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KEEPING GIRLS IN
SCHOOL MATTERS

Nowadays, 40% of young women (15 to 24) in Western and Central Africa (AFW)
are not being schooled, skilled or employed, and neither are 24% of young men.
In fact, 45% of 12-18-year-old adolescent girls in the region, or 16 million girls, are
out of school. Out of school rates are almost the same for boys and girls at primary
level, but are higher for girls at secondary level, especially at upper secondary. A
startlingly high 60% of out of school adolescent girls in AFW have never attended
school.
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https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w13070/w13070.pdf

LAWS AND POLICIES
CAN TURN THE TIDE
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Good laws and policies can make a substantial difference to support gender equity.
Repealing discriminatory laws and policies and adopting measures to advance
gender equality that specifically combat discrimination in education are critical. They
can correct historical discriminations, influence social norms, and establish rights,
accountability and supporting institutions. Education plays a foundational role for
the achievement of fundamental human rights and is considered a crucial pathway to
gender equality and, in turn, to inclusive development and economic growth.

Therefore, compelled by the opportunity to fulfill their human capital potential,
several countries have adopted legislation and policies aimed at supporting girls’
educational attainment, often with a focus on promoting completion of secondary
school. Such laws and policies involve: (a) reducing or removing the cost for
secondary school to girls; (b) making schools girl-friendly, safe and accessible
(by offering transportation, meals, safety measures and passing reforms to
tackle school-based gender-based violence); (c) lifting bans on pregnant girls
to attend school and allowing them to return after giving birth; (d) introducing
sexual and reproductive health curricula and girls’ clubs in schools, etc.

The World Bank (WB) has been working hand in hand with client countries and
with partners in AFW to support such reforms. Given its broad and long-term
engagement with AFW governments, its convening power, analytical capacity, and
its complementary investments, the WB is uniquely positioned to help adopt these
legal reforms. The key to successful interventions paving the way for girls’ secondary
education has been the synergy between different WB projects at the country level.
While the Bank’s Development Policy Financing (DPF)¥ instrument has accelerated
the enactment of these reforms, the Investment Project Financing (IPF)*instrument
has helped provide solid analytical underpinnings, start the policy dialogue, generate
traction for the reforms, and supported their implementation.
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In Niger, a series of pioneering DPFs¥ (2019-2022) helped the government embark
on several legal reforms that (i) allowed access to family planning assistance
to married adolescent girls without parents or husbands’ mandatory
accompaniment, to improve their access to health services; (ii) allowed adolescent
girlstoremainenrolledinschoolwhen pregnantor married, toimprove educational
attainment, and (iii) established Child Protection Committees at the national,
regional, departmental, commune, and village levels to combat child marriage. These
committees, joined by key community influencers (including traditional and religious
leaders), share information on sexual and reproductive health and the harmful
consequences of early marriage to empower families to find common solutions. For
these committees to become operational, support and financing was provided by the
WB Sahel Women’s Empowerment and Demographic Dividend (SWEDD)“! investment
project. Launched in 2015, SWEDD seeks to accelerate the demographic transition
(bringing high mortality and fertility rates down) and to reap the demographic
dividend by empowering young women and girls, by increasing their access to quality
education and reproductive, child and maternal health services.

Subsequently, another DPFY! |ed to the adoption in Niger of a ministerial order to
establish School Health Clubs in charge of providing comprehensive sexual and
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reproductive health education and information in all secondary schools. The
implementation of this reform has been supported by the WB’s Global Financing
Facility and the Improving Women'’s and Girls’ Access to Health and Nutrition Services
project, a 15-year multiphase program aimed at increasing the continuity of services
to address maternal mortality and improve reproductive health. This reform also
complemented the work of SWEDD, which provided life skills education and sexual
and reproductive health services in safe spaces for out of school girls in rural areas.

Benin has also been at the forefront of AFW in legislating to keep girls in school. With
support of the WB Unlocking Human and Productive Potential DPF series®, Benin's
government issued a number of ministerial and interministerial decrees to make
upper secondary school education free for girls in priority communes, and adopt
a mandatory life skills program in secondary schools that includes reproductive
health. The reforms also mandate the creation of safe learning environments for
girls and women, regulate the operation and oversight of health and reproduction
facilities (including youth-friendly facilities) and specify the conditions under which
contraceptives can be prescribed and sexual and reproductive health services
provided. Furthermore, Benin’'s parliament adopted a law to reduce gender-based
violence (GBV) revising the criminal code to expand the definition of gender-based
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crimes and sentences for sexual harassment, rape, child and forced marriage, and
female genital mutilation. These reforms built on the experience of the WB's Gender
Innovation Lab (GIL) and the knowledge of SWEDD. Their implementation can also be
supported by the Benin Health System Enhancement program* and SWEDD. These
projects have helped enhance the quality and access to primary health care services,
with a focus on reproductive, maternal, and adolescent health.

Togo is also working toward reducing GBV in and outside schools, supported by the
WB Sustainable and Inclusive DPF series.<! In 2022, the country adopted a law for the
protection of students against sexual violence, strengthening support mechanisms
for survivors and sanctions for perpetrators. In 2024, Togo issued an interministerial
order establishing a support protocol for GBV survivors, the implementation of which
will be overseen by a steering committee. The support to survivors will be provided
free of charge. The WB-financed Sub-Saharan Africa Women’s Empowerment and
Demographic Dividend (SWEDD+)<! project will assist implementation including
through sensitization efforts and capacity building of GBV care service providers.

Pregnant girls being banned from school was not only a problem in Niger. Other
countries in the AFW region, like Cameroon, Senegal and Sierra Leone had similar
legislation place. In Cameroon, a circular from 1980 required pregnant girls to drop out
of school. This discriminatory policy was the second most significant cause of school
dropout rates for girls after financial problems. To make education more inclusive,
the government adopted two circulars in 2022 to cancel this ban, allow pregnant
girls to attend school and grant the right to benefit from maternity leave, if
requested by the student. The reform was facilitated by the WB DPF series Fiscal
Inclusive and Sustainable Growth *¥, which is now also supporting the country on
adopting legislation to combat GBV. The SWEDD project helped pave the way for the
policy dialogue that led to this reform. SWEDD is also supporting the dissemination
of the circular and the GBV law in communities and schools.
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Advocacy sessions with community leaders will inform them of this reform and
request their support for implementation. Additionally, SWEDD is offering pedagogic

support to vulnerable girls (including pregnant girls) to help them prepare end-of-
year exams.
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Senegal’'s government, with the support of a WB DPF * also issued a ministerial
order establishing the right of girls to continuing education while pregnant and
reinforcing their rights to return to school after pregnancy. A ministerial circular
was also adopted to require schools to designate a teacher to support pregnant
girls to pursue their education, and for the protection of all students. The WB’s new
SWEDD+ project can support the implementation of these reforms.

Tackling unequal access to education for pregnant girls and disabled children was one
of the targets of Sierra Leone’s new education sector plan (ESP, 2022-2026), adopted
by the Ministries of Education, and the implementation plan for the National Policy on
Radical Inclusion (2021), both of which were supported by the WB-financed Second
Inclusive and Sustainable Growth DPF. These reforms are complemented by the WB
Sierra Leone Free Education Project ¥, which addresses supply- and demand-side
constraints on inclusion of girls and children with disabilities in schools (for instance,
provision of performance-based grants to schools to incentivize student retention, or
provision of sexual and reproductive health education).

In some of these countries, the DPFs have also supported teacher deployment and
training, which is a key factor in keeping girls in school. The case of Cote d’lvoire is
especially relevant. The teacher recruitment and allocation system in the country did
not give teachers a choice on their duty station. Research had shown that female
teachers were reluctant to move away from their families to work in other regions.
Thus, in 2020, women constituted only 15% of secondary school teachers. In 2022,
with the support of the WB Investment for Growth DPF x4, the government issued an
interministerial decree changing the system to be based on the location preference
of the teachers, and on the pupil/teacher ratio. Moreover, to strengthen the quality of
education and reduce gender skills gaps, the government also adopted the Orientation
Law on Technical Education, Vocational Training and Apprenticeship (2022). Two WB
projects support the implementation of this reform.xi
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WHICH REFORMS CAN SUPPORT GIRLS’ LEARNING?

* Increasing the availability of
qualified teachers, including

+ Offering literacy, numeracy,
and digital skills training

female teachers to girls and young
women without an
* Enhancing the quality and education

gender-sensitivity of curricula

SUPPORTING
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skills of girls and
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SCHOOL of school or without
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SUPPORTIVE * Supporting remedial learning
LEARNING programs for girls struggling
ENVIRONMENTS atschool

* Providing free school meals

+ Supporting vocational
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management plans + Banning child marriage
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affordable contraception
and family planning
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SCHOOL and secondary schooling Addressing GBV in schools

* Increasing the number of
compulsory years of schooling

* Ensuring access to education
for displaced girls

* Promoting young women'’s access to 4 \

science, technology, engineering and math ( p
programs

+ Investing in data collection on girls in and out of school

CROSS-CUTTING * Raising awareness about existing laws and policies to

support girls’ education
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The World Bank Group is committed to supporting legal and policy reforms for
gender equality. This is a priority of its new gender strategy, and of the WB’s AFW
and Southern and Eastern Africa Regional Gender Action Plans.

How can such reforms be successfully supported? AFW is a great example of
how legal and policy reforms, together with targeted investment, can improve
the learning environment for teenage girls and be conducive to continuing
their education. Joining forces with other development partners is also key to
success, to reinforce policy dialogue, to share analyses, and for complementary
investments. In addition, there is great value in sharing successful experiences
across countries and regions. For instance, similar work has been done in the WB'’s
Southern and Eastern Africa region, notably in Angola, Sao Tome e Principe and
Madagascar. A new Sub-Saharan Africa Gender Legal and Policy Reforms Task Force
is capturing and sharing lessons learned from these experiences.

In conclusion, social norms continue to play a significant role in shaping gender
equality, but the introduction of laws and regulations improving the environment
for girls’ education can have an impact on social norms over time. Along with the
necessary investments, these reforms remain fundamental to advance gender
equality, foster women'’s participation in the countries’ economies and nurture
more productive societies.
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