

 
 

Source: UNESCO-WIDE database (2018). Accessed November 2018.  

 

 

Even if girls and boys are in school, many are not learning. For 14 out of the 26 

Commonwealth countries for which information on both the numbers of years a child spends 

in school and  number of years they are learning (‘learning-adjusted years of schooling1) is 

available by gender, girls are found to be in school and learning for the equivalent of six 

years or less (Figure 2). At one extreme are countries like Nigeria, Pakistan, Papua New 

Guinea, Rwanda and Sierra Leone where girls only achieve four years of learning. Data are 

                                                   

1 The World Bank calculates the Learning-Adjusted Years of Schooling by multiplying the expected 

years of schooling by the ratio of the most recent harmonised test scores which are taken from 

international and regional learning assessments. 
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not available for learning adjusted years of schooling that take account of poverty and other 

forms of disadvantage that girls face, but it is likely that these girls are even further behind. 

At the other extreme are high-income Commonwealth countries such as Australia, Canada 

and Singapore, which have achieved the target of 12 years of quality education for girls, on 

average, according to this measure. 

Figure 2: Girls are far from the 12 years target of being in school and learning 

Learning adjusted years of schooling for girls, latest year 
 

 
Source: World Bank (2018). Accessed November 2018.  
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Commonwealth countries with data, no more than 40 percent of poor rural girls attend pre-

primary education. In three out of these eight countries, fewer than 10 percent are enrolled. 

Trends in domestic and aid spending 

Domestic resources comprise the majority of financing for education, and their availability 

and distribution are one measure of political commitment to improving education for the 

most marginalised girls. To reach the financing needs of countries, public spending needs to 

be increased through a widening of the domestic tax base and ensuring an adequate allocation 

of these resources is available to education (Zubairi & Rose, 2016). Importantly also, funding 

needs to be targeted towards those most at risk of falling behind. This requires a commitment 

to distributing public education spending in a way that adequately targets those levels of the 

education system to which the majority of disadvantaged girls are likely to gain access. This 

relates to one of the main recommendations of the Education Commission’s Learning 

Generation report, namely for resources to be distributed according to the principle of 

progressive universalism (Education Commission, 2016).  

Many disadvantaged girls in low and middle-income Commonwealth countries do not 

make it beyond primary schooling. This suggests that public resources need to be prioritised 

towards the lower levels of education. However, governments rarely target funding to lower 

levels of education meaning that the current distribution of domestic public education 

resources is skewed in favour of children coming from more advantaged groups to the 

detriment of marginalised groups. In 33 out of 45 Commonwealth countries with data, 

governments are spending far more on post-primary levels of education than on primary 

schooling. In 13 Commonwealth countries, governments are spending at least 25 percent of 

their education budgets on post-secondary education. Yet in most of these countries, access to 

higher education is extremely limited, particularly for the most disadvantaged girls. 
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Moreover, most governments spend extremely little on early childhood education in their 

budgets, despite the known benefits for later schooling outcomes. Of the 35 Commonwealth 

countries with data on pre-primary spending, 25 governments spend less than five percent of 

their education budgets on this.  

Moreover, in many Commonwealth countries, governments spend far more for each 

post-primary student than on a primary school student. While this is to be expected to some 

extent, given the higher costs of provision, the difference is substantial in some contexts, 

suggesting an imbalance in resource distribution. One study estimates that universal access to 

secondary education would not be achieved in any country where secondary to primary unit 

costs is more than three to one (Lewin, 2007). Governments in Ghana and Mozambique, 

however, spend three or more times as much on each secondary school student as on a child 

attending primary school, and Rwanda spends nearly seven times more (Zubairi & Rose, 

2018).  

While domestic spending is the main source of financing for education, external aid 

continues to play a role in many low- and middle-income Commonwealth countries. In 2018, 

donors made a number of high-profile commitments to support the removal of barriers to 

achieving 12 years of quality education for all girls. Notably, the 2018 Charlevoix 

Declaration at the G7 Summit committed US$3 billion to supporting girls living in crisis 

zones. It also pledged to improve the quality of data on women and girls’ education (G7, 

2018).  

An analysis of aid to education for 40 aid-recipient Commonwealth countries shows 

an overall rise in donor spending in these countries. However, the share of aid between the 

different sub-sectors of education over the last 14 years away has shifted away from an 

approach that is consistent with progressive universalism. In 2002, primary education made 

up 62 percent of total education ODA to Commonwealth countries and, by 2016, this had 
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declined to 47 percent. This is in the context  of many children in these aid-recipient 

Commonwealth countries not accessing pre-primary education or failing to complete a full 

cycle of primary education. In countries such as Cameroon and Uganda, for instance, the 

majority of aid is for post-secondary education even though very few of the poorest reach this 

stage.  

As with domestic spending, pre-primary education makes up a very small share of 

total education aid. In 2016, just 0.4 percent of total aid to education in Commonwealth 

countries was spent on pre-primary education. By contrast, the share of education aid 

disbursed for scholarships to students from aid-recipient Commonwealth countries to study in 

donor countries made up close to 10 percent of the total. In volume terms, aid disbursed to 

scholarships was 23 times more than that disbursed to pre-primary education. Scholarship 

spending is likely to be regressive for many Commonwealth aid-recipient countries given 

that, within poor countries, extremely few of the most disadvantaged make it to higher 

education. 

In 2016, just 5.6% of total education aid spending to Commonwealth countries was 

identifiably targeted  to achieving gender equality (Figure 3). This is far below the 2018 

recommendation of the G7’s Gender Equality Advisory Council, which called for at least 20 

percent of aid to target gender equality. Within this, the primary education sub-sector 

received almost half of this share. Ten projects received 65 percent of the resources identified 

for gender equality. Of these projects, Pakistan was the largest recipient for five of those 

projects, and the United Kingdom was the largest donor for six out of these projects. The 

largest three projects in terms of volume of disbursements where gender is a principal 

objective relate to supporting Pakistan and Nigeria in achieving their gender targets which are 

set out in their education sector plans.  

 

https://www.repository.cam.ac.uk/handle/1810/254911
https://www.repository.cam.ac.uk/handle/1810/254911
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Figure 3: Very little education aid to Commonwealth countries is identified to be targeted 

specifically for girls 

Share of education ODA spending, according to targeted of gender equality, 2016 
 

 
 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on OECD-CRS (2018). Accessed November 2018.  
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quality education due to discrimination and social norms that reinforce and sustain the low 

status of girls and women in society.  An indication that gender equality has not been met, the 

need to focus not only on gender parity but also on equality, becomes evident . This section 

details examples to demonstrate what works for addressing gender inequality in education in 

Commonwealth countries in three key areas: leadership and financing, targeted approaches, 

and tackling discrimination. 

Leadership and financing 

Visible high-level political commitment 

 

In some Commonwealth countries, lack of enforcement of legal commitments or policies 

inhibit girls from accessing their right to education and is a signal of insufficient high-level 

political leadership. The Right to Education Initiative developed a six-tier classification on 

whether states have ratified relevant human rights treaties guaranteeing the rights of women 

and girls to education. While these ratification levels are a proxy measure of whether 

governments are committed to gender equality in education – and do not reflect a state’s 

actual commitment, political will or implementation – just 20 out of the 53 Commonwealth 

countries have ratified at the highest level of de jure commitment to gender equality in 

education (Right to Education, 2017).  

Positive progress on girls’ education has taken place when political commitments to 

gender equality are incorporated into policies and put into action. For example, Uganda’s 

National Development Plan (2010), the Gender Policy (2007), the National Action Plan on 

the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour (2012) and the National Strategy to End 

Child Marriage and Teenage Pregnancy (2014) mainstream strategies through which to 

improve gender equality (MoES, 2015). These have been accompanied at the sector level by 

the Gender in Education Policy (2009) and The National Strategy for Girls’ Education in 
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Uganda (2015-2019) promoting gender equity and equality. Uganda also has demonstrated 

positive experience of cooperation and coordination among ministries, civil society and 

development partners, and a high level political commitment to addressing issues affecting 

girls’ education (UNGEI, 2018).  

Rwanda has similarly demonstrated that political commitment can lead to substantial 

progress in girls’ education. The Education Sector Strategic Plan has a distinct budget line to 

support specific initiatives for girls’ education and gender-sensitive education planning 

(Nock & Dusenge, 2012) and Rwanda has cross-cutting commitment to gender equality in its 

long-term planning document Vision 2020, accompanied by progress in gender-responsive 

budgeting (Mirwoba, 2013).  

Grassroots leadership and community initiatives increasing awareness about the value 

of girls’ education 

Community socio-cultural norms and expectations define women’s roles in society and shape 

expectations around girls’ education. Therefore, initiatives have been found to be particularly 

influential when they engage with community members, leaders and political actors. In India, 

the Amar Nani (Our Child) programme was implemented in areas chosen specifically for 

poor rates of girls’ education, remoteness and related challenge of accessibility and language-

barriers. The project included girls, adolescents, young women, parents, community leaders, 

teachers, community-level institutions and organisations, local and national government 

departments and aimed to develop strong community links, sensitise teachers and trainers, 

and promote collaborative actions between community members and schools. Early results 

suggested that children’s absenteeism dropped from 40 percent to three percent and retention 

increased from six percent to 80 percent. There were also successes in enrolling children who 

had never enrolled before of whom 67 percent were girls and 76 percent were children from 

tribal communities (Sajeev & Singh, 2015).  
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Formula funding targeting resources at those most at risk of being left behind 

Evidence from three Commonwealth countries has shown the success of targeted funding 

approaches that address disadvantage. India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka have all used formula 

funding to target domestic education resources towards prioritising disadvantaged groups. 

Examples include the “Special District Focus” under the Sarva Shiksha Abiyan programme 

in India, the National Finance Commission Award in Pakistan and the Education Quality 

Inputs in Sri Lanka (Zubairi & Rose, 2016). For example, under the programme in India, 

districts with high out-of-school populations, large gender disparities and large disadvantaged 

groups were allocated additional resources, with the aim of improving primary school access 

among disadvantaged girls. 

Use of data to inform policy change 

Tracking progress in education for the most disadvantaged groups has the potential to bring 

about policy change by giving visibility to the problems they face. For example, in Uganda, 

following the 2007 SACMEQ assessment on education, a gender unit was set up in the 

Ministry of Education (Elks, 2016). National Accounts can also facilitate identification of 

spending inequities. In Nigeria, for instance, a National Account was piloted in selected 

states. The results indicated that there was a strong bias towards funding schools in urban 

areas in two of the states. Consequently, state planners reassigned teachers from urban to 

rural areas. In one of these states, the findings from the National Accounts study led to more 

funds being channelled towards girls’ schools (Chawla & Forbes, 2010).  

Targeted approaches 

Prioritising early childhood education and early learning 

Despite the known benefits of early childhood education for later schooling outcomes, there 



 15 

appear to be limited interventions that have focused specifically on girls’ early childhood 

education nor many examples of programmes that have been assessed and which have 

gender-disaggregated results. Save the Children’s Early Literacy and Maths Initiative 

focussed on demonstrating techniques that would ensure that Rwandan children benefited 

from inclusive, effective teaching and learning during the critical early years. They also 

designed and piloted a new outreach component for parents in communities where children 

could not attend Early Childhood Care and Development centres. Children in the Early 

Childhood Centres showed significantly higher learning scores and despite starting off with 

the lowest scores, children participating in the parenting group almost caught up with 

children in Early Childhood Centres. Girls in the parenting group had the highest literacy 

gains overall (Save the Children, 2015).  

Addressing multifaceted challenges that girls face when they reach puberty 

In adolescence, girls are often faced with increased responsibility in the household, with their 

own labour being substituted for that of their mothers (Harper et al., 2018). Additionally, 

social norms become more rigidly enforced and  negative attitudes  towards girls’ education 

by parents and community can result in loss of interest in education. In Bangladesh, Kishoree 

Kontha (Adolescent Girls’ Voice) addressed harmful community attitudes by creating safe 

spaces in the community for girls to socialise and to receive educational support and social 

competency training. Girls who received the empowerment programme were 10 percent more 

likely to be in school. Dropout from school is all the more likely in cases of early marriage or 

pregnancy. One group in Bangladesh received a financial incentive to delay marriage. 

Kishoree Konta's study found that girls who received the incentives alone were 25 percent 

less likely to be married under 18, 16 percent less likely to have given birth under 20, and 24 

percent more likely to be in school at the age of 22. (Buchmann et al., 2018). 
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Pregnancy can have a significant impact on girls’ dropping out of education and many 

countries lack flexible schooling arrangements for young mothers. In Jamaica, the Women’s 

Centre Foundation aims to reintegrate girls into secondary school after they have given birth. 

It offers an academic curriculum both virtually and face-to-face and provides nurseries to 

facilitate attendance. In addition, it also provides outreach services, skills training, 

counselling and other health services, and was awarded the 2018 UNESCO Prize for Girls’ 

and Women’s Education based on findings that young mothers involved were more likely to 

complete their education, establish a career path and find better paying jobs and were less 

likely to have a second pregnancy (UNESCO Prize for Girls’ and Women’s Education, 

2018). 

Eliminating cost barriers and tackling disadvantages that intersect with gender, such 

as disability, location and poverty 

Poverty and the cost of schooling is one of the most pervasive barriers to girls’ education 

across the Commonwealth, intersecting with household and community attitudes towards 

education; parents may have low expectations of the potential returns from educating their 

daughters and some communities perceive that girls with disabilities are not expected to 

work, which lead to the view that there is no need for their education (Al-Ghaib, 2017). 

Approaches that recognise the cost of schooling and intersecting disadvantage that 

girls might face are thus essential. The Girls’ Education Phase 3 Cash Transfer project in 

Nigeria used geographical targeting to reach areas with the highest proportion of out-of-

school girls with a quarterly benefit of approximately US$30 paid to the caregiver of the girls 

from age of six to 15. The programme significantly increased the income of poor households, 

allowing them to eat better quality food more frequently. The programme also influenced 

household decision-making, leading to a statistically significant change in caregiver’s 

spending pattern in favour of girls’ education (UNICEF, 2017).  
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Girls with disabilities are likely to be amongst the most disadvantaged in education. 

Leonard Cheshire Disability’s project in Kenya used community research workers as focal 

points, working closely with families, communities and schools to support both the attitudinal 

and practical side enrolment of girls with disabilities. It succeeded in providing information 

and arguments for the right to and potential of education. Of those in the intervention, 94 

percent of the girls with disabilities were enrolled in school by the endline, compared to 64 

percent of the group that did not receive the intervention (Coffey, 2017).  

Tackling discrimination 

School environments that are safe spaces 

A girl-friendly school environment can make a difference, particularly where discriminatory 

socio-cultural norms are pervasive. Families are found to feel more comfortable sending their 

daughters to schools run by the Citizens’ Foundation in Pakistan due to their nearby location, 

security and the all-female teaching staff (Khan et al., 2015).  

A lack of appropriate menstrual hygiene facilities in schools can lead to absenteeism 

and dropout among girls, especially during adolescence. In Uganda, secondary school 

attendance improved by 17 percent on average when girls were given reusable sanitary pads 

materials combined with reproductive health education (Hennegan et al., 2016). 

Gender-based violence remains a pervasive issue for girls in schools, particularly 

affecting those in the poorest communities (Jere, 2015), and girls with disabilities (Devries et 

al., 2014). Whole school approaches have been found to be effective in improving girls’ 

feelings of safety in school. Raising Voices in Uganda use their Good School Toolkit which 

included gender-sensitive teacher training and a focus on reducing corporal punishment in 

primary schools, which was associated with a significant improvement in girls’ literacy 
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results and a reduction in violence (DFID, 2018; Kayiwa et al., 2017; Kyegombe et al., 

2017).  

Gender-sensitive teaching practices and materials 

Teachers’ differential attitudes, practices and expectations of boys and girls in the classroom, 

curriculum and materials can reproduce gender stereotypes and affect girls’ motivation for 

learning. One approach to countering this is FAWE’s integration of gender-sensitive 

pedagogy which brought about  change in the gender dynamics of the school and in the 

attitudes of girls and boys in the classroom, leading in turn to improved learning for girls 

(Wanjama & Njuguna, 2015; Bissoonauth, 2016).  

Promoting women’s economic empowerment and providing pathways to productive 

work 

Expectations about the role of women in the workforce can influence parental and societal 

aspirations for girls’ education. Interventions raising awareness of labour market 

opportunities for women have increased girls’ enrolment in school. For example, three years 

of recruiting services to the rapidly expanding business processing outsourcing industry to 

girls aged 15 to 21 was provided in rural India. Three years later, women were 2.8 percentage 

points more likely to have enrolled in vocational or training institutes, and girls aged six to 17 

years old were five percentage points more likely to be enrolled in school in villages with the 

intervention, perhaps reflective of the response to anticipated higher market returns of the 

schooling of younger girls (Jensen, 2012).  

Tackling access and learning simultaneously with sufficient resources 

Barriers to girls’ access and to their learning are interwoven, and therefore interventions must 

consider both simultaneously. Economic support combined with other interventions to tackle 
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multiple dimensions of disadvantage for girls, both in school and  out of school, could 

improve enrolment and learning. Camfed provides a bursary programme to the most 

marginalised girls, as identified by community members. In addition, their in-school support 

includes training teacher mentors and staff to improve educational quality, developing and 

distributing low cost educational resources and encouraging young women school graduates 

to take on leadership roles to mentor and deliver a life skills curriculum. Girls who received 

Camfed support were more likely to stay in school and almost tripled their learning  

assessment scores (Alcott, Rose & Sabates, 2016). 

Priority actions for achieving 12 years of quality education for all girls 

Based on the identification of barriers and what is already known to work to improve 

education of marginalised girls, we identify three key areas that Heads of Government need 

to pay attention to in order to accelerate progress towards 12 years of quality education for all 

girls: 

Visible political leadership 

A lack of visible political commitment has often meant inadequate legal and financial 

commitments to gender equality and girls’ education.  Insufficient resources being allocated 

to girls’ education together with existing weak accountability relationships between citizens, 

the government and education providers, has led to an inability to mobilise action for girls’ 

education.  

Tackling the education deficit for girls in Commonwealth countries will therefore 

require high-level, visible political leadership that promotes education planning and adopts a 

gender equality and empowerment lens and commits sufficient resources to reach the most 

marginalised girls.  There is evidence that a focus on gender equality throughout policy and 

programming helps to ensure commitments are put into action.  Furthermore, existing laws 
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on girls’ education have been found to be effective where they are supported by enabling 

policies and strategies to promote their implementation, requiring governments to commit to 

promoting their efficacy and to change and update harmful laws and policies which restrict 

girls’ education. Moreover, when implemented effectively, gender-responsive budgeting has 

been found to impact positively on policy and practice.   

Investing in early years’ education 

There is clear evidence on the importance of early childhood education for school readiness 

for all children, as well as benefits for later life. Early childhood education can influence 

girls’ retention and learning in the long term. However, economic and socio-cultural barriers 

to education of girls, especially those in marginalised groups, begin in early childhood and 

make them less likely to access early childhood education.   

Therefore, there is a need to tackle barriers to education for marginalised girls in the 

very early years before they become entrenched.  Some countries have done this by providing 

schools within the community in the early years to not only help girls to access education, but 

also to increase their learning, as well as by introducing complementary education 

programmes which have been able to reach girls who drop out of the formal system early.   

Whilst the potential for such initiatives to tackle these barriers exists, very few 

domestic and aid resources are spent on the early years of education where disadvantage for 

marginalised girls starts. The tendency for education aid to not prioritise the early years nor 

show a consistent commitment to gender in its spending represents a missed opportunity to 

help ensure the majority of the most disadvantaged girls in many low- and lower-middle 

income Commonwealth countries make it at least to the end of primary school.  Moving 

forward, therefore,  there is a need for higher priority in domestic and international financing 

for girls’ early years education.   
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Making girls’ education a national development priority 

Tackling the education deficit for girls will require that it become a national development 

priority.  This will require fully concerted efforts inclusive of anchoring gender-inclusive 

education strategies in wider national development planning as well as cross-sectoral 

collaboration to tackle socio-cultural barriers and discrimination . More specifically, barriers 

related to gender-based violence, sexual and reproductive health, girls’ unpaid work, and 

limited productive employment opportunities will need to be addressed.  

A girl-friendly school environment can make a difference to girls’ enrolment whereas 

a lack of safe school environments for girls, reinforced by insufficient school infrastructure, 

can limit access and learning for girls. Girls face additional barriers to both access and 

learning due to vulnerability to gender-based violence during travel to school and in school. 

Ensuring that schools are thus safe environments for girls, inclusive of whole-school and 

community efforts to target school-related gender-based violence, is therefore imperative. 

Additionally, considering that inequitable classroom environments impede girls’ ability to 

learn from the early years, efforts to eliminate discrimination by teachers, as well as curricula 

and materials that perpetuate gender biases and stereotypes restrict girls’ learning, will also 

be necessary.   

If girls’ education is to become a national development priority then it will be 

necessary to tackle these economic and socio-cultural barriers through cross-sectoral reforms. 

Moreover, challenging entrenched ideas about the role of women in society and beliefs about 

the value of girls’ education will be imperative if the economic disadvantages which act as a 

pervasive barrier to their education as a result, are to be eliminated.  One way to do this is to 

increase girls’ and women in local leadership which has been found to be influential in 

changing community attitudes and aspirations for girls’ education across the life course. 
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Furthermore, a lack of employment opportunities for women can lead to lower 

perceived benefits of girls’ education.   Hence, in order to help girls to see the value of an 

education and to consequently influence their enrolment and learning, it will be important to 

tackle gender-based discrimination in the labour market. 

Conclusion 

Leveraging change in girls’ education across the Commonwealth countries will require first 

and foremost that it remains an issue high on the political agenda. The Commonwealth Heads 

of Government Meeting can act as an arena to leverage such change, by promoting political 

leadership to achieving concrete action through commitments to gender equality. 

An important message for the Heads of Government is that while the most 

marginalised girls continue to be left behind in terms of access and learning, a focus on 

gender parity alone is not enough. There is a vital need to tackle social norms in society that 

hold back gender equality in education.  In some Commonwealth countries, girls’ education 

has become a lower priority due to the assumption that having the same, and even in some 

cases more girls in school than boys, and whom at times they out-perform academically, has 

taken care of the problem.  Yet there continues to be a need to tackle discrimination from the 

early years and create a truly level playing field throughout the education system, including at 

the transition to adolescence. 

Additionally, a commitment at the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting to 

adopting a progressive universalism approach to financing, such that more domestic and 

international financing is directed towards pre-primary education and specifically targeted 

towards marginalised girls, will help to change the patterns of disadvantage.  

While what works in some contexts might not work in the same way in other settings, 

it is clear that barriers to education for marginalised girls are mutually reinforcing, suggesting 
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that there is a need to tackle them simultaneously through a combined package of reforms 

that tackle multiple disadvantages. Visible political commitment and sustained investment is 

needed for interventions that have been found to work to have impact at scale, and 

Commonwealth Heads of Government can play an important part in encouraging 

governments and agencies to implement these in a way that ensures that every girl, 

everywhere, can access 12 years of quality education. 
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