
Provisions in key instruments*
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• All the instruments have strong provisions on equal
access to education, with specific targets on
achieving universal access to basic education by
2015 (MDGs) and eliminating gender disparities
in primary and secondary education by 2005, and
at all levels of education no later than 2015 (MDGs).

• The African Protocol and BPFA address the high
levels of illiteracy among women, with the BPFA
setting a target of reducing the female illiteracy
rate to at least half its 1990 level (though without
a timeframe for doing so). The BPFA also has
extensive provisions on recognition of non-formal
education and creating learning opportunities for
unemployed women, women re-entering the labour
market, indigenous and rural women.

• All the instruments have provisions on removing
gender stereotyping in school curriculum, career
choices and professions which play a key role in
assigning women to lower paid jobs in the
economy.

• The BPFA and CEDAW address the need for
pregnant adolescents and young mothers to be
able to complete their schooling.

I m p l e m e n t a t i o n

• The African Protocol is the only instrument that
addresses gender violence in schools.

• None of the instruments address the importance
of sex education and youth friendly sexual and
reproductive health facilities.

• None of the instruments address the
responsibilities of adolescent and young fathers,
nor what school policy should be towards them.

• None of the instruments address the obstacles to
good performance by girls, including their dual
role as learners and care givers at home, especially
in the era of HIV/AIDS.

• None of the instruments address state support
for pre school which research shows is critical for
women’s effective participation in the labour force
as well as for early child development.

* The SADC Declaration on Gender and Development (SDGD); Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action (BPFA); Convention for the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW); and the Protocol
to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of
Women in Africa (the African Protocol) as well as the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs).

Achievements

• Primary school: In most SADC countries, there are now roughly equal numbers of boys and girls at primary
schools. In some countries, such as Lesotho and Botswana, there are more girls than boys in primary
schools as a result of boys being kept back at home to herd cattle.

• Secondary school: SADC countries differ from their counterparts in the rest of Africa in that the gender
gap at secondary school level is rapidly narrowing.

• Higher education: In some SADC countries, such as South Africa and Mauritius, the gender gap in higher
education is also rapidly narrowing.

• Affirmative action in education: Several SADC countries have introduced special point systems, funds
and scholarships to ensure that gender balance is achieved.

Challenges

• User fees: With the introduction of school and other user fees in some countries, it is often girls who are
first to be withdrawn when there are financial choices to be made. Increasing levels of poverty have also
witnessed a growing proportion of boys dropping out of primary school to become hawkers and traders.

• School drop out rates: In many countries there is a higher drop out rate for girls than boys due to early
marriages and the high rate of teenage pregnancy in the region, with roughly one third of all young women
becoming pregnant by the age of sixteen.
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• Sex education in schools:  Although sex education is now
being introduced in schools in some countries, this is often
confined to the classroom, without involving parents, and with
some teachers believing strongly that they are being asked
to assume parental responsibilities.

• Reproductive health facilities for boys and girls: Sex
education is still not accompanied by adequate reproductive
health facilities for young people in urban, let alone rural areas.

• Blaming girls: Teenage pregnancies in schools are approached
in a discriminatory way. Girls usually bear the entire
consequences, without the boys who father the children being
called on to take responsibility.

• Girls who fall pregnant while at school resuming their
studies: Although theoretically in most SADC countries girls
who become pregnant at school are free to continue and/ or
return to school, in practice they are stigmatised or expelled,
and seldom complete their education.

• Vocational training and higher education: There is a far
lower level of girls than boys in vocational training across the
region. The picture at university level is mixed. For example,
in South Africa, gender parity has been achieved at university
level, but in Tanzania 88 % of university enrolments are men.
In both vocational training and at universities, women
predominate in the arts, domestic science, secretarial, clerical
and “soft” occupational areas and men in the sciences,
business, finance, management etc.

• Pre-primary education:  There is a close correlation between level of state support for pre-primary education
and the ability of women to participate effectively in the work place. Yet educare is still largely privately run and
is only accessible to the rich.

• Adult basic education: With the exception of a few countries in the region (for example Botswana) women in
Southern Africa have lower literacy levels than men.

• Poor performance by girls especially at secondary school level: There is a gender gap in the performance
of girls and boys at secondary school in most SADC countries. Many girls have dual roles as learners and care
givers, especially in the era of HIV/AIDS.

• Sexual violence in schools: There are high levels of sexual violence and sexual harassment in schools that are
traumatising and have a damaging effect on the performance of young women. Teachers perpetrate an alarmingly
high level of this sexual abuse.

• HIV/ AIDS: Gender violence in schools carries with it the added threat of HIV/ AIDS. Certain practices, such as
the myth that having sex with a virgin is a cure for HIV/AIDS are exacerbating the problem. Many young girls are
forced by poverty to have transactional sex (i.e. sex for money) with older men in order to support themselves
and their families.

• Virginity testing has been carried out at some schools in the region as a means of curbing HIV/ AIDS. This is a
violation of the human rights of young women, especially as this practise is only applied to them and not to young
men.

• Inadequate sanitation facilities: Often, even such basic factors as inadequate sanitation can affect the performance
of girls. Gender sensitive sanitation facilities should be a basic provision at all schools.

• Teacher prejudices: While women constitute the majority of teachers at primary school level, the gender balance
shifts at secondary school level. Research shows teacher biases towards encouraging boys to participate and
answer questions more than girls - especially in maths and science.

• Gender biases in activities assigned to boys and girls at school: These include girls cleaning and the boys
working in the garden; boys playing football and girls playing netball.

• Gender biases in curricula:  Despite some efforts, there has been no systematic review of school curricula in
the region to remove gender biases and encourage the challenging of gender stereotypes.

Recommendations

• Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005, and at all levels of education
no later than 2015 (MDGs).

• Eradicate illiteracy by 2020.
• Introduce state supported child development in all members by 2020.
• Eliminate stereotypes in educational curricula and school activities.
• Set targets for eliminating gender bias in subjects appropriate to the national situation.
• Start campaigns on, and end gender violence in schools by 2020.


