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Introduction 
 
Everybody has a right to education.  This right has long been established by the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (1948). 
 
From this rights-based perspective, it is argued that education has an intrinsic human value. It 
has the ability to add meaning and value to everyone’s lives. It is also an indispensable means to 
unlocking and protecting other human rights such as the right to good health, liberty, security, 
economic well-being and participation in social and political activities. It is further argued that 
where the right to education is guaranteed, people’ access to other rights is enhanced, thereby 
lessening imbalances in life chances. 
 
From the human capabilities perspective, Amartya Sen argues that “development occurs when 
people are able to achieve what make their lives valuable” (Sen 1991). According to this 
argument, the objective of development should be to promote and expand the freedom that 
people love to enjoy as “valuable beings and doings” including such things as being free from 
illness, well nourished, able to read and write, having self-respect and enjoying relationships and 
work that matter. 
 
The human capabilities perspective puts people at the heart of development; not income or 
economic growth.  In this respect, development policies are judged as successful only if they 
enhance people’s capabilities.  It does not matter whether or not these policies also affect income 
or growth or the important means to this end. 
 
From the above perspectives, it can be concluded that the human rights approach to education 
provides a moral and legal basis, without which it will be difficult to hold States accountable to 
their citizens for the enjoyment of this right, while the capabilities approach goes further to 
specify and clarify the diverse reasons for the importance of education. 
 
Education: What difference does it make? 
 
Whatever perspective education is viewed from, its importance in economic, social, cultural and 
political development has long been acknowledged.  Human capital theory postulates that 
education and training are a form of investment in human beings.  Like any other investments, it 
gives returns that are reflected in the earnings of educated people.  The underlying belief is that 
education creates assets in the form of knowledge and skills, which in turn increases the 
productivity of educated workers.  As a result, those with more education receive higher lifetime 
earnings than those with less or no education.  
 
This theory rests on the assumption that workers are paid according to their productivity and the 
fact that educated workers earn more than the less educated or illiterate is assumed to reflect their 
higher productivity. The theory compares investment in physical and human capital and 
concludes that improvements in the productive capacity of educated personnel through general or 
specific education or training can be as profitable as investing in new machinery or any other 
form of traditional physical capital.  
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Those who advance the human capital theory argue that investment in human capital will 
accelerate economic growth and point to other types of benefits.  They also noted that human 
capital is more than investment in education; it also embodies health, nutrition, fertility, mortality 
and the general welfare of the people. 
 
The effects of education on economic growth, mortality, fertility, nutrition and health have also 
been observed and widely attested to. 
 
According to Schultz (1989) and Smock (1981) access to education also increases parents urge to 
improve their economic and social standing in life as well as cultivate a positive attitude and 
image of themselves and overall development. 
 
Gender inequality in education 
 
Despite the fact that education is a fundamental right for all and also important in creating the 
enabling environment for participation in deve lopment, gender inequality exists and persists in 
education. Women are more likely to be illiterate than men, and girls are less likely to access 
schooling than boys.  
 
Gender equality, including in education, is now viewed as a condition for development.  As such 
there is growing awareness at the national and international levels of the need to take action to 
promote gender equality.  Men and women are the two most valuable assets of any country.  It is 
now the realization that no country or nation can develop if it fails to develop and tap women’s 
talent for full participation in community life, society and work. It is therefore no surprise that 
gender equality has been re-affirmed in many global conferences such as the Fourth World 
Conference for Women in Beijing (1995), the World Summit for Children in New York (1990), 
the World Conference on Education For All in Jomtiem (1990) and the World Education Forum 
in Dakar (2000).  
 
At the national level, many education-based non-governmental organisations (NGO) have sprung 
up, with the aim of empowering women and girls through education. Notable among such NGOs 
are the Forum for African Women Educationist (FAWE), with Branches in over 30 African 
Countries, including Sierra Leone, and the International Federation of University Women 
(IFUW), again with a branch in Sierra Leone (without the Sierra Leone Chapter of the IFUW, I 
would not have attained higher education).  Gender equality became one of the eight Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) based on the goals agreed by Heads of State at the United Nations 
Millennium Summit in New York in 2000 and one of the six Education For All goals in Dakar in 
2000.   
 
Why educate women? 
 
Why educate women? What are the returns to educating women to women themselves, their 
families, communities and nations? Several studies have pointed to the differential impact of 
educating men and women.  It has been generally found out that the returns to educating women 
is higher than those of men; hence the adage “if you educate a man, you educate an individual, 
but if you educate a woman, you educate the nation”. 
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According to Kwesiga (2002) educating women constitutes a crucial escape route from the 
poverty traps that place the African continent at the tail end of access to essential resources of 
modern development. 
 
Conclusions reached by studies looking at the contribution of education to economic growth 
from a gender perspective found that those countries with higher levels of women’s education 
experience rapid economic growth, long life expectancy, lower population growth and improved 
quality of life.  For example, according to the Human Development Report 2005, data for 2003 
shows that Spain had a female adult literacy rate of 96.8%, life expectancy at birth of 79.5 years, 
an annual population growth rate of 0.4 %, total fertility rate of 1.4 children, and Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) per capita of US$20,404. In contrast, Chad had a female adult literacy rate of 
34%, life expectancy at birth of 43.6 years, an annual population growth rate of  2.8 %, total 
fertility rate of 6.7 children and GDP of US$304.  Figures for Sierra Leone are 20.5%, 40.8years, 
2.5%, 6.5 and US$149 respectively. 
 
Education also increases women’s participation in paid employment through their positions and 
type of employment held.  Evidence abounds, both empirically and from mere observations, that 
in families where women hold highly paid jobs or responsible positions or are engaged in 
entrepreneurial activities, such women have contributed significantly and sometimes 
disproportionately to the building of family houses, paying of children’s school fees and medical 
bills and looking after the general welfare of the family. In fact women are said to spend more of 
their income on family than men do.   
 
In Africa, women constitute a larger proportion of smallholder farmers and almost a third of rural 
households are headed by women. African women’s labour force participation has been 
estimated at 60%; that for food crop production at 80% and rearing of cattle at 50%. Farm 
productivity has been known to increase on average by 8.7% as a result of a farmer completing 
four years of elementary education. (Kwesiga, 2002).  Like employment, it has been found that 
education of women has higher positive effects on agricultural productivity than that of men 
(Lockheed, 1987). For this reason many agricultural and community development projects are 
increasingly targeting women directly for improved household well-being and sustainable 
agriculture, through the provision of agricultural inputs and on-farm training. 
 
Education is also important for women’s access to the much needed extension services and 
credit/loans for agricultural and entrepreneurial purposes.  The complex lending processes, 
especially of formal financial institutions, discourage uneducated women from seeking 
credit/loans. 
 
The benefits on health and demography of a nation resulting from educating women have also 
been widely recorded. Women’s education has been positively related to low maternal and child 
mortality, low fertility and good nutrition.  A UNICEF study found that each additional year of 
maternal schooling reduced child mortality by 3.4%.  Also mothers’ education had a downward 
slope on the probability of children dying before age two in Latin America.  In Nigeria, mothers 
with primary education experience 42% less child mortality than mothers without any formal 
education.  Education also helps to delay age at marriage and increase age at first child birth, 
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thereby reducing the fertility rate (UNICEF, 1998). Awareness of the cost of children, increased 
knowledge of contraceptives, improved communication between couples and sense of control 
over one’s life are also influenced by education, which in turn leads to smaller and healthier 
families.   
 
Education is also associated with improved and timely access to information on good nutrition, 
good child-rearing practices and earlier and more effective diagnosis of illnesses.  As a result 
children born to educated mothers tend to be better nourished, fall sick less frequently, are 
healthier and have a better growth rate than their uneducated counterparts.  Kyreme and 
Thorbecke (1991) showed that in Ghana an increase in the education of the head of the 
household from none to complete primary schooling was associated with a reduction in the 
household’s daily caloric gap by an amount equal to one-fifth of an adult’s typical daily caloric 
requirement. 
 
Education has also been found to positively influence an individual’s attitude, which has social 
benefits in the longer term. For women, particularly, it widens their social networks, creates new 
reference groups and more role models, and fosters innovation, all of which improves on 
women’s well-being and those of their families. Education improves on women’s self perception, 
increases their confidence level, as well as independence of thought and judgment, social 
mobility and a broader outlook on life (UNESCO, 2002). 
 
Education enables women to analyse their problems and articulate their needs better as well as 
organise themselves for collective problem-solving. Another advantage of educating women is 
that it increases the chances of their children to be educated and succeed at school.  This is more 
so for girls, who are otherwise less likely to benefit from basic education.  The effect of mothers’ 
education on children’s schooling and performance is generally higher than the fathers’.  
Educated mothers are more likely to question, challenge, overcome and tackle inhibiting cultural 
traditions, especially those that discriminate and disadvantage women’s and girls’ development, 
such as early marriage, gender-based violence and nutrition fads and taboos.   
 
Education also places women in positions of leadership, authority and decision-making for 
greater participation in their communit ies, families and country.  Leadership comes with roles, 
responsibilities, status, rewards and privileges, which greatly improve women’s well-being and 
those of their families. 
 
Innovative efforts at reducing gender imbalances in education 
 
Since 1990, many governments and non-governmental organisations, either singly or in 
collaboration, have taken innovative approaches to reduce gender imbalance in education. These 
strategies ranged from institutional, legal and regulatory reforms to targeted resource relocation 
in favour of women and girls, and other political and socio-economic reforms.  These strategies 
include, among others: free schooling, teaching and learning materials and uniforms  for girls as 
in Sierra Leone; incentives to female teachers and int roduction of co-educational schools as in 
Pakistan; legislation for minimum age at marriage, compulsory primary education, improved 
school environment, career counseling, establishment of more technical vocational schools and 
reducing distance traveled by school children.  
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For instance, Pakistan has adopted the a co-education policy for all primary schools as well as 
the requirements that all new primary schools should have ratios of 60% girls and 40% boys and 
proportions of 70% female teachers to 30% male.  Where the number of female teachers is 
inadequate, age and qualification requirements for them have been relaxed.  To attract and retain 
more women teachers in rural areas and under-served regions, special incentives, including 
monetary, have been used (EFA 2000 Assessment Report). 
 
In Benin, school fees for girls have been eliminated in public schools  in rural areas.  Also, a 
campaign to sensitize parents on gender issues in education is regularly conducted through the 
media (EFA 2000 Assessment Report).  
 
In Mauritania an overall strategy with an integrated socio-economic, cultural and institutional 
approach has been developed to improve girls’ participation in education. Reducing the distance 
traveled by children to school, increasing the number of female teachers, establishing 
scholarships for girls and increasing the number of school canteens are some of the incentives 
used to achieve this integrated strategy (EFA 2000 Assessment Report). 
 
Of the strategies adopted in Malawi the following are notable: identification of barriers to girls 
education and seeking solutions with communities; a tracking system for the 1997 Standard One 
age-group; bringing schools closer to communities; creating a girl-friendly school environment; 
social mobilisation to create awareness about the benefits of girls’ education; allowing  school 
girls to return to school after giving birth; making the school curriculum relevant; improving 
teacher quality and effectiveness; and providing adequate scholastic materials. In addition a 
programme targeted at girls, “Girls’ Attainment in Basic Literacy and Education” (GABLE), was 
instituted.  The aim of the programme is to change attitudes within the community.  Since its 
institution in 1992, it has succeeded in putting girls’ education on the national platform 
(Kadzamira, 2000). 
 
In Bangladesh, the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC), a strong NGO working 
with over 50,000 villages, set up a new liberal arts university with a curriculum that responds to 
local needs and aspirations (Kwesiga, 2002). 
 
The setting up of an all-girls educational institution is another important strategy.  The Ahfad 
University for Women, the only women’s university in Africa, grew out of a school for girls 
founded in 1907 as a family initiative.  The school evolved as a college and in 1995 into a 
degree-awarding private university with faculties for family science, medicine, organisational 
management, psychology and early learning.  By 1998, it had an enrolment of 4,500 students. 
The university has different schemes to help disadvantaged women. It trains women to be 
independent thinkers, trying to instill in them a culture of visions and alternatives. 
 
The new Education Act of 2004 of Sierra Leone provides for compulsory basic education, with 
heavy financial and imprisonment penalties for violation, with a specific view to improving 
access and retention of girls.  As a result there has been an observed increase in girls’ enrolment 
since the law was enacted.  The problem, however, is that with the destruction of many 
educational infrastructures due to the war, many rural areas in particular lack public schools 
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within a five-mile radius of most villages.  As a result very young children cannot access school 
since they cannot withstand a long-distance journey to and from the nearest school, with an 
average distance of 3 miles.  Girls may be particularly in danger and even risk sexual harassment 
and rape. Communities are addressing this problem by establishing feeder schools in their 
villages up to class 4 levels, by which time children are strong enough to withstand long-distance 
travel to access schooling.      
 
 In Sierra Leone , girls lag behind boys in terms of enrolment and performance.  On a regional 
basis, girls from the Eastern and Northern Provinces lag behind their counterparts in the Western 
and Southern Provinces in terms of access to schooling.  To correct both these gender and 
regional imbalances, the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MEST) adopted the 
“Girl Child Support in Education” policy in 2003. The policy stipulates that for every girl child 
who passes the National Primary School Examination (NPSE) in the Eastern and Northern 
Provinces for three years will receive free school fees, core textbooks, pencils, pens, geometry 
set, two sets of uniform and one pair of games tunic to the total sum of Le300,000 ($US120) per 
child.  This is in addition to the payment of all public examination fees by the Government for all 
pupils, including girls, in national examination classes.  This policy offers girls, who would 
otherwise drop out of school due to poverty, the unique opportunity to access and remain in 
school. Consequently, the gender and regional disparity in education is gradually narrowing. 
 
Similarly, the Sierra Leone Chapter of the Forum for African Women Educationist (FAWE), 
concerned with the increased drop-out rate for girls due to pregnancy and poverty, has 
established technical vocational schools, with day-care centres, in almost all the fourteen 
administrative districts to assist pregnant and lactating girl mothers acquire livelihood skills. In 
line with this is the Truth and Reconciliation recommendation of allowing pregnant girls to 
continue schooling, instead of being expelled. 
 
Early marriage, gender-based violence, disinheritance of family property and non-registration of 
customary marriages has had a negative impact on girls’ education and thus the status of women 
and girls in Sierra Leone.  To this end, the Human Right Committee in Parliament, in 
collaboration with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Law Reform 
Commission and human rights organizations, conducted a nation-wide consultation on aspects of 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).  
The result of these consultations is four draft bills, namely: Customary Marriage Act; Domestic 
Violence Act, Marital Causes Act and Intestate Act for enactment into law by Parliament. These 
bills, if properly implemented, will greatly improve the situation and status of women and girls  
in Sierra Leone.  For example, the bill on customary marriage criminalizes marriage of girls 
below the age of 18 and without their consent.  This will ensure that girls are not removed from 
school at an early age for marriage.  It will also defer early sex, pregnancy and motherhood and 
increases girls chances of attaining basic education.  The bill on gender-based violence will 
reduce the incidence of rape, sexual assault and harassment and sex slavery, all of which impact 
negatively on women and girls’ enjoyment of human rights, including education.  The Intestate 
Act will ensure that girls as well as boys have equal access to the property of deceased parents, 
the dispossession of which has affected girls’ access and retention in school. 
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In 1996, the government of Sierra Leone established the Ministry of Social Welfare and Gender 
and Children’s Affairs (MSWGCA) as the national machinery responsible for the advancement 
of women.  In 2000, Cabinet approved, and Parliament adopted, policies on “Advancement of 
Women” and “Gender Mainstreaming” developed by MSWGCA. However, limited resources, 
inadequate human capacity and a lack of authority render this ministry less effective. 
 
Conclusion and recommendations 
 
Despite all the above enumerated direct and indirect benefits which accrue from educating 
women, and the strategies adopted to address these imbalances, women and girls continue to 
enjoy less attention in development compared to men.  For example, there are more illiterate 
women than men; there are more girls of school-going age not in school than boys; women form 
only 38% of the total labour force in Africa; they are less visited by agricultural extension 
workers; they access only 10% of credit earmarked for smallholders and only 1% of available 
agricultural credit; they still represent negligible numbers in money and finance fields, and are 
under-represented in science and technology.  Their contribution in trade is not recorded in social 
accounts and they are virtually absent in better-paying sectors such as construction, transport, 
power and manufacturing fields. Several factors account for the low level of women and girls 
education, ranging from socio-cultural, economic, pedagogical, political, institutional and 
biological factors.   
 
More effort and money needs to be injected into education in general, and for women and girls in 
particular, to redress gender imbalance in education. Education should be examined using a 
gendered lens.  In this way, disparities between boys and girls in education at the national and 
regional levels  will be identified and addressed.  This will also allow decision makers, at all 
levels, to clearly see the circumstances, plights, needs and potential of both boys and girls.  It 
will also enable decision-makers to adopt gender-fair measures that recognise and respond 
appropriately to the differences between boys and girls.  
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