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Introduction 
 
Ethiopia is amongst the poorest and most educationally disadvantaged countries in the 
world. Based on 1993/94 data when the primary gross enrolment ratio (GER) was just 
30 percent for boys and 19 percent for girls, it was predicted that ‘inspite of recent 
enrolment increases, with no other changes to admission rates or to progression rates 
within the system, by 2008/09 almost two-thirds of the school-aged population would 
still remain out of primary school, and the gender gap would worsen’ (Rose et al 
1997: 136). Since this time, considerable efforts have been made to improve access to 
schooling and, in particular, to target girls’ enrolment. In addition, political will at the 
highest level has been evident, an important ingredient to ensure the success of gender 
interventions in education. As the paper will show, considerable progress has 
occurred in improving overall enrolment, beyond expectations. However, despite on-
going efforts, the gender gap has not narrowed, although there are hopeful signs for 
improvement over the next decade. The paper will examine these trends, and consider 
interventions that have occurred over the last decade to explore whether it is possible 
for gender equality in primary education to become a reality in Ethiopia. 
 
Trends in educational opportunities by gender 
 
Enrolment in Ethiopia has increased dramatically for both boys and girls since the 
early 1990s. The decline that occurred in the late 1980s, largely due to the on-going 
war, has thankfully not been repeated. However, the gender gap has not narrowed 
which has been a cause for concern (Figure 1). Furthermore, the primary admission 
rate continues to be significantly higher for boys than girls (Table 1). Girls’ repetition 
is consistently higher than boys at the primary level, and dropout is particularly high 
in grade 1 for both boys and girls, with approximately one-quarter of children 
dropping out. Based on these flow rates, primary survival rates of girls have overtaken 
boys in recent years suggesting that, although girls are less likely to enrol initially in 
school, those who do have access to primary schooling have a slightly better chance 
of completing compared with boys. However, the survival rate to grade 8 remains 
extremely low with only one-quarter of both boys and girls expected to complete the 
primary cycle (Table 1). 
 

                                                 
1 This paper has benefited substantially from the recent work undertaken by the Global Campaign for 
Education on ‘A Fair Chance: Attaining Gender Equality in Basic Education by 2005’. Particular 
thanks to Nicola Swainson and Anne Jellema for their support. 
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Table 1: Admission and survival rates by gender, 1994/95-2000/01 
 

 Admission rate Survival rate 
 Grade 1 Grade 5 Grade 8 
 Male Female Male Female Male Female 
1994/95 73 40 53 45 - - 
1995/96 98 54 47 45 33 30 
1996/97 111 63 45 44 30 26 
1997/98 111 69 42 44 26 24 
1998/99 109 77 33 38 18 24 
1999/00 108 76 36 40 17 20 
2000/01 110 89 38 38 25 25 

 
 
Source: FDRE 2002b and MOE statistics (cited in Yelfign 2003) 
 
Based on existing flow rates, it is predicted that girls’ enrolment will start to increase 
at a slightly faster pace than boys, since girls’ admission rates have been increasing at 
a faster pace in recent years. This suggests that the gender gap will narrow slightly 
initially and then stabilise if no further changes occur (Figure 1). However, unless the 
primary admission rate improves further, girls’ enrolment will continue to be 
substantially lower than boys.  
 
Figure 1: Trends in primary GER, 1980-2015 
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Source: Author’s projections based on MOE data 
 
More optimistic projections based on recent trends suggest that there are hopeful 
indications that girls’ admission rate could continue to improve. While the admission 
rate has been continuously higher for boys than girls, it has been increasing at a much 
faster pace for girls than boys (an average of 10.4 percent and 2.3 percent per annum, 
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respectively, over the past five years). If these growth rates were to continue, girls’ 
admission rate would catch up with boys in the next three years (to approximately 119 
percent for both boys and girls, allowing for some over-age enrolment due to 
admission of those previously excluded from the education system).  Thus, the target 
of eliminating gender disparities in primary intake by 2005 would be achieved.2 If this 
rate were maintained over the next fifteen years, girls’ enrolment would catch up with 
boys by 2010 and, in fact would be slightly higher by the end of the fifteen year 
period (Figure 1). The challenge is, however, considerable. These changes imply a 50 
percent increase in girls’ enrolment over the next five years, compared with a 16 
percent increase for boys (taking into account population growth as well as the 
increased number of boys and girls being admitted progressing through the system, 
based on existing dropout and repetition rates). 
 
Clearly, getting girls and boys into school is not sufficient. Even with primary 
admission rates over 100 percent, the gross enrolment rate would still only reach 80 
percent by the target year of 2015 unless improvements were also evident in dropout 
for both boys and girls, particularly in grade 1. In addition, it is important to note that 
these trends reflect gross enrolment (including over-age children in school), rather 
than net enrolment. Moreover, universal primary completion will only be achieved 
after eight additional years of reducing dropout to a minimum. 
 
It is also important to recognise the considerable diversity in access to schooling in 
different parts of Ethiopia. Under-enrolment is very much a rural phenomenon, with a 
GER of over 100 percent for both boys and girls in urban areas, although only three-
quarters of school-aged children are enrolled (Table 2). Thus, there is no gender gap 
in enrolment in urban areas. Enrolment for both boys and girls is considerably lower 
in rural areas and a gender gap is evident, with only one-quarter of school-aged girls 
enrolled in primary school compared with 31 percent of boys (Table 2). Furthermore, 
it is estimated that a mere one percent of girls and 1.6 percent of boys in rural 
Ethiopia completed the eight-year primary cycle in 2000 (GCE 2003). The two 
regions which are predominantly pastoralist (Somali and Afar) exhibit the lowest 
primary gross enrolment rates (11 percent and 7 percent, respectively in 1995/96), 
while the rate for pastoralist girls is estimated to be below one percent (World Bank 
1998). Moreover, the GER in Somali region has remained unchanged over the past 
five years. The achievement of enrolment and gender equity targets is, therefore, to a 
large extent dependent on improvements occurring in the two pastoralist regions, as 
well as in rural areas more generally. 
 
Table 2: Rural/urban enrolment (grades 1-6), 1999/2000 
 

 GER NER 
 urban rural urban rural 
Male 103.1 62.7 74.1 30.7 
Female 107.6 41.4 74.8 25.2 

 
Source: FDRE 2002c 
 
                                                 
2 This is the indicator proposed by the World Bank which is considered more realistic than the more 
ambitious target of removing gender disparities in overall enrolment given the limited time available to 
achieve the 2005 goal (World Bank 2002). 
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Since only a small proportion of children complete the primary cycle, the transition to 
secondary schooling is relatively high (95 percent of boys and 86 percent of girls who 
complete primary school continue to the secondary level) (MOE statistics, cited in 
Yelfign 2003). However, only a gradual increase in secondary enrolment is evident, 
compared with a considerably faster rate of change at the primary level. A similar 
pattern to the primary level of a widening of the gender gap as overall enrolment 
increases is also apparent at the secondary level (Table 3). Furthermore, the secondary 
sector is receiving limited attention given the focus placed on primary as a means to 
achieve poverty alleviation goals. ESDP II even proposes a reduction in secondary 
education sector (FDRE 2002a). As a result, the net enrolment rate remains low, at 
just 9.8 percent for boys and 7.5 percent for girls (Table 3). However, improvements 
in secondary will also be necessary to ensure a skilled workforce, consisting of both 
males and females, is available for the future. 
 
Table 3: Primary and secondary GER and NER by gender, 1993/94-2000/01 
 
 Primary Secondary 
 GER NER GER NER 
 Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 
1993/94 31.3 20.4 20.7 14.7 7.7 6.9 5.6 5.6 
1994/95 37.1 22.8 25.7 17.4 7.4 5.7 6.2 5.5 
1995/96 43.0 26.0 32.3 21.5 9.2 7.0 6.8 5.8 
1996/97 52.0 31.2 43.4 28.0 9.9 7.0 7.3 5.8 
1997/98 55.9 35.3 47 31.9 10.3 7.4 8.0 6.0 
1998/99 60.9 40.7 51.2 36.6 11.3 8.0 8.3 6.5 
1999/00 67.3 47.0 55.7 41.7 12.0 8.5 8.8 7.0 
2000/01 71.7 51.2 59.0 45.2 14.8 10.9 9.8 7.5 

 
Source: MOE data (cited in Yelfign 2003) 
 
Female enrolment at the tertiary level has comprised a very small proportion of total 
enrolment at the undergraduate level (only 16 percent in 2001/02), and the number of 
female postgraduates is negligible, with only 99 females enrolled for a postgraduate 
programme in 2001/02 compared with 1248 males (MOE statistics, cited in Yelfign 
2003). On the one hand, the very small numbers of females progressing to higher 
levels of education is likely to be partly due to a time lag given the historical small 
numbers of females in lower levels of the education system. On the other hand, the 
limited number of highly educated females means that female role models will 
continue to be in short supply for the foreseeable future. The low numbers of female 
role models is also evident in the education system itself, with fewer female than male 
teachers even at the primary level. One-third of female teachers are teaching in grades 
1-4 in urban areas (where they comprise half of total teachers), while female teachers 
only make up 11 percent of all teachers in grades 5-8 in rural areas (MOE statistics, 
cited in Yelfign 2003). Thus, female teachers are least available in higher grades in 
rural areas where it is likely that they would be in the strongest position to encourage 
girls to continue with their schooling when they reach puberty, and to be a role model 
for older girls who otherwise might think that there is little point for them to continue 
with schooling given the limited post-school opportunities available to them. 
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Of course, increasing enrolment and persistence for both boys and girls is not enough. 
It is also important to ensure that the learning environment is conducive once children 
are in school (which will also help to ensure they stay). Approaches to improving the 
relevance of primary schooling has occurred in the latter part of the 1990s in 
particular by changing the primary cycle from six years to two cycles of 1-4 and 5-8, 
while reducing the number of subjects taught. Available evidence suggests that 
achievement is slightly higher for boys than girls by grade 4, although a wider gender 
gap is apparent for mathematics compared with other subjects (Table 4). It is reported 
that there are some regions in which female performance is greater than males 
(implying that the reverse is true in other areas) (Yelfign 2003). Given that enrolment 
disparities are most apparent in rural areas, it would be useful to explore whether 
there are gender differences between rural and urban areas.  
 
Table 4: National Baseline Learning Assessment Results for Grade 4, 1999/2000 

 Mean scores (percent) 
 Male Female 
Basic Reading Comprehension 65.2 62.7 
English Language 42.3 38.2 
Mathematics 41.7 36.5 
Environmental Science 49.9 46.0 
 

Source: National Organization for Examination 2001 Ethiopian National Baseline 
assessment on Grade Four Student Achievement, cited in Yelfign 2003 

 
The gender gap in achievement widens as children progress through the education 
system, simultaneous with a widening of the gender gap in enrolment. In 2000/01, 
only 29 percent of girls passed the grade 10 examination compared with 53 percent of 
boys; and 46 percent and 67 percent, respectively, passed the grade 12 examination 
(MOE statistics, cited in Yelfign 2003). This suggests that greater attention needs to 
be paid to the gendered nature of the learning environment as children get older. 
 
Policy commitment to achieving gender equality in education 
 
In line with international targets, Ethiopia’s Education and Training Strategy placed 
emphasis on achieving universal primary education by 2015 (Transitional 
Government of Ethiopia 1994a). It is apparent that the country has been striving to 
achieve this goal, with considerable progress occurring in recent years. Furthermore, 
it is very evident that gender issues have received high priority in education policy in 
Ethiopia since the new government cam to power in the early 1990s.  A specific 
objective of the Education and Training Strategy was to use education to change 
attitudes towards the role of women in development. This included giving attention to 
gender issues in curriculum design, placing special emphasis upon the recruitment, 
training and assignment of female teachers, and giving financial support to raising the 
participation of women in education. The education of girls was also supported by a 
number of other government policies. The National Policy for Ethiopian Women 
(Transitional Government of Ethiopia, 1994b) specified strategies to ensure that 
women received vocational guidance at all institutions of education, had access to the 
same curricula as men, and were free to choose their field of study. Other strategies 
included encouraging women to take up jobs in the civil service and to perform public 
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functions, including participation in decision-making at both community and national 
levels. In addition, communities were to be informed about the harm done by some 
traditional practices, such as circumcision and marriage of girls before they reach 
puberty.  In support of this, the government’s Population and Social Policy aims to 
increase the minimum age at marriage for girls from the current age of 15 to 18 years 
(equal to that of boys). It also emphasises the importance of giving special support to 
the education of women, and of ensuring equal employment opportunities 
(Transitional Government of Ethiopia 1994c). If implemented effectively, all of these 
measures should help to increase the demand for the schooling of girls. 
 
Building on the Education and Training Strategy, the Ethiopia Education Sector 
Development Programme (ESDP I 1997/98-2002/03) provides an important example 
of a sector-wide approach that has attempted to integrate gender issues across all 
aspects of the education system. Women’s affairs officers were involved in the 
planning process and an international consultant (sponsored by the Forum for African 
Women Educationalists) was included amongst the team of international consultants 
with the specific role of ensuring that gender issues were taken into consideration in 
different aspects of ESDP I. This resulted in commitment to ensuring the inclusion of 
gender disaggregated data in regional programmes of ESDP I, as well as considering 
strategies to address gender disparities at both the regional and national level 
(Appendix Table 1). The need for on-going commitment was recognised in the plan, 
with a proposal that gender sensitivity should continue to be mainstreamed in all 
ESDP activities, which would be undertaken by women’s affairs offices. As a result 
of efforts made, the ESDP I target of increasing the primary GER from 30 percent in 
1995/96 to 50 percent by 2002/03 was already exceeded by 1999/00. However, the 
target for increasing the proportion of girls enrolled to 45 percent of the total was not 
achieved (with girls only comprising 40.8 percent of total primary enrolment by 
2001/02). This can partly be attributed to factors constraining full implementation of 
gender strategies in regional and national plans - including diminishing political 
commitment to reform at lower levels of the decentralised system; lack of 
commitment of resources to support the strategies; and limited capacity of women’s 
affairs officers, who are responsible for their implementation, particularly at regional 
and district levels. Furthermore, as highlighted in the following section, many 
constraints to girls’ enrolment are related to deep-rooted attitudes and practices which 
could take a considerable time and effort to change. 
 
Gender continues to receive a focus in ESDP II which provides a useful analysis of 
lessons learnt since ESDP I. This suggests that: 

‘Lack of meaningful local actions to surmount social and cultural barriers to 
access to education of girls and members of minority communities and their 
completion of a given level of schooling has been one of the contributing 
factors to gender and regional disparities’ (FDRE 2002a: 21). 

ESDP II proposes a modest, but perhaps realistic, target of increasing the primary 
GER from 57 percent in 2000/01 to 65 percent by 2004/05, and increasing the 
proportion of girls enrolled from 40.8 percent to 43.3 percent of total enrolment. 
Strategies to address the gender gap include training teachers to introduce them to 
gender-sensitive learning approaches, and introducing village schools with multi-
grade teaching to improve access for children, especially girls, who are unable to 
attend primary schools because of distance. At the secondary level, there is a rather 
vague proposal to increase the participation rate of girls in secondary school without 
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any suggestion of how this might be achieved, other than introduction of counselling 
and educational support systems for female students. At the technical and vocational 
level, it is suggested that special attention will be given to increase the participation of 
girls and disadvantaged groups by improving the content and structure of the 
curriculum to meet their special needs, although there is no elaboration of what these 
needs might be. Special mention of addressing the gender disparity is made under 
non-formal education: 

‘Specific approach for enhancing participation of girls include location of 
learning centers closer to home or communities, recruiting female instructors 
where ever possible, develop curriculum and learning materials that are more 
responsive to special needs of girls, encourage advocacy and social 
mobilization and supporting multiple delivery system in involving the use of 
communication media’ (FDRE 2002a: 39). 

This appears to draw on the experience of ActionAid’s ACCESS programme (see 
GCE 2003). While relying on the non-formal sector to address problems faced by 
girls might be advantageous in offering more flexible and relevant education, it might 
also marginalise them further from the mainstream system. However, in line with 
ActionAid’s approach, ESDP II notes the need to develop a link between the first 
cycle of the formal system and alternative non-formal education programmes.  
 
ESDP II also includes a separate section on gender as a cross-cutting issue (along with 
HIV/AIDS – although this does not consider gender issues, as well as NGOs and the 
private sector). The gender section suggests the need for: 

‘locally relevant measures…To this end, community leaders and members of 
women’s groups will be oriented to create awareness on the importance of 
educating girls, and to bring about changes in attitudes, values and practices at 
the family and community level’ (FDRE 2002a: 32).  

This is an important strategy and, as the example of USAID illustrates, can have 
positive results (although it is doubtful that the reduction in dropout could be 
attributed to USAID’s intervention alone, as claimed in the example) (Box 1). 
However, this initiative places the onus on community members who themselves are 
likely to exhibit the attitudes and values that they are expected to change. It is also 
apparent that, while the need for increased community ownership is mentioned in 
ESDP II, an important reason for the promotion of community involvement is the 
mobilisation of resources in a context where school fees have been abolished, with 
communities expected to commit themselves to supporting 5-10 percent of 
government expenditure on construction and running costs of schools (FDRE 2002a). 
There is, however, no recognition of the possible negative equity effects of relying on 
community contributions.3
 
ESDP II also highlights the need not only to ensure that girls enrol in school, but also 
that they are able to learn in a safe, supportive and appropriate learning environment. 
It, therefore, suggests the need for greater gender sensitive curricula, textbooks and 
teachers, as well as gender awareness campaigns and training for parents, teachers, 
education managers and students, with the establishment of girls’ education 
enhancement committees. Girl-friendly facilities are promoted, including separate 
latrines for girls and boys. It also mentions that the curricula and textbooks should be 

                                                 
3 See background paper for the Global Monitoring Report on ‘Communities, gender and education: 
Evidence from Sub-Saharan Africa (Rose 2003). 
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reviewed for gender bias. Furthermore, it suggests that role models are important so 
measures will be taken to increase the number of female teachers, head teachers and 
managers in the system. Moreover, girls will be encouraged to take non-traditional 
subjects in technical and vocational schools, with support packages of tutorial 
support, guidance and counselling, and assertive training made available (FDRE 
2002a). 
 
Box 1: USAID and girls’ education  
Girls' Primary School Persistence Increased under USAID Grants' Programs  
Female dropout rates in Ethiopia's primary schools are extremely high (11% for grades one-
to-four in the 2000/2001 school year), but the USAID-financed Community Schools Grants 
Program (CSGP) is reversing the trend. One of the CSGP partners, World Learning, Inc., 
initially relied on School Committees to address the problem. However, in late 1997 the 
teachers of the Mudula School found a new approach. They formed a Girls' Advisory 
Committee to monitor girls' participation at the school and to intervene where necessary. 
When girls dropped out of school, the Committee would take action, making home visits and 
trying to persuade parents of the girls to send their child back to school again. Based on the 
Mudula experience, the Girls' Advisory Committee (GAC) has become a feature of almost all 
the 720 CSGP schools in the Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples Region (SNNPR), 
and was adapted to the 700 CSGP schools in Tigray region. In the 2000-2001 school year, 
60% of the USAID-supported CSGP schools in the south and 80% in the Tigray region had 
reduced the female repetition rate below the national average of 11% in grade four.  

A shining example of a Girls Advisory Committee success is Genet Abebe. Genet was a 13-
year old fifth grade student at Wandara School in Damot Gale district of Wolaita Zone in 
southern Ethiopia when she was abducted while returning home from school one day. Genet 
had some spunk and tried to escape, but sadly, she was caught again. Over the next several 
weeks her abductors shifted her to three different locations to disorient the search party. 
Meanwhile her school's Girls Advisory Committee (GAC) sprang into action. It mobilized the 
School Committee for a search and reported the case to the District Police and the district 
Women's Affairs Office. GAC members talked to the girl's parents and advised female 
students of the school to take precautionary measures while going to and from school. 

After a few weeks, Genet was able to smuggle a letter to her parents informing them of her 
whereabouts. Her father contacted the District Police and accompanied them when they went 
to retrieve her. The criminals were put in jail. 

Genet was widely considered "ruined" by many people in her community, and some even 
suggested that she return to her abductor's family. She refused, and with the support of her 
family and the GAC, she applied to the school to continue her education. The School 
Committee recognized her strength of spirit and interest in education, and she re-entered fifth 
grade. She is now continuing her education without fear, thanks to the USAID-supported 
CGSP and its Girls Advisory Committees.  

In most communities participating in the CSGP, Girls' Advisory Committees meet once a 
month. USAID's NGO partners provide the GAC with training and support to enable them to 
provide awareness education to students of different age groups. For example, seven-to-ten 
year old students are trained in basic hygiene and health in cooperation with the district health 
bureau. Older students are trained on the effects of AIDS, rape (often from abduction) and 
early marriage. Committees also undertake general community sensitization on the 
importance of education for girls and on prevention of harmful practices, including early 
marriage, abduction and genital cutting. Given success with the program to date in reducing 
girls' dropout rates, in FY 2002-2006 USAID will expand the CSGP approach to eight regions 
of the country 

http://www.usaid.gov/regions/afr/ss02/ethiopia2.html 
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This cross-cutting section on gender is repeated as a separate section in the Fast Track 
Initiative (FTI) draft country proposal (FDRE 2002b). While all these strategies are 
likely to be important, there is no indication of how they will be achieved or by 
whom. Furthermore, although the FTI document acknowledges gender gaps in 
educational opportunities, it neither includes targets for moving towards gender 
equity, nor provides cost projections to support the initiatives despite its focus on 
financing. Importantly, the template for assessing the FTI plan does not mention any 
of the gender issues. This is largely because the focus of the FTI is on the indicative 
framework as outlined by the World Bank, which also does not take into 
consideration gender issues (see Rose 2003). This is again an indication of policy 
evaporation of gender strategies before they even reach implementation stage. 
 
The analysis of ESDP II is closely related to the Sustainable Development and 
Poverty Reduction Programme (PRSP) which repeats the target of a GER of 65 
percent by 2004/05 (Appendix Table 1). Although the education section in the PRSP 
includes issues of construction, teacher training, syllabi and textbooks, and 
assessment and quality, there are no gender-related strategies included in the 
education section of the paper for the primary, technical and vocational, adult 
education and non-formal, special needs education or tertiary sectors. The PRSP 
makes the same vague proposal as ESDP II of increasing female participation at the 
secondary level. Despite the extremely low participation of girls in technical and 
vocational and tertiary levels, no proposals are included for addressing this. 
 
Some aspects of the education sector are, however, mentioned in a separate section on 
‘gender and development’ (see Appendix Table 1). These tend to place the 
responsibility for change on community members, in particular females, who may 
neither have the capacity nor be the ones creating obstacles to girls’ educational 
opportunities so are unlikely to be in a position to facilitate change. They also rely on 
the involvement of NGOs’ provision of non-formal education which, as mentioned, 
can tend to marginalise girls from the mainstream education system. Furthermore, no 
budgetary allocation is provided for any of the gender initiatives and, given that they 
are not incorporated within the education sector strategies, it is not clear who would 
take responsibility for their implementation. Although no doubt a variety of factors 
have influenced the prominence or otherwise of gender issues in the various policies 
and plans, it is interesting to note that no women were represented on the PRSP 
secretariat, and all heads of departments in all government organisations who were 
invited to attend were men, with even the Women’s Affairs Office represented by a 
man (Haregewoin Cherinet and Emebet Mulugeta 2002).  
 
Enrolment continues to remain extremely low in the pastoralist regions, where the 
widest gender gaps are also reported, attention is needed to address the particular 
constraints faced. The different plans recognise this, and propose building boarding 
facilities in these areas. However, evidence indicates that boarding facilities will not 
be popular amongst pastoralist communities who will be particularly unwilling to 
leave their daughters in them for security reasons. Experience of mobile schools 
piloted in the Oromiya region is also being drawn upon which could provide more 
appropriate (including gender-sensitive) approaches to education for pastoralist 
communities, although these continue to meet with resistance in policy circles in 
Ethiopia. 
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The success in addressing gender issues in policy terms can be partly attributed to 
strong leadership at the highest level – with the long-time serving Minister of 
Education, H.E. Gennet Zewdie (former Chair of the Forum for African Women 
Educationalists, 1993-1999, and Minister of Education since 1992) committed to 
incorporating gender into education policy. This has also meant that processes are in 
place to try and ensure that gender issues are addressed at all levels of the system, 
with women’s affairs officers appointed in both the central as well as regional (and 
sometimes also district) education offices. However, policy evaporation has been  a 
recurrent theme since the 1994 policy commitments to addressing gender inequities in 
education. This is largely due to insufficient clarity about responsibilities for 
implementing and monitoring gender and education strategies and a lack of budgetary 
allocation. As such, the gender strategies proposed appear as a token recognition of 
the problem but continue to be marginalised from, rather than mainstreamed into, the 
planning and implementation process.  
 
Continued constraints to achieving gender equality in education 
 
The preceding analysis suggests, on the one hand, that there can be some optimism 
that the gender gap could narrow over the next decade if the recent success of 
improving admission rates into primary school continue. On the other hand, there is 
some cause for concern that this will not be achieved unless the identified constraints 
are dealt with more adequately. An important aspect of this is to to ensure that 
commitment at the highest level has an influence on other parts of the system so that 
the strategies proposed are translated into progress in narrowing the gender gap. The 
continuation of the gender gap also raises questions about whether the proposed 
policies and strategies are appropriate and/or sufficient for addressing the constraints 
which have been identified in the Ethiopian setting.  
 
Colclough, Rose and Tembon (2000) propose a framework for analysing constraints 
to education by gender. This identifies barriers related to poverty at both the level of 
the state and the household, which are reinforced by gender relations in society, 
labour markets, households and schools resulting in a perpetuation of under-
enrolment of girls relative to boys unless the constraints are addressed. The reasons 
for girls’ under-enrolment and achievement in Ethiopia, which reflect aspects of this 
framework, are well documented (see Rose et al 1997, and Rose and Al-Samarrai 
2001 for a review of the literature).  
 
Poverty in Ethiopia clearly has an important role to play in influencing the enrolment 
of boys and girls. As mentioned, Ethiopia’s GDP per capita remains amongst the 
lowest in he world with a GDP per capita of approximately US$110. The government 
places a high priority on education, and primary schooling in particular, in terms of its 
spending (with public recurrent spending as a proportion of public recurrent 
discretionary spending at 16.2 percent, 59 percent of which is spent on primary 
education) (FDRE 2002b). Despite continued poverty, some success in increasing the 
number of school places is apparent, with the number of primary schools increasing at 
an annual rate of 3.2 percent per annum between 1997/98-2000/01 (the period of 
ESDP 1). However, this is significantly below the target set in ESDP 1 – with 1,364 
schools built compared with a target of 2,423 (FDRE 2002a). Thus, the increase 
barely kept pace with the growth of the school-aged population. Since enrolment 
increased dramatically over this period, over-crowding was increasingly evident 
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particularly in the lower grades. In addition, primary unit costs remain high due in 
particular to the relatively high level of primary school teacher salaries which stands 
at 7.8 times GDP per capita. While an average for teacher salaries of 3.5 times GDP 
per capita has been calculated for high-performing, low-income countries (Bruns, 
Mingat, and Rakatomalala 2003), these countries have on average higher levels of 
GDP per capita than Ethiopia. With well over 80 per cent of the working population 
engaged in agricultural activities, and only 54 per cent of the population of working 
age, those engaged in formal employment are a small minority of the population.  
Given its under-expanded school system, it is to be expected that teachers in Ethiopia 
will be well paid in comparison with per capita incomes, and indeed with many other 
waged employees. However, with the existing cost structure, very few resources are 
available to expand the system. These factors result in under-supply of education, 
implying that decisions need to be made about how to ration the places available. 
 
A further constraint to the supply of education in the Ethiopian context is disruption to 
education services due to continued conflict in some parts of the country. This has 
resulted in budgets being diverted, and some school facilities being used for other 
purposes. Furthermore, children who should be in school have been displaced (World 
Bank 1999). Although during the intensified period of conflict in the late 1980s 
resulted in declining enrolments, particularly for boys who feared conscription from 
school premises (Rose et al 1997), it appears that a commitment to education has been 
maintained with enrolments continuing to increase. However, the education prospects 
of some children are undoubtedly being affected. In addition, donor funds have been 
irregular due to concern about the conflict and, therefore, use of their resources 
(FDRE 2002a). 
  
Rationing is partly determined by demand for education, which is seriously affected 
by poverty at the household level. Approximately 45 percent of people in Ethiopia are 
estimated to be living below the poverty line (based on estimates of real consumption 
per adult), the majority of whom live in rural areas (World Bank 1999). It is not 
surprising, therefore, that poverty at the household level is also a constraint to boys 
and girls attending and staying in school. For the highest income group, the gender 
gap in primary enrolment discriminates against boys (with a primary GER of 49 
percent for boys and 55 percent for girls). However, the opposite is the case for lower 
income groups, with girls’ GER in the lowest income group only 15 percent, 
compared with 26 percent for boys (World Bank 1998).  
 
While factors related to poverty influence the schooling opportunities of both boys 
and girls, a number of inter-related factors suggest that it is likely to 
disproportionately affect girls. The impact of the recent abolition of fees was less 
significant compared with the experience in countries such as Malawi and Uganda, 
suggesting that other constraints continue to influence the demand for schooling. At 
the household level, although direct costs of schooling are similar for boys and girls, 
research examining the effects of household wealth on the probability of a child 
attending and completing school revealed that an increase in a wealth index by one 
unit improved a boy's chances of attending school by 16 per cent, compared to 41 per 
cent for girls suggesting that girls’ enrolment is more susceptible to poverty than boys 
(Rose and Al-Samarrai 2001). One reason why boys are less affected by household 
poverty is that they are in a better position to earn money through petty trading to pay 
for their own school expenses. Furthermore, poorer households are more likely to 
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require children to work for longer hours, and the gender division of labour tends to 
have an adverse effect on girls’ enrolment in particular. Although both boys and girls 
are involved in activities outside of school time, girls take on more domestic 
responsibilities in which they are involved for longer hours than boys. In addition, in 
one area in Ethiopia, pupils and teachers noted that the work performed by boys is not 
necessarily incompatible with school work:  they could study whilst in the fields 
looking after cattle, whereas girls were unable to do so while performing their 
household chores (Rose et al 1997).  
 
In terms of the labour market, the vast majority (89 percent) of men and women are 
engaged in agricultural activities. Formal employment opportunities continue to 
favour men, with women comprising only 30 percent of government employees. 
Within the civil service, women are most evident amongst the lower paid group (41.9 
percent of total employees earning 105-199 Birr per month were women in 1998) 
with only 7.2 percent of women amongst the highest wage group (1800 Birr and over) 
(Federal Civil Service Commission statistics, cited in JICA 1999). Furthermore, while 
women make up half of clerical workers in the civil service, they are only 11.9 
percent of the total number of professional and scientific employees (ibid). On the one 
hand, improvements in educational opportunities by gender will take time to work 
through the system and, therefore, to be reflected in improved employment 
opportunities for females. On the other hand, the low participation of women is likely 
to be a deterrent to households’ investing in girls’ education where their returns are 
perceived to be low. Encouraging girls to continue to higher levels of the education 
system will, therefore, be important for future generations. The small scholarship 
programme run by the Forum for African Women Educationalists is an important 
example of providing opportunities for some girls, who otherwise would have 
dropped out of school, to study in grades 9 or 10 (GCE 2003).  
 
Societal attitudes towards pregnancy and marriage continue to mean that some girls 
do not complete school. Despite the recent change in policy increasing the official age 
of marriage of girls to 18 years, in some parts of Ethiopia girls still get married when 
they are below 10 years of age. Thus, some girls are married before they have the 
chance of attending school. In some areas girls sometimes get ‘kidnapped’ on their 
way to school, or even from within the school compound itself, by the parents of 
boys, for marriage to their sons (Rose et al 1997). As a result of this risk, some 
parents refuse to send their daughters to school. Yelfign (2003) gives examples of 
girls who were married before the age of 10, after which they moved to their in-laws 
household. These girls managed to leave their husbands and continue with their 
schooling (see Box 2). Unfortunately, such examples continue to be the exception. 
However, girls’ advisory committees have had some success in providing support to 
girls who otherwise would be expected to marry early, as well as ones who have faced 
harassment, including rape and abduction occurring in the school environment (see 
Box 1). 
 
Pregnancy is another important reason for girls dropping out of school after reaching 
puberty. However, there is no government policy towards the re-admission of 
pregnant school girls since this is considered to imply encouragement of pregnancy 
amongst young girls. Furthermore, while there is an apparent commitment in the 
education policy and plans to increase the proportion of female teachers, it is reported 
that female trainees in some institutes have to take a pregnancy test. If they are 
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pregnant, they will not be accepted and it is unlikely that they will re-apply after 
giving birth (Yelfign 2003). 
 
Box 2: Examples of girls fighting early marriage 
 
Student Silenat Libsework : 

 I am now in grade four. I was seven years old when I was married. Now I am fourteen. I 
wanted to come back to school and left my husband.  I am now doing well. I have never failed 
in my exams.  I am the first daughter. My two younger brothers are in grade seven and four.  
The youngest sister is not yet of school age. I regret that I was married and now I advise 
others not to do so.  

Student Tadfe Tsega:   

Now I am in grade two. I am 15 years old I was married twice, at the age of 10 and 12.  I did 
not stay with my second husband.  My cousin advised me to go to school.  I am the first child 
to my family and I have three sisters and two brothers.  I like my lessons.  I stood 7th among 
120 students.  My younger sister was married but because of my advice she now goes to 
school. My parents are not that much willing to send me to school.  Nonetheless I want to 
continue and will advise other girls to do the same.   

Cited in Yelfign 2003 
 
Moreover, at the school level, continued commitment to eliminating gender 
stereotypes in textbooks which are now prepared within regions has been successful 
in minimising gender bias, with some pictures showing boys and girls involved in 
similar activities. Furthermore, the social studies curriculum includes topics on 
women’s rights and harmful cultural practices. However, some stereotypes remain. 
For example, an English textbook describes a rich farmer leaving all his property to 
his sons, with no mention of his daughters (Yelfign 2003). 
 
In general, while policy commitment to reducing gender disparities is apparent and 
some success in implementing reforms is evident, attitudes which adversely influence 
girls’ educational opportunities are deep rooted. On the one hand, a fundamental 
transformation in gender relations has not yet occurred, so it is likely that gender 
disparities in educational opportunities will continue for the foreseeable future. On the 
other hand, the increasing numbers of females who are now progressing through the 
system could in the longer term have an impact on changing societal attitudes which, 
in turn, will assist in moving towards removing gender disparities in education. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In general, projections based on recent changes in admission rates suggest that the 
gender gap could narrow over the next decade, although interventions will continue to 
be required to promote girls’ initial enrolment, as well as to reduce girls’ and boys’ 
high dropout in grade 1 and to ensure that the learning environment is conducive for 
both boys and girls. Political will at the highest level has played an important role in 
the success that has occurred. However, such commitment also needs to be reflected 
at lower levels of the system, with both human and financial resources required to 
prevent a continuation of the policy evaporation which has been evident. In addition, 
promotion and strengthening of local initiatives, such as girls’ advisory committees 
can play an important role in changing attitudes and practices. A particular focus will 

 14



be needed to provide appropriate educational opportunities for boys and girls in rural 
and pastoralist areas of the country in particular, where enrolment is lowest and 
gender disparities greatest. It is also necessary to pay increasing attention to retaining 
females throughout different levels of the education system to ensure that they can 
both influence the educational opportunities of future generations of females, as well 
as can play a role in transforming gender relations in society more generally. 
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Appendix Table 1: Summary of gender strategies in recent government plans 
 
 ESDP I ESDP II PRSP FTI 
Primary enrolment target By 2015: 

GER  (grades 1-8) – 
100% 

By 2002/03 - 
50% 

by 2004/05: 
GER (grades 1-8)  – 

65% 

by 2004/05: 
GER (grades 1-8) – 

65% 

By 2015: 
Primary completion 
(grades 1-6) – 100% 

Gender equity target By 2002/03: 
Girls’ enrolment as % 

total – 45% 

by 2004/05: 
Girls’ enrolment as % 

total – 43.3% 

by 2004/05: 
Girls’ enrolment as % 

total – 45% 

None 

Strategies to improve access and retention 
Community groups (including religious and women’s 
groups) encouraging girls’ schooling 

X    X X X

Local and mass media campaign encouraging girls’ 
schooling 

    X

Provision of water supply and grain mills X    
Facilitate participation of women on school 
management committees 

    X

Expansion of non-formal education through NGOs X X X  
Village schools with multi-grade teaching  X   
Girl-friendly facilities, including separate latrines X X  X 
Strategies to improve gender dimensions in the learning environment 
Remove gender bias in textbooks and curricula X X X X 
Gender awareness training for parents, teachers, 
managers and students  

X    X X

Increase number of female teachers X X  X 
Guidance and counselling for girls X  X  
Tutorial support and assertiveness training for girls X X  X 
Encourage girls to take non-traditional subjects in T 
and V institutions 

    X X
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