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THE ATTAINMENT OF GENDER EDUCATION EQUALITY: 
A PRELIMINARY ASSESSMENT OF COUNTRY PERFORMANCE IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

PAUL BENNELL

1. Introduction
A key Sustainable Development Goal target is to ‘eliminate gender disparities in education’ by 2030. The prevailing consensus is that considerable progress has been made in reducing gender schooling inequality during the last two decades. As the 2020 UNESCO Global Gender Education Monitoring Report notes that ‘there has been a generational leap in access to education for girls over the past 25 years (2020: 1). However, it is also widely recognised that ‘despite significant gains in recent years, education outcomes for girls in developing countries continue to lag behind those of boys’ (GPE, 2018:2).
What is particularly surprising is that despite these mounting concerns and continuing national and international efforts to achieve global gender education equality (GEE), virtually no systematic research effort has been undertaken that analyses the comparative performance of countries in redressing gender inequalities in education. Instead, the research literature focuses almost exclusively on ‘what works?’ which is confined mainly to relatively small-scale experimental interventions, particularly randomised control trials (see Evans and Yan 2019, Snilsveit et al. 2015, Unterhalter et al. 2014, Sperling and Winthrop 2015). This evidence is important but it provides few insights about the overall (especially more recent) progress made by individual countries and the effectiveness of the national strategies and specific policies in promoting girls’ education.     
Article objectives
This article is an initial attempt to redress this research imbalance. It has three principal objectives. Firstly, to present the outline of a broad conceptual framework which provides the basis for a holistic analysis of country-level performance in improving girls’ education. This performance is determined by the complex interaction of both national and education policies coupled with wider economic, social and political change at the national level. A key issue is to what extent improved gender education performance is attributable to gender-specific policy interventions, particularly those targeted at the education sector itself as opposed to other national and sub-national economic, social and political developments including, significant poverty reduction, rapid urbanisation, the lower incidence of child marriage and changing patterns of child labour.
The second objective is to present an initial, tentative assessment of country performance in improving girls’ education across sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) where levels of gender education inequality are reported to be the highest among middle and low income countries. In particular, which countries (if any) have performed exceptionally with substantial increases in their gender parity indices as well female school completion rates? 
The third objective is to explore some of the potentially key national characteristics and policy interventions which may help to explain the considerable variability in GEE country performance during the last two decades.
Article organisation     
The article is divided into nine sections. The overall conceptual framework and the methodology and data sources are presented in section 2. Section 3 presents a regional overview of gender inequality and school completion for primary and lower and secondary education. The gender education equality (GEE) performance of 34 individual countries in SSA is discussed in section 4. A number of possible national economic and social factors are analysed in section 5. The next two sections (6 and 7) then focus on potentially key gendered and non-gendered policy interventions at both the national level and the education sector itself. Section 8 presents some tentative explanations for the growing incidence of male education inequality in a significant number of countries, particularly at the primary school level but also for lower secondary education. The conclusion summarise key findings, discussion limitations and future research priorities.
2. Conceptual framework, methodology and data
2.1 A drivers of change conceptual framework
The conceptual framework is divided into two related parts. The first part comprises of the national economic, social/cultural/demographic and political/security contextual factors which, quite independently of any specific policy interventions, could potentially have significant, direct and indirect, positive impacts in improving girls’ education in the region (see Figure 1). Four of these national contextual factors will be briefly discussed in this article, namely overall economic development, urbanisation, marriage, and child marriage.  


	
Figure 1: Drivers of change conceptual framework for attaining  gender education equality
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	Access and quality: universal, free schooling,
	Girl-friendly schools: safety, sanitation,
	 

	 
	schooling, financial and other material support, 
	curriculum, female teachers, teaching 
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	scholarships, cash transfers, uniforms.
	 

	 
	school transport.
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 



The second part of the conceptual framework is made up of four distinct sets of policies at the national and education sector levels sub-divided into general, (non-gender-specific) and gender-specific policy interventions. The national context powerfully shapes the policies in each of these four policy areas so the two are closely inter-related. 
Given the relatively small number of countries under investigation coupled with the obvious issues of variable endogeneity/multi-collinearity, it is not possible to rely on econometric modelling in order to help explain variations in country GEE performance. Nonetheless, simple descriptive quantitative as well as qualitative analysis can go a long way in identifying the key national characteristics and policy interventions which have significantly contributed to improvements in GEE in individual countries. This is particularly the case when policy interventions such as universal fee abolition or new legislation concerning compulsory education or child marriage are closely associated temporally with rapid sizeable increases in school enrolments.    
2.2 Methodology and data
The database of UNESCO’s Institute of Statistics (UIS) is the principal source of data for this analysis. In particular, UIS completion rates for primary and lower and upper secondary education have been used as the principal performance indicator. The school completion rate is preferred to the more commonly used gross enrolment rate since it provides a more accurate measure of both female and male education attainment especially given typically high drop-out rates in both the primary and secondary school cycles in the majority of countries in SSA.
The UIS completion rate is defined as the number of students who have completed the full cycles of primary/secondary education within three years of the expected, official completion age of this schooling cycle divided by the total population of this three year age cohort. The UIS data base also includes rural and urban completion rates for both females and males for each of the three main schooling cycles. These are computed from data from periodic, large-scale national Demographic and Health and Multi-Indicator Cluster household surveys. The completion rate gender parity index (GPI) is the female completion rate divided by the male completion rate.
A total of 34 out of a total of 40 mainland countries in SSA have the necessary completion rate data for the 20 year period, from 2000 to 2020, which is under investigation. The five small island states of Cap Verde, Comoros, Mauritius, Sao Tome Principe and the Seychelles have been not been included in the analysis.
3. Gender inequality and school completion: an overview
3.1 Primary education
Gender inequality
The profile of gender inequality for primary education has changed dramatically during the last 20 years. In 2000, nearly half of all countries exhibited female completion rate inequality (with GPIs of less than 0.97) with around one quarter of countries with male inequality (with GPIs greater than 1.03%) (See Table 1 and Figure 2). 


	Table 1: Completion rate GPIs for primary education, 2000 and 2020
	

	Year
	Countries
	<- 0.8
	0.8-0.97
	0.97-1.03
	1.03-1.20
	1.20>

	2000
	Number
	17
	5
	6
	6
	2

	 
	% total
	47
	14
	17
	17
	6

	2020
	Number
	0
	8
	7
	13
	8

	 
	% total
	0
	22
	19
	36
	22

	Source: UIS
	
	
	
	
	
	



By the late 2010s, this ratio had been almost entirely reversed with female inequality in only around one-quarter of countries whereas nearly 60% of countries exhibit male gender inequality. Serious female gender inequality persists in only a relatively small number of mainly very poor, predominantly Francophone and Muslim countries in West and Central Africa as well as northern Nigeria. With regard to the SDG gender education goal, it is noticeable that barely 20% of countries had achieved completion rate gender equality in primary education (with GPIs between 0.97 and 1.03) in 2020. 

The population-adjusted GPI profiles are also revealing. In 2000, countries with female inequality with respect to primary school completion accounted for two-thirds of the school-aged population in SSA but, by the late 2010s, this had declined to only around one-third. During the same period, the population shares of countries with male inequality doubled from around 20% to 40% thereby surpassing the population share of countries with female inequality (see table 2). Also, during this period, 14 countries (including those with large populations, most noticeably DRC and Ethiopia) switched from having female inequality or gender equality to male inequality. Again, the SDG education goal of gender equality had only been achieved for barely 30% of the total school-aged population by the late 2010s.    
	Table 2: Populated-adjusted level of female and male inequality for primary

	and secondary education in SSA, 2000 and 2020 (rounded %) 
	

	 
	Year
	Female inequality
	Gender equality
	Male inequality

	Primary
	2000
	66
	15
	19

	 
	2020
	34
	28
	38

	Lower secondary
	2000
	87
	0
	13

	 
	2020
	44
	6
	50

	Upper secondary
	2000
	64
	12
	24

	 
	2020
	89
	7
	4

	Source: UIS and World Bank data
	
	



Female completion
Progress in attaining the SDG education goal of all children completing primary school by 2030 remains limited. With regard to girls, it can be observed in Table 3, that, in the late 2010s, the female completion rate for primary education was over 80% in only one-quarter of countries in SSA which, between them, accounted for slightly under one-third of the continent’s total population. For nearly one half of countries (accounting for nearly one third of the total population), the FCR was less than 60%. The situation in rural areas is particularly critical; completion rates are higher than 80% for barely 15% of girls living in rural areas compared to nearly 70% for girls living in urban areas.  
	Table 3: Female completion rates for primary education, 2000 and 2020

	(rounded % intervals)
	
	
	
	
	

	Female completion rate
	<40
	40-60
	60-80
	80-95
	95>

	Number countries
	7
	11
	9
	8
	1

	% countries
	19
	31
	25
	22
	3

	% population SSA
	10
	23
	27
	26
	6

	% rural population
	25
	37
	34
	10
	4

	% urban population
	0
	2
	28
	59
	11

	Source: UIS and World Bank databases
	
	
	


 
3.2 Lower secondary education
Gender inequality
In 2000, female inequality in lower secondary schooling was the norm in over 80% of countries in SSA. By the late 2010s, the overall country incidence of female inequality had declined to just over 40% while almost half of all countries exhibited male inequality with respect to lower secondary school completion. Just 10% of countries had achieved gender equality (see Table 4 and Figure 3). 
	Table 4: Completion rate GPIs for lower secondary education, 2000 and 2020 (% rounded)
	

	Year
	Countries
	<.04
	0.4-0.6
	0.6-0.8
	0.8-0.97
	0.97-1.03
	1.03-1.20
	1.20>

	2000
	Number
	6
	10
	9
	8
	2
	2
	1

	 
	% total
	17
	28
	29
	16
	6
	6
	3

	2020
	Number
	0
	2
	8
	5
	4
	12
	5

	 
	% total
	0
	6
	22
	14
	11
	33
	14

	Source: UIS
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



The population-adjusted estimates show that the countries with female inequality accounted for 44% of the total school population in SSA compared to 50% with respect to male inequality. Thus, as with primary education, the incidence of male inequality for lower secondary schooling is now higher than female inequality both with regard to the country head count and the overall share of the school age population in the region as a whole. However, female inequality continues to be particularly marked in rural areas.    

Female completion
Completion rates for lower secondary education remain low for the large majority of countries in SSA; among females, in 80% of countries which between them account for 66% of the school-age population in SSA, completion rates were below 60% in 2020 (see table 5). Female completion rates are exceptionally low in rural areas with nearly half of all females in the region residing in countries where the rural completion rate is below 20% compared to just 1% for females living in urban areas.
	Table 5: Female completion rates for lower secondary education, 2020 (% rounded) 

	Female completion rate
	<20
	20-40
	40-60
	60-80
	80-95
	95>

	Number countries
	4
	15
	10
	4
	3
	0

	% countries
	11
	42
	28
	4
	8
	0

	% population SSA
	8
	40
	18
	27
	7
	0

	% rural population
	48
	23
	19
	10
	0
	0

	% urban population
	1
	10
	26
	49
	14
	0

	Source: UIS and World Bank databases
	
	
	
	



3.3 Upper secondary education 
Gender inequality
In marked contrast to primary and lower secondary schooling, female inequality remains high for upper secondary education in SSA. This is particularly concerning since successful completion of the full secondary schooling cycle[footnoteRef:1] increasingly determines a young person’s overall life chances in SSA (as elsewhere) particularly with regard to accessing higher education as well as obtaining increasingly scarce employment in the formal sector.  [1:  The full secondary cycle typically comprises the 3-5 year lower education cycle and 2-3 year senior education cycle.  ] 

	Table 6: Completion rate GPIs for upper secondary education, 2000 and 2020 (% rounded)
	

	Year
	Countries
	<0.4
	0.4-0.6
	0.6-0.8
	0.8-0.97
	0.97-1.03
	1.03-1.20
	1.20>

	2000
	Number
	9
	10
	9
	4
	1
	1
	2

	 
	% total
	25
	28
	25
	11
	3
	3
	6

	2020
	Number
	0
	7
	9
	8
	3
	5
	4

	 
	% total
	0
	19
	25
	22
	8
	14
	11

	Source: UIS
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



There has, however, been some reduction in female inequality in senior secondary education during the last 20 years. In 2000, the completion rate GPI was less than 0.97 in almost 90% of countries compared to around two-thirds of countries in 2020 (Table 6 and Figure 4). The population-adjusted estimates of female inequality largely mirror the country head count profile; countries with female inequality in upper secondary education accounted for 90% of the regional population in 2000 declining to 64% in 2020 (see Table 2).   

Female completion
Female completion rates for upper secondary schooling are very low; in nearly two-thirds of countries (accounting for around half of the region’s population), female completion rates are less than 20% (see Table 7). The situation in rural areas is even more critical with countries where the female completion rate is less than 20% accounting for nearly 70% of the total rural population in SSA compared to just 14% for the urban population.  
	Table 7: Female completion rates for upper secondary education, 2020 (% rounded) 
	

	Female completion rate
	<10
	10 to 20
	20-30
	30-40
	40-50
	50-60
	60-70

	Number countries
	11
	12
	7
	4
	0
	2
	0

	% countries
	31
	33
	19
	11
	0
	6
	0

	% population SSA
	15
	38
	14
	8
	0
	25
	0

	% rural population
	68
	2
	10
	3
	17
	0
	0

	% urban population
	1
	13
	19
	13
	17
	13
	25

	Source: UIS and World Bank databases
	
	
	
	
	



4. Country Performance
The following analysis of country performance in attaining full female education equality focuses on secondary education since, as discussed earlier, (completion rate) female inequality for primary education is no longer a serious issue in the large majority of countries in SSA.
Countries have been sub-divided into three groups, namely those that in 2000 had already attained (or nearly attained) female education equality (GPIs>0.9), those with moderately high levels of female education inequality (GPIs 0.7-0.9) and those with high initial levels of gender inequality (with GPIs<0.7). 
With regard to country performance in reducing female education inequality, the following four categories have been used: ‘Excellent’ for countries that have attained (or almost attained) female education equality, ‘good’ for countries where the GPI has increased by more than 0.40, ‘poor’ for countries where the increase in the GPI is between 0.2 and 0.4 and ‘very poor’ for countries where the GPI has increased by less than 0.2 during the last 20 years. 
	


4.1 GPI country performance ratings
The performance ratings for lower and upper secondary education for each individual country are presented in Tables 8 and 9 and are summarised for all countries in each secondary schooling sub-cycle in Table 10. Four main features of these GPI country performance ratings standout. 
	Table 10: Performance ratings in reducing female inequality for lower secondary education in SSA (% countries)

	 
	Very poor
	Poor
	Good
	                   Very good

	 
	 
	 
	 
	High initial
	Moderate initial

	Lower secondary
	27
	19
	12
	23
	19

	Upper secondary
	31
	45
	10
	7
	7

	Source: Tables 8 and 9
	
	
	
	


	
Firstly, the very wide range of progress across both countries and between the two secondary education cycles in attaining GEE across the region. For lower secondary education, countries are roughly equally divided between ‘excellent/good’ and ‘poor/‘very poor’ performers. For upper secondary education, on the other hand, three-quarters of countries have performed poorly. 
Secondly, six countries have performed exceptionally well with excellent/good ratings for both lower and upper secondary education. Three of these high-performing countries (HPCs), Gambia, Senegal and Sierra Leone, had ‘high’ levels of female gender inequality at the start of the period so their performance is even more impressive. The other three countries, Ethiopia, Malawi and Rwanda, had ‘moderate’ initial levels of inequality. Another seven countries have ‘excellent/good’ performance ratings for lower secondary education (DRC, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Tanzania, Zambia) but only one (Cote d’Ivoire) for upper secondary education.  
Thirdly, there are 10 countries (Angola, Benin, Burundi, Burkina Faso, CAR, Chad, Congo, Mozambique, Niger, Nigeria and Uganda) that have performed exceptionally badly with poor/very poor GPI performance ratings for both lower and upper secondary education.
Fourthly, it is important to also take into account the other key dimension of improving girls’ education, namely increasing female completion rates particularly for secondary education which, as discussed earlier, are particularly 
	
Table 8:  Country performance in reducing female inequality for lower secondary education, 2000-2020
	

	Country
	GPI2000
	GPI2020
	Change GPI
	Change FCR

	High initial female inequality
	 
	 
	 

	Guinea-Bissau
	0.42
	1.08
	0.66
	10

	Ethiopia
	0.63
	1.28
	0.65
	26

	Senegal
	0.50
	
	
	

	Togo
	0.32
	0.81
	0.50
	32

	Mali
	0.41
	0.86
	0.46
	20

	Guinea
	0.29
	0.75
	0.45
	27

	Liberia
	0.65
	1.10
	0.45
	11

	Gambia
	0.58
	1.00
	0.42
	23

	Sierra Leone
	0.59
	0.98
	0.39
	32

	Benin
	0.38
	0.67
	0.29
	18

	Chad
	0.25
	0.53
	0.28
	8

	Niger
	0.28
	0.53
	0.25
	4

	Uganda
	0.63
	0.88
	0.24
	22

	Côte d'Ivoire
	0.49
	0.73
	0.24
	16

	Angola
	0.67
	0.84
	0.17
	14

	CAR
	0.53
	0.69
	0.17
	9

	Burundi
	0.60
	0.69
	0.09
	17

	Mozambique
	0.56
	0.64
	0.08
	6

	Burkina Faso
	0.59
	0.57
	-0.02
	4

	Moderate initial gender inequality
	 
	 

	Tanzania
	0.73
	1.11
	0.38
	25

	DRC
	0.73
	1.06
	0.33
	28

	Rwanda
	0.84
	1.13
	0.29
	25

	Zambia
	0.85
	1.05
	0.20
	18

	Malawi
	0.78
	0.97
	0.19
	9

	Nigeria
	0.85
	0.88
	0.03
	16

	Congo
	0.88
	0.65
	-0.23
	16

	No/minimal initial gender inequality
	0.19
	 

	Zimbabwe
	0.91
	1.10
	0.20
	14

	Ghana
	0.92
	1.10
	0.18
	12

	Cameroon
	0.93
	1.01
	0.08
	24

	Madagascar
	0.96
	1.06
	0.10
	16

	Botswana
	1.04
	1.00
	-0.04
	30

	South Africa
	1.08
	1.06
	-0.01
	10

	Eswatini
	1.08
	1.22
	0.13
	12

	Namibia
	1.14
	1.34
	0.20
	22

	Kenya
	1.19
	1.25
	0.06
	24

	Lesotho
	1.45
	1.78
	0.33
	21

	Notes: Colour code: green excellent; blue good; yellow poor; brown very poor.
	

	
	
	
	

	Table 9:  Country performance in reducing female inequality
	

	for upper secondary education, 2000-2020
	
	

	Country
	GPI2000
	GPI 2020
	Change GPI
	Change FCR

	High initial female inequality
	 
	 
	 

	Gambia
	0.45
	1.09
	0.65
	18

	Sierra Leone
	0.20
	0.79
	0.59
	15

	Senegal
	0.30
	0.85
	0.55
	5

	Côte d'Ivoire
	0.31
	0.85
	0.54
	12

	Rwanda
	0.63
	1.09
	0.46
	18

	Mali
	0.40
	0.75
	0.35
	13

	Cameroon
	0.62
	0.94
	0.32
	13

	Guinea
	0.28
	0.58
	0.30
	15

	Niger
	0.19
	0.48
	0.28
	1

	Togo
	0.43
	0.71
	0.28
	12

	CAR
	0.42
	0.67
	0.26
	3

	Uganda
	0.62
	0.86
	0.24
	14

	Congo
	0.46
	0.70
	0.24
	8

	Guinea-Bissau
	0.37
	0.60
	0.22
	3

	Zambia
	0.59
	0.81
	0.22
	16

	Chad
	0.21
	0.43
	0.22
	4

	Liberia
	0.57
	0.75
	0.18
	2

	Benin
	0.33
	0.49
	0.15
	6

	Angola
	0.60
	0.74
	0.15
	6

	Zimbabwe
	0.63
	0.74
	0.12
	-1

	DRC
	0.64
	0.73
	0.09
	18

	Burkina Faso
	0.46
	0.49
	0.03
	2

	Mozambique
	0.52
	0.52
	0.00
	3

	Moderate initial female inequality
	 
	 

	Ethiopia
	0.88
	1.35
	0.47
	13

	Malawi
	0.76
	0.97
	0.21
	7

	Burundi
	0.74
	0.94
	0.20
	7

	Kenya
	0.85
	0.96
	0.11
	19

	Tanzania
	0.72
	0.78
	0.06
	9

	Nigeria
	0.77
	0.79
	0.03
	15

	No/minimal initial female inequality
	0.12
	 

	Eswatini
	0.94
	1.22
	0.28
	11

	Madagascar
	0.96
	1.09
	0.13
	6

	South Africa
	1.03
	1.20
	0.18
	11

	Ghana
	1.07
	0.98
	-0.09
	31

	Botswana
	1.13
	1.23
	0.10
	26

	Namibia
	1.24
	1.25
	0.01
	16

	Lesotho
	1.25
	1.32
	0.07
	11

	Notes: Colour code: green Excellent; blue good; yellow poor;
	

	brown very poor.

	
	
	



low in most countries in SSA. While the relationship between changes in GPI and changes in FCR is positive for both lower and upper secondary education, these correlations are quite weak (with R-squared coefficients of 0.19 and 0.15 respectively).  Around half of the excellent/good GPI country performers at the lower secondary school level have had relatively large increase in FCRs of more than 25 percentage points.  Two countries, Guinea Bissau and Liberia, have done well in reducing female inequality in lower secondary school but their FCRs have increased by barely 10 percentage points. Similarly, Senegal recorded a 0.55 GPI increase for upper secondary education but only five percentage points for its FCR.  
5. The national context
5.1 Economic development
At the regional level, strong (statistically significant) positive correlations exist between country GPIs and FCRs and the overall level of national economic development as proxied by GDP per capita (with R-squared values of 0.4 and 0.55 respectively). National poverty rates are also quite closely (negatively) correlated with female education inequality. 
However, it is important to point out that relatively low GDP per capita (of less than US$2,500) has not prevented some countries (including five of the six HPCs) from substantially reducing the degree of female education inequality. This, in turn, highlights the importance of overall political commitment and well-designed policy interventions in attaining GEE.
5.2 Urbanisation
Both completion rate GPIs and FCRs are much higher in urban than in rural areas in SSA especially for secondary education. Urbanisation is, therefore, a powerful driver of change in eliminating female education inequality in SSA.
The level of urbanisation has increased very appreciably in the large majority of countries in SSA; for the region as a whole, the share of the total population living in urban areas increased from 27% in 1990 to 40% in 2020. In 2000, urban areas accounted for more than 40% of the national population in only four countries; by 2020, this had increased to 23 out of a total of 40 mainland countries.    
Sociological research highlights the extent to which rapid urbanisation significantly erodes gender inequalities mainly as a result of the increased role of women in both the formal and informal urban economy and other related social and political forces which ‘provide more associational pathways (for women) to collectively contest established practices’ (Evans, 2019:1). In addition, poverty rates are generally considerably lower in urban areas and the provision of key social services including schools is much better than in rural areas.
While the relationships between GPI and FCR and degree of urbanisation are clearly positive, the R-squared coefficients are both quite low (at less than 0.2). The absence of a simple causal link is also apparent among the six HPCs with three of the countries (Ethiopia, Malawi and Rwanda) having low rates of urbanisation. However, very high and rapid urbanisation in the Gambia (with nearly two-thirds of its population now resident in the Banjul conurbation and other towns) is likely to have been a key contributory factor in the elimination of female education inequality during the last two decades. 
5.3 Child labour
It is widely contended that one of the main reasons for female education inequality in SSA is that girls are required to work more than boys especially with undertaking household chores and that, therefore, the labour opportunity costs (LOC) of attending school are that much higher. Given this situation, the key policy implication is that additional support is needed for girls to compensate for their relatively high household labour input (see Colclough et al 2004, Sperling and Winthrop 2015). 
Again, there is a paucity of hard evidence with which to substantiate this contention in part because of the challenges of accurately recording child labour inputs. The only reasonably large country data set for SSA is the UNICEF Multi-Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) which were undertaken during the 2000s. Fifteen of these large national surveys contained a number of questions on the number of hours children perform each week various kinds of household and non-household activities in each survey household. These data have been analysed for adolescent children aged between 12 and 18 since it is among this age group where labour inputs are generally highest. To simplify the analysis, for each country, the percentages of boys and girls who work, on average, for more than six hours per day have been calculated for both those children who are in- and out-of-school. The six hour cut-off point is somewhat arbitrary but it has been chosen because this level of labour input is likely to have a major impact on schooling persistence and learning outcomes for those children who are attending school and provides a basis of comparison between boys and girls both in- and out-of-school. Children have been further sub-divided between rural and urban dwellers. 
The overall level of child labour input for each country is rated using the following five category scale: ‘Very high’ for countries where more than 60% of children work more than six hours a day, ‘high’ for countries between 40-60%, ‘moderate’, between 20-40% ‘low’ between 10-20%, and ‘very low’ less than 10%. 
A common shortcoming of most discussions of child labour and schooling is that the labour opportunity costs of schooling are assumed to be labour inputs of out-of-school children. However, this does not take into account the labour inputs of in-school children, the overall (i.e. net) LOCs for the child’s household are over-estimated. This analysis is based therefore on the net LOC of schooling i.e. the difference between the labour inputs of in-school and out-of-school children.   
	Table 11: Level of average weekly labour input among school students aged 12-18 (% countries)  

	 
	 
	Very low
	Low
	Moderate
	High
	Very high
	>10pp
	

	Rural
	Female
	33
	27
	20
	0
	20
	40
	

	 
	Male
	33
	13
	27
	13
	13
	53
	

	Urban
	Female
	33
	20
	13
	20
	13
	46
	

	 
	Male
	33
	7
	33
	20
	7
	59
	

	Source: 15 MICS national surveys
	
	
	
	
	



Tables 11 and 12 present the country percentage rating breakdowns for children aged 12-18 who are attending school and those who are not.  Three key observations and conclusions can be drawn from these. Firstly, given the high degree of country dispersion for each of these two groups, it is not possible to make broad generalisations about the absolute and relative labour inputs of either boys or girls both in- and out-of-school. 
	Table 12: Level of average weekly net labour input of females and males  

	aged 12-18 not attending school (% countries)
	
	

	 
	 
	Very low
	Low
	Moderate
	High
	Very high

	Rural
	Female
	40
	27
	20
	7
	7

	 
	Male
	47
	33
	13
	7
	0

	Urban
	Female
	60
	7
	20
	7
	0

	 
	Male
	47
	7
	27
	13
	7

	Source: 15 MICS national surveys
	
	
	



Secondly, among school attenders, regardless of sex or location, the overall labour input rating is moderate or higher in at least 40% of countries which is likely to impact significantly on overall levels of school persistence/dropout and learning outcomes. For rural areas, 40% of countries have moderate or higher labour input ratings for female students compared with 53% for boys. The same percentage point differential also exists between female and male school students in urban areas. 
Thirdly, the large majority of countries have low or very low net LOC ratings. In rural areas, the net LOC ratings are moderate or higher for girls in 34% of the survey countries compared to only 20% for males. The reverse is the case for urban areas, with nearly half of all countries having moderate or higher LOC ratings for boys compared to only 27% of countries for females. Similarly, it can be observed in Table 13 that, for rural areas, in 40% of countries, the LOC value for females is more than 10 percentage points higher than males in 40% of countries, less than 10% in another 40% of countries (‘no difference’), and greater than 10 percentage points for males in just 20% of countries. By contrast, this profiles is largely reversed in urban areas with corresponding values of 33% for females, 27% no difference, and 40% for males.
	Table 13: Difference in net labour input of females and males  

	aged 12-18 not attending school (% countries)
	

	 
	Female>male
	No difference
	Male>female
	

	Rural
	40
	40
	20
	

	Urban
	33
	27
	40
	

	Source: 15 MICS national surveys
	
	



Given possible issues with data quality and the limited size of the country sample, these findings are quite tentative and thus subject to revision. However, they do suggest that the current received wisdom that child labour is relatively high among girls requires further scrutiny. More generally, these findings suggest that the overall impact of child labour on school attendance is highly variable and, in some situations, may well be over-stated especially in those countries and locations where the net LOC of school attendance are relatively low. 
Different types of school provision are also likely to be highly significant. In particular, sizeable proportions of secondary school students (especially at the upper secondary level) attend boarding schools which means that their households lose all their labour (in- and out-of-school) during term time.   
Simple scatter plot analysis suggests that, for secondary education, there are no obvious or simple relationships between the extent of child labour and education gender inequality and female school completion rates.  The only exception is for rural FCRs and gross (rather than net) LOC where there is a reasonably tight, statistically significant negative correlation between the two with an R-square coefficient value of 0.34.

5.4 Employment
For the population as whole, the relationship between female education attainment and female employment can be analysed using labour force participation rate data. Changes in the occupational profiles of females and males provide a more in-depth understanding of the relationships between female education and employment. Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) have collected occupational data from very large nationally representative samples of individuals at five-year intervals over the last 25-30 years in almost 30 countries in SSA. One of the six occupational categories is ‘professional, management and technician’ (PMT) which covers, therefore, the bulk of highly skilled labour nearly all of which is employed in the formal sector. Changes in the PMT shares of female and male age-cohorts over time can, therefore, provide important insights into the impact of female education and particularly secondary and higher education in raising the occupational profile of women over time.
Female labour force participation: Virtually no analysis has been undertaken on the impact that changes in the overall economy and employment conditions have impacted on the labour force participation rate (LFPR) of women in SSA and the knock-on effects this may have on female education. It is generally accepted that better educated women are more likely to seek out productive employment outside of the household.  However, the available data from the ILO statistics data base indicates that, among the 30 countries in SSA with the requisite time-series data, female labour force participation rates for the 25-34 age cohort declined in 60% of these countries during the last two decades and in only one-third of countries has the female LFPR increased by more than five percentage points.  As a consequence, the LFPR gender parity index fell in nearly half of all countries (including three HPCs, Malawi, Rwanda and Sierra Leone) and only increased moderately (i.e. by between 0.2 and 0.4) in 10% of countries. Furthermore, no statistical significant relationships exist between changes in primary and lower secondary GPIs and FCRs, on the one hand, and changes in the LFPR GPI, on the other. 
High skilled employment: The share of high skilled PMT personnel remains under 10% of the 25-29 age cohort in almost three-quarters of the 34 countries for which DHS data is available. This acute shortage of skilled employment opportunities reduces the incentive to invest in secondary and higher education. However, in marked contrast with the trends in female LFPRs, the situation with regard the employment of high skilled women in SSA is considerably more positive. The share of PMT employment among women aged 45-49 (who were, therefore, in the 25-29 age cohort in the early 2000s) and the 25-29 age cohort at the time of the surveys in the mid-late 2010s had increased for the younger age cohort in nearly three-quarters of countries between the early 2000s and late 2010s. By contrast, this PMT share had fallen among the male 25-29 age cohort in two-thirds of countries.
While female inequality with respect to skilled employment (with GPI of <0.97) still exists in two-thirds of countries in SSA, over 80% of countries have recorded improvements in the PMT GPI, increasing by more than 0.2 in well over one-half of all countries (including Gambia, Malawi and Senegal). Moreover, it can be observed in Figure 5 that there is a fairly tight (and statistically significant with an R-square coefficient value of 0.4) correlation between the GPIs for high skilled personnel and lower secondary education. In other words, countries with higher female equality in secondary education also tend to have higher female equality in high skill labour markets. 
The causal relationships between education and employment outcomes are highly complex. However, with regard to the supply of educated labour, it is reasonable to hypothesise that relatively larger numbers of female secondary school graduates are increasingly competing successfully for skilled employment. On the demand side, it is also important to note that most African economies are becoming more services-oriented with key growth sectors including health, education, hospitality and tourism, and finance, which, globally, tend to employ relatively high proportions of women particularly with secondary and higher education. 


Only a detailed analysis of the gender occupational profile of all key economic sectors can establish how changes in employment conditions for women are likely to be affecting gender equality in education. Unfortunately, the necessary data to do this is unavailable in virtually all countries in SSA.
6. National gender policy interventions
Prevailing levels of gender inequality in education can only be properly analysed in the overall context of the changing position of women in society as a whole. This includes government gender policy and the impact of the social mobilisation activities of civil society organisations.      
6.1 Child marriage
Very substantial progress has been made during the last 30 years in reducing child marriage in SSA which has been consistently identified as one of the most serious constraints holding back girl’s education in the region (see Malhotra and Elnakib 2020, Bergstrom and Ozler 2021). In 1990, the incidence of child marriage was over 30% in almost half of all countries. By 2020, this had fallen to just 10% of all countries. The key reasons for this dramatic reduction are both varied and complex but it is the consequence of broad social and economic change (including rapid urbanisation) supported by government policies and practices most notably the enforcement of legislation that seeks to prevent or seriously curtail child marriage and the expansion of both primary and secondary education.

Whatever the reasons, the reduction in child marriage is closely linked to the marked improvement in female gender inequality for secondary education. This is particularly the case for rural areas where the prevalence of child marriage is highest (see Figure 6). The incidence of child marriage has also declined very appreciably (i.e. by at least a half) in all six of the HPCs.
6.2 Adult marriage
Child rather than adult marriage has been the primary focus of research on girl’s education in SSA. However, given the significant reduction in child marriage, it is adult marriage itself which is likely to be a more serious constraint on the attainment of gender education equality in SSA in the future. The main reason for this is that it is the individual, normally extended family household which is the centre of economic activity in much of SSA especially in rural areas and the urban informal sector. While male children generally remain household members beyond adolescence, given prevailing ‘social customs’, most women are married by their mid-late 20s and, once married, join their new husband’s household. The permanent loss of their labour contribution to the parental household is, therefore, a potentially sizeable disincentive for parents/guardians to invest in their daughters especially for upper secondary and higher education where the direct and indirect costs are particularly high. 
Bride price is another key feature of the marriage institution in much of SSA where daughters are ‘sold’ to the households of their future husbands. Although declining somewhat in importance, the income from bride price is still an important source of household income especially among the poorest families in rural areas and as a means of countering negative ‘shocks’ most notably drought (see Ashraf et al 2020, Anderson 2007). Consequently, many households are faced with strong incentives to marry their daughters off at an early age. As such, the opportunity costs of sending daughters to school is not only their foregone labour but also the deferment of bride price.             
Household rates of return to education
The literature on gender education inequality consistently reaffirms that supporting girl’s education is the ‘best investment in the world’ (see Sperling and Winthrop, CIFF 2018). At the individual level, private rates of return to education (RORE) for females are reported to be high, both in absolute and relative terms. The same is true for social ROREs which include the key (externality) benefits of lower fertility, better educated and healthier children, delayed marriage, and generally improved ‘women empowerment’.  However, so long as schooling in much of SSA remains voluntary, it is individual households and not governments who will continue to decide how much education their children receive. It is therefore, the perceived household RORE rather than the conventional individual private and social ROREs that is the critical determinant of how much parents/guardians are willing to invest in their children’s education (see Jensen 2010). 
As discussed earlier, in the pervasive context of household production in SSA, the permanent loss of the labour of daughters when they marry into their husband’s household significantly reduces the (lifelong) household ROREs to female education. Moreover, so long as daughters continue to ‘belong’ to the household, their parents/guardians have an incentive to maximise their labour contribution and, by not attending school, also avoid having to pay usually high tuition and other school fees and levies. Clearly, parents are also motivated by ‘altruistic’ reasons for educating their daughters but perceived low household ROREs may be a major countervailing force which is that much greater the poorer the household and the more costly schooling provision. The ‘low value’ that parents attach to girl’s education is, therefore, not just the consequence of ‘social customs’ but economic/financial incentives. With very limited resources, most households can only afford secondary schooling for one or perhaps two of their children. Furthermore, given the higher perceived household ROREs for sons who remain in the household into adulthood, it is not surprising that their education needs tend to be prioritised.    
 In the absence of sizeable increases in household income in the short-term medium term, governments in SSA must take the lead in increasing the perceived household ROREs to girl’s education. In theory, households need to be compensated for the lifetime loss of their daughter’s labour to the household once married but, clearly, this would be prohibitively costly. At the very least, however, preferential support should be given by governments to reduce significantly or eliminate altogether direct schooling costs for girls and, where feasible, compensate households for at least some of the LOC of female school attendance. Given the current development context in most of SSA, this will only be achievable with very substantial external support from the international community.   
Late school completion
Late school completion particularly at the secondary level is pervasive throughout SSA. For two-thirds of the 32 countries in SSA with DHS data, more than two-thirds of female students do not complete their secondary education until they are aged between 20 and 24. This figure is less than 50% in only two countries (Liberia and Tanzania). Most women in SSA are expected to be married by this age so such higher levels of late school completion could well be a major factor in the persistence of high levels of gender inequality and low levels of female completion especially for upper secondary education. Scatter plot analysis does indeed suggest that there is indeed a negative correlation between the secondary school completion rate among female 20-24 year olds and an index of late completion (FCR20-24/FCR15-19) but this is not particularly strong and statistical insignificant (p<0.5). This is perhaps not surprising given that the level of late completion is so high in almost all countries.
Getting significantly more girls to complete their primary and secondary schooling on time could result in much higher completion rates and thus reduce gender inequality. Again, serious consideration should be given to the introduction of incentives and other policy measures that enable both students and their parents/guardians to finish school on time. 
7. Education policy and practice
7.1 Information and evidence shortcomings
Despite the importance attached the attainment of GEE in SSA, little hard evidence exists that would enable robust assessments to be made of the overall impact of relevant education policy interventions by national governments in this key area. Even countries with high profile national gender education strategies, such as Ethiopia, provide very little information on the activities, results/ outcomes and impacts on improving GEE. National educational sector plans rarely assess progress with respect to key GEE performance indicators even where previous plans had explicit gender enrolment and other relevant targets. For example, the 2018-2022 national education plan in Sierra Leone states that ‘girl-child interventions have successfully impacted the enrolment of girls at all levels’. However, no information is provided on what these interventions have been and their specific impacts.
What education policies work?
This lack of information has contributed to a GEE policy vacuum in the sense that governments and other key stakeholders do not have a clear understanding of which education policy interventions are likely to be the most cost-effective at the national level in improving gender education equality.  To date, the overall value of many experimental interventions is questionable especially because they are strongly concentrated to a relatively small number of intervention areas and their scalability to the national level is not properly assessed. Furthermore, the methodological challenges of separating out the GEE impacts of broader socio-economic and national (non-educational) GEE initiatives are daunting.
7.2 The Education Gender Policy Index
This index is the first initiative that seeks to rank countries according to their commitment to attaining GEE (Crawfurd and Hares, 2020). It comprises of five sets of indicators – financial, sexual reproductive health, child safety, labour market opportunities and role models. It is noticeable, however, that only four out of 18 indicators are gender-specific policy interventions (no fees, cash transfers for girls, separate toilets and % female teachers) and all indicators are given equal weight in the ranking algorithm when it is likely that some have much higher impacts than others.   
The authors state that there is a ‘strong correlation’ between the country index rankings and the gender gap education attainment (as measured by the difference in learning adjusted years of schooling between girls and boys), but the scatter plots of these two variables show very considerable dispersion. In part, this is because it is the change rather than the current level of gender education inequality which is likely to be a more accurate indicator of government efforts to improve girls’ education. This is highlighted by the fact that the index’s 10 ‘bottom’ ranked countries in SSA include two of the six HPCs countries (Gambia and Sierra Leone). Two other bottom-ranked countries (Guinea Bissau and Mali) have also performed exceptionally well[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  The same lack of correspondence is evident between changes in education GPI and changes in the overall (UNDP) national gender inequality index.] 

7.3 General (non-gendered) policies
In a recent article, Evans and Yuan review 267 gendered and non-gendered education interventions in 54 low and middle-income countries. They conclude that ‘general, non-targeted interventions perform similarly to girl-targeted interventions on average to increase both girls’ access to school and their learning in school. General interventions tend to have similar effects for boys and girls’ (2022:245). Their other key conclusion is that ‘the cost of schooling is likely the single most effective way to bring girls into school’ (2022:267). Reducing distance to school and improving school sanitation are the other two most effective intervention areas. If it is indeed the case that both types of interventions have similar impacts in improving girls’ education, governments can avoid the political sensitivities that are likely to arise when adopting education policies (especially if they are particularly costly) that positively discriminate in favour of girls.  
The main shortcoming of this analysis is the evidence base is very limited since only 29 (11%) of the total reviewed interventions are gender-specific and these are strongly clustered in just three areas namely cost reduction (10), ‘gender empowerment’ six, and infrastructure eight).  The evidence base for countries in SSA is particularly limited with only a handful of gendered interventions. As they point out ‘in sub-Saharan Africa, girl-targeted interventions have a larger average effect, but the confidence interval for targeted interventions is enormous, from 0.01 to 0.45 SDs (standard deviations), suggesting wide variation in performance’ (p.251). It is also the case that all the interventions are experiments (mostly RCTs) with the usual concerns about their wider adoption especially at the national level. 
Universal free schooling
There is substantial evidence to show that the abolition of school fees for primary education coupled with increased enrolment capacity (more schools and classrooms) and the introduction of compulsory schooling legislation have had the greatest impact in reducing gender inequality for primary education in the majority of countries in SSA (Iscan et al   2015, Morgan et al 2014, Nguyen and King 2022, Al-Samarrai and Hasan 2007.). The introduction of universal, free (or largely free) secondary schooling in SSA is more recent and still limited to a minority of countries. However, in eight out of ten Anglophone countries which have taken significant steps to abolish or reduce secondary school fees, the rate of growth of female enrolments increased markedly immediately after the introduction of this policy (see figure  7)[footnoteRef:3].     [3:  The main exception is in Kenya where the cost reduction measures introduced in 2008 had little immediate impact. This eventually led to the complete elimination of fees in 2017. No UIS enrolment data is available after 2015, it is has been widely reported that enrolments have increased significantly since then. ] 


Similar time-series data on trends in schooling infrastructure in SSA especially the construction of new schools is not readily available. This is a major information gap which needs to be urgently plugged (see Author forthcoming). However, two of the six HPCs, Ethiopia and Rwanda have built very large numbers of schools (especially in rural areas) during the last decade based on the mobilisation of local communities. Tanzania, also adopted a similar strategy to expand secondary school provision during the mid-late 2000s.
Other non-gendered policies 
Various types of conditional cash transfer and school fee-waiver programs have been shown to be effective in improving school attendance and learning outcomes (see Snilsveit et al. 2016). However, large-scale programs of this type are rare in SSA since they are costly, generally rely on donor funding and are often challenging to implement. 
School feeding programs are generally believed to have a strong positive impact on school attendance. A recent systematic review finds ‘positive correlation’ exists between school feeding programs and educational outcomes (see Wall et al, 2022:1). However, Bergstrom and Ozler, in their recently published review of  policies that seek to improve the well-being of adolescent girls in developing countries, conclude that these programs have ‘been shown to be promising in improving learning although they remain unproven for increasing access (more likely to be successful in areas with very low levels of enrolment)’ (p.15). Given their relatively high costs, their overall cost-effectiveness has also been called into question (see Adelman et al, 2012).
As with school infrastructure, there is insufficient information available on the impact of both national and other large-scale school cost reduction and school feeding programmes to be able to assess their impact on either girls or boys education. 
7.3 Gendered interventions
There are two broad types of gendered education interventions namely the support package of measures needed to make schools ‘girl-friendly’ and financial and material support (cash transfers, bursaries, scholarships, uniforms etc.) for individual girls. 
The girl-friendly school package encompasses most key school and learning inputs in particular gender-sensitive curricula and associated learning materials, teaching practice (pedagogy), more female teachers (especially in rural schools), elimination of sexual harassment and other types of school-based violence, single-sex toilets, sexual reproductive health education, girl empowerment (in particular Girls Clubs), the provision of sanitary pads, and parental and community sensitisation and mobilisation. It has been championed by UNICEF in many countries in SSA with considerable involvement by international and national NGOs. The overall cost of the package is relatively low and there is a strong consensus around the value of the main component interventions. Again, however, virtually no robust evidence exists on the overall impact of the girl-friendly school package at the national level in order to be able to make meaningful assessments of relative country performance.
 As noted above, there is broad agreement that cost reduction measures generally have the greatest direct immediate impact in improving the enrolment and completion rates for girls, especially for secondary education. The Bergstrom and Ozler review states that ‘CCTs and (secondary) school scholarships (merit-based or otherwise) are still the best policy tools across the globe to improve school improvement’ (p.15). Once again, however, there are serious cost effectiveness issues given the high overall costs of these interventions and also because often significant numbers of beneficiaries would have attended school anyway.
Relatively few countries in SSA have implemented sizeable national or even sub-national female cash transfer and scholarship/bursary/fee-elimination programmes specifically for girls. They are too costly for most countries and most have been externally-funded for relatively short-time periods. Two of the most notable examples are the female secondary school scholarship scheme in Gambia and the BRIGHT programme for selected rural primary schools in Burkina Faso both of which have been positively evaluated (see Blimpo et al. and Kazianga et al.). 
More generally, there is growing recognition that targeting girls at the expense of boys may be counterproductive. For example, at the schools run by the NGO PEAS in Uganda, where schools girls were receiving more support than boys, girls did less well (see UKFIET blog October 2022). Where there is some space for gender-specific interventions, these have to be very carefully implemented. 
8. Male education inequality
As discussed earlier male education inequality is a rapidly growing phenomenon in SSA. For primary education, nearly 70% of countries (22 out of 32 with available data) have male inequality (GPI >1.03) in either rural or urban areas (or both locations) compared to just 45% of countries with regard to female inequality (GPI<0.97). The corresponding figures for male inequality for lower secondary education are 45% and 78%. Surprisingly, male inequality for both primary education and lower secondary education is more common and more acute in rural areas; for primary education, 69% and 31% of countries respectively and for lower secondary 31% and 25%.
No substantive research appears to have been undertaken on male education inequality in SSA.  Research on this topic in high-income regions (especially Europe and North America) has burgeoned in recent decades as the performance gap in public examinations and other tests has continued to widen in favour of girls in most countries. A broad consensus exists that ‘emancipatory contextual circumstances’ probably account for most of the cross country variation in the education gender gap’ (van Hek et al, 2016). In particular, ‘the transition from traditional to modern societal structures evoke both economic and cultural change that alter women’s roles in society’. 
Only in-depth, national and cross national research will be able to establish the extent to which similar or even different ‘emancipatory contextual circumstances’ may be influencing patterns of gender inequality in SSA. There are obvious major contextual differences between SSA and high-income regions, a key one being that gender inequality manifests itself in SSA with respect to both educational attainment/school completion and learning/examination outcomes since household decisions to educate children continue to be voluntary (especially for secondary education) as opposed to the almost universal enforcement of compulsory universal primary and secondary schooling in the North.     
A reasonable hypothesis is that male education inequality is likely to arise in situations where the attitudes and overall commitment of boys and girls and their parents/guardians to schooling is changing in ways that benefit girls more than boys. Where gross intake rates are largely the same as is the case for primary education in most countries in SSA, it is the higher dropout rates for boys than girls that accounts for the increasing incidence of male education inequality. 
A number of broader economic, social and political factors which may be contributing to emancipatory contextual change with respect to attitudes and commitments of boys and girls to education have already been discussed, albeit in only a preliminary fashion. These include women and girl empowerment, urbanisation, less child marriage, and the increasing economic participation of women particularly in skilled labour markets. The level and changes in household and non-household child labour is also a potentially important factor but the available information on child labour is too limited to draw any firm conclusions[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  The 12-18 LOC data presented earlier only covers six countries where male inequality in lower secondary education exists in either rural and/or urban areas. For urban areas, male LOCS are appreciably higher in Lesotho, Malawi and Mozambique but appreciably lower in Senegal. For rural areas, they only higher for males in Lesotho and they are higher for females in CAR and Rwanda.    ] 

Finally, academic performance may also strongly influence the overall education commitment of boys and girls in enrolling and completing both primary and secondary school. For primary schooling, girls achieve higher Grade 6 test scores in reading in two-thirds of countries in SSA with boys performing only markedly better (more than five percentage points difference) in only one out of 32 countries (4%) (see table 14). Boys do better than girls in Grade 6 maths tests in
	
Table 14: Primary school student performance in reading and mathematics tests in SSA

	(% countries)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 
	 
	Higher male
	Both
	Higher female

	 
	 
	1-5pp
	>5pp
	Total
	Same
	1-5pp
	>5pp
	Total

	Grade 2
	Reading
	18
	4
	22
	39
	26
	13
	39

	 
	Maths
	26
	31
	57
	39
	4
	0
	4

	Grade 6
	Reading
	9
	4
	13
	23
	38
	37
	65

	 
	Maths
	23
	22
	35
	50
	11
	4
	15

	Source UIS database
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



one-third of countries but this difference is only marked in 12% of countries. The change in gender performance differentials in favour of girls between the Grade 2 and 6 test scores is also noticeable. 
For English-speaking countries in SSA, the overall examination performance of boys in terminal lower secondary school examinations (‘O’ level and other basic education certificates etc.) is higher in 10 out of 18 countries but only markedly so (more than five percentage points) in two countries (Ethiopia and Malawi). Girls perform better than boys in eight countries with four countries where this performance is markedly higher (Lesotho, Namibia, Rwanda, and Uganda).   
9. Conclusion
9.1 Key conclusions
Two main sets of conclusions can be drawn from this preliminary exploration of country performance in attaining GEE in SSA.
Country performance: policy and practice 
Firstly, the conceptual framework for analysing gender education inequality in SSA needs to be broader and more holistic. Most research to date has been too narrowly focused on education policies and practices and, in particular, specific gender-related education interventions. However, there are a wide range of broader social, economic and factors as well as other non-gender policies (both national and educational) which are also likely to have a major influence in determining the extent of female and male participation and performance throughout the education system.  
Closely linked to the adoption of a broader conceptual framework, this review has highlighted the need to assess progress in redressing gender education inequality at the country level. As noted earlier, almost all research to date has been on assessing the efficacy of usually quite small scale interventions which while valuable, offers relatively few insights into why some countries have done so better or worse than others in reducing gender inequality in education. 
Based on this conceptual framework, this preliminary review has been able to identify which countries in SSA have performed particularly well and poorly and then consider the potential  role of national level and education sector policies, both those with and without a gender-focus. This, in turn, provides the basis for a more balanced assessment of the potential role of gender-specific education policies, which to date have been the focus of attention of GEE research and policy interventions.    
Access and quality
Very significant progress has been made in eliminating completion rate female inequality in primary education and increasingly in lower secondary education in the large majority of countries in SSA.  Given this success, a growing number of researchers and other stakeholders believe that it is time ‘to move beyond parity to discuss and tackle quality issues in education” and that “quality needs to take precedence over parity at this critical juncture” (Baily and Holmassdottir, 2015: 825-6). However, it is important to recognise that female inequality remains persistently high in upper secondary education in SSA as well as in many rural areas which will require far more concerted action over the next 10-20 years. 
Shifting research and policy priorities unduly towards quality concerns may also result in reverse gender bias if increasingly pervasive male education access and completion inequality continues to be largely ignored. Similarly, it is the case that male inequality with respect to the quality of primary education (as measured by test scores and examination performance) is of greater concern in many countries in SSA. Moreover, female-male performance differentials in lower secondary education have also narrowed markedly in recent years in a growing number of countries.  
9.2 Research limitations and future research priorities
The findings and conclusions of this preliminary review are quite tentative and are subject, therefore, to more intensive and detailed research. In particular, a series of comprehensive, multi-disciplinary national case studies across a relatively large number of countries in SSA should be undertaken which, collectively, can assess the progress being made by countries in attaining GEE and also enable key lessons to be drawn from national experiences on the most effective strategies and practices that should be adopted to achieve both female and male gender equality in education by 2030. 
A separate comprehensive research programme also needs to investigate the reasons for the emergence of significant male inequality in primary and lower secondary schooling in SSA particularly in those countries where the education gender inequality switch has been particularly large.    
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Figure 4: Completion rate GPI upper secondary education, 2020

Chad	Benin	Niger	Burkina Faso	Somalia	Mozambique	Togo	Mali	Guinea	Guinea-Bissau	Zimbabwe	CAR	Sierra Leone	Angola	Congo	Nigeria	Côte d'Ivoire	Zambia	Liberia	DRC	Tanzania	Cameroon	Senegal	Burundi	Malawi	Kenya	Uganda	Rwanda	Gambia	Ghana	Madagascar	Botswana	Eswatini	South Africa	Namibia	Ethiopia	Lesotho	0.46590909090909083	0.49162011173184367	0.5	0.50847457627118642	0.5407925407925408	0.55172413793103448	0.59656652360515017	0.6143790849673203	0.61872909698996659	0.65384615384615385	0.65656565656565657	0.66666666666666674	0.7021276595744681	0.77419354838709686	0.78057553956834524	0.79189944134078227	0.82911392405063289	0.8557377049180328	0.87671232876712335	0.89583333333333337	0.92799999999999994	0.9425837320574163	0.95370370370370372	0.95555555555555549	0.96700507614213205	0.98000000000000009	1	1.0904931367564819	1.092201166180758	1.0935672514619881	1.1047619047619048	1.176954732510288	1.1971830985915493	1.2126696832579185	1.23	1.296	1.3670212765957446	


Figure 5: Scatter plots of lower secondary education GPI and skilled occupation GPI, mid-late2010s
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Figure 6: Incidence of child marriage and rural GPI for lower secondary education, 2020 
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Figure 7: Change in average annual rate of female enrolment growth 3-5 years  after the introduction of free secondary education or other cost reduction measures  
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Figure 2: Completion rate GPI for primary education in SSA, 2020
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Figure 3: Completion rate GPI for lower secondary education in SSA, 2020 
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