Journal of African Development
Website: https://www.afea-jad.com/

Research Article

Girls’ Education and the Future of African Development

Authors Information

Abstract & Keywords:

Name of the Authors:
'Kyle Esparza,2Jodi Martinez, *Michael
Lara,*Brenda Alvarez,’Peter Bell

Affiliations of the Authors:
"Department of Environmental Studies,
Kyoto Central University, Japan.
2Department of Management, Holland
International University, Netherlands,
3Department of Political ~Science,
Holland  International  University,
Netherlands.*Department  of  Law,
Nairobi ~ Metropolitan ~ University,
Kenya.’Department ~ of  Business
Administration, Pacific Coast
University, Chile
*Corresponding author:
Kyle Esparza

Article History:
Received: 17.05.2024
Revised :12.07.2024
Accepted: 13.08.2024

Abstract

This article provides a comprehensive analysis of female leadership in
Africa, examining both progress and persistent barriers across political,
economic, and social sectors. It traces the historical evolution of women'’s
roles from pre-colonial leadership to contemporary positions of power,
highlighting key figures such as Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, Samia Suluhu Hassan,
and Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala. Drawing on current data and case studies from
Rwanda, Liberia, Malawi, and Ethiopia, the article reveals uneven but
promising trends in parliamentary and executive representation.
Structural, cultural, and institutional obstacles—such as gender norms,
limited access to networks, and political violence—continue to hinder
women's advancement. Despite these challenges, research illustrates the
transformative impact of female leadership on policy innovation,
peacebuilding, and social development. The article concludes with
evidence-based policy recommendations aimed at achieving gender parity
and empowering women as leaders in Africa’s future governance
landscape.
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INTRODUCTION

Education is a foundational right and a catalyst for
sustainable development. In Africa, educating girls is
recognized not only as a means to empower individuals
but also as a strategy to unlock the continent’s immense
human capital. Over the past two decades, progress has
accelerated, but substantial gender gaps persist, especially
at secondary and tertiary levels!2, Understanding the
current state, barriers, and future prospects of girls’
education is essential for policymakers and stakeholders
committed to the African Union’s Agenda 2063 for
inclusive growth.

Current Status: Trends and Progress in Girls'
Education
Enrollment and Completion

e Primary Level: In 2019, for every 100 boys in
Africa, 98 girls completed primary education—
approaching gender parity, though below the world
average (102 girls/100 boys)!.

e Secondary Level: Completion rates and gender
ratios remain lower. In 2019, 95 girls finished
upper secondary school for every 100 boys;
secondary school completion for girls is at 33%,
compared to 50% for lower secondary!![2],

e Tertiary Level: Only 80 women are enrolled in
tertiary education for every 100 men in sub-
Saharan Africa. However, in Southern Africa,
female tertiary enrollment surpasses males,
indicating high regional variancel!,

Year Primary Lower Upper Tertiary
(Afric Completi Sec. Sec. Enrollm
a) on (%) Completio Completi ent
n (%) on (%) (F/M
Ratio)
2000 52 35 23 0.74
2022 67 50 33 0.80

e Key Indicator: Sub-Saharan Africa has the
world’s highest education exclusion rate; by
adolescence, the exclusion rate for girls is 36%.

The Transformational Impact of Educating Girls
Economic Growth and Labor Market Participation

e Educated women are more likely to participate in
the formal economy, earn higher wages, and
reinvest more of their income in family welfare,
health, and education31¢,

e Economic modelling (Mastercard Foundation,
2024) shows that enhancing the productivity and
agency of young women could unlock $287b in
economic value by 2030—a 5% boost to Africa’s
total GDPEL,

Health, Fertility, and Intergenerational Progress
e Higher educational attainment among girls is
strongly correlated with reduced child mortality,
delayed marriage, and lower fertility rates,
contributing to healthier families and demographic
transitions.
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Each additional year of schooling can increase a
woman’s lifetime earnings by 10-20% and reduce
the likelihood of early marriage and childbirth by
4-7% on averagel!,

Societal Change and Governance

Educated girls challenge traditional roles, shift
norms, and foster more inclusive societies!®). The
multiplier effect: educated women participate more
in leadership, decision-making, and community
development—creating positive cycles for future
generations.

Impact Area Outcome from Girls' Education

Income Higher household, community, and

national GDP

Health Reduced maternal and child mortality,

lower HIV infection rates

Fertility Fewer early pregnancies and child
marriages
Social Inclusion Enhanced participation in civic,

political, and leadership roles

Intergenerational Daughters of educated mothers more

likely to attend school

Persistent Barriers and Regional Disparities
Challenges

Socio-cultural Norms: Early marriage,
expectations of domestic roles, and gender-based
violence disrupt girls' schooling, especially in rural
settingsPI7EL

Economic Factors: Direct and indirect school
costs, poverty, and child labor responsibilities
force girls to drop out or never enroll3!,

Safety and Health: Threats of violence in schools,
lack of menstrual hygiene facilities, and inadequate
support for reproductive health elevate dropout
risk.

Policy Gaps: Insufficient enforcement of
compulsory education policies and weak social
protection measures to retain girls in school!%,

Regional Variation

North and Southern Africa show near gender parity
or have reversed gaps (more female than male
graduates at upper secondary and tertiary), while
Central and West Africa lag significantly—Central
Africa enrolling just 68 girls for every 100 boys in
upper secondary2,

Urban-rural divides remain acute; remote or
conflict-affected areas experience higher exclusion
rates!d.

Africa’s Policy Response and Innovations
African Union Roadmap and National Strategies

The AU’s education roadmap prioritizes STEM,
teacher training, and digital learning to ensure

inclusivity and prepare youth for 21st-century
skillstH,

e National programs (Ghana, Tanzania, Nigeria)
have expanded scholarships, improved textbooks,
and launched awareness campaigns to shift
harmful gender normst23],

Effective Interventions

e Conditional Cash Transfers: Programs in Malawi
and Kenya show increased attendance and
reduction in early marriage.

e Mentorship and Skills Development: Life skills
and mentorship circles equip girls with confidence
to transition into labor markets and leaderships!.

¢ Gender-sensitive Curricula: Educational
materials now increasingly feature positive female
role models and address stereotypes, fostering
aspiration and resiliencell2l,

DATA VISUALIZATION
Figure 1: Female to Male Ratios in School Completion
(Africa, 2000-2022)

Level 2000 2022
Primary 0.94 0.98
Lower Sec 0.77 0.96
Upper Sec 0.72 0.95
Tertiary 0.74 0.80

Figure 2: Economic Impact Projections of Educating
Girls in Africa

Scenario Estimated GDP Source
Gain (by 2030)

Universal Secondary +5% ($287b) Mastercard

Education for Girls

Closing Gender +$130b annually World

Parity in Labor Bank

Force

CASE STUDIES
Tanzania
e Recent alumnae surveys find that young women
completing secondary school are more likely to be
employed, earn higher incomes, make independent
health  decisions, and reinvest in their
communitiest!,

Malawi
e  While only 6% of girls graduate high school, more
than 50% of scholarship recipients go on to higher
education, setting off intergenerational cycles of
empowerment3!,
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Rwanda
e National policies focused on digital literacy and
STEM have narrowed gender gaps, especially in
urban areas, but challenges remain in rural access
and retentiont,

Policy Recommendations and the Path Forward

1. Targeted Interventions: Expand conditional cash
transfers, scholarships, menstrual hygiene support,
and safe school infrastructure, especially in high-
exclusion areas.

2. Curriculum Reform & Teacher Training: Build
gender sensitivity into all classroom practices and
resource materials.

3. Community Engagement: Mobilize advocacy to
challenge outdated norms and build support for
girls at every stage of learning.

4. Data & Monitoring: Invest in robust educational
data systems to track progress and adapt
interventions.

CONCLUSION

Investing in girls’ education in Africa yields unparalleled
returns for individuals, families, societies, and nations.
Sustained efforts to eliminate barriers, close regional
gaps, and deliver innovative, inclusive educational
reforms will determine the shape of Africa’s future—
unlocking prosperity, equality, and stability across
generations.
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