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Education
Investing in Girls to Advance Equality Long-Term

For most girls growing up in Ethiopia in the early 1990s, going to school was not 
the norm, with lifelong impacts on the job opportunities available to them. At the  
beginning of the 1994 school year, just 20 percent of primary-school-age girls 
nationwide had enrolled. Boys also faced long odds, but were over 50 percent more 
likely than their sisters to be signed up for school. In rural areas, children’s chances 
of school attendance were even lower. In the largely pastoral state of Afar, for exam-
ple, primary enrollment rates were just 10 percent for boys and 7 percent for girls.1

A decade later, things had changed drastically. Overall primary enrollment had 
tripled from a mere 26 percent to 80 percent. Girls were making steady gains, with 
gender parity rising from sixty-one girls enrolled in school for every 100 boys to 
seventy-nine girls per 100 boys.2 While enrollment rates in rural states remained 
low, they were increasing faster than in other areas. Between the 2000/2001 and 
2004/2005 school years, enrollment in Afar grew on average by 17 percent per 
year, compared to 13 percent annual growth nationwide. Moreover, even among 
students in rural areas, girls’ access increased more quickly than boys’. And in the 
years since, the gender gap has continued to narrow: as of 2020, 91 percent of boys 
and 83 percent of girls were enrolled in primary education.3

What accounts for this dramatic shift? By many accounts, the single greatest 
contributor was the government’s decision to eliminate tuition for all government-
administered primary schools beginning in 1995. The Education and Training 
Policy of 1994, implemented in the following school year, ended tuition for grades 
1–10, with the goal of “providing basic education for all.”4 While the imposition  
of tuition and fees does not directly discriminate against girls, when layered on 
top of discriminatory norms and broader gender inequalities, tuition and fees dis-
proportionately harm girls. In Ethiopia as elsewhere, when it costs money to go 
to school, girls are more likely to miss out; in many households, girls’ education 
continues to be viewed as less important than boys’, since boys are expected to 
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become the family breadwinner and have greater earning potential in adulthood, 
in part due to broader discrimination in the economy. In this way, restrictive gen-
der norms within the family and gender discrimination in employment reinforce 
each other. Yet when the tuition barrier is removed, both gender and socioeco-
nomic disparities in access to education narrow.5

Despite these steps forward, gender gaps in education remain. In Ethiopia, for 
example, advances at the primary level have not been matched by equivalent prog-
ress at higher levels: at the secondary level, over two-thirds of girls are out of school.6 
Moreover, the rapid gains in enrollment have also threatened the quality of educa-
tion in government schools, as average class sizes doubled during the first decade 
of fee-free schooling, highlighting one of the common challenges when countries 
remove tuition without taking broader steps to assure quality and affordability.

Further, as of this writing, the gains achieved on girls’ education in Ethiopia are 
facing new threats. Like many countries that ordered school closures to contain 
the COVID-19 pandemic, Ethiopia has struggled to meet the needs of students 
learning remotely; a 2020 report found that less than half of students nationwide, 
including even fewer students in rural areas, were able to access any support for 
distance learning, while girls were 50 percent less likely than boys to have access 
to private tutors during the lockdown.7 Meanwhile, girls who are out of school are 
facing higher risks of child marriage as well as increased work obligations due to 
the economic consequences of the crisis—developments that threaten their likeli-
hood of returning to the classroom. These impacts compound the broader rami-
fications of COVID-19 on gender equality in the economy, as women worldwide 
have suffered disproportionate job loss due to the fields in which they’re concen-
trated and the increased care burdens the pandemic has created.

Globally, how can countries maintain their momentum on gender equality in 
education and close these remaining gaps? Aside from eliminating fees, how have 
countries approached barriers that disproportionately affect girls, such as child 
marriage, discrimination, and sexual harassment? And how can they address the 
disproportionate burden on girls of extensive household labor in many settings 
that impedes their education?

GENDER GAPS IN EDUCATION GLOBALLY

Gender gaps in education have narrowed in many countries. Overall, the number 
of girls enrolled in primary and secondary school has grown by a remarkable 180 
million since 1995, while young women’s enrollment at universities has tripled.8 
Over half the world’s countries have now achieved gender parity in enrollment at 
the primary and lower secondary levels.

This progress merits recognition. Nevertheless, gender disparities in access, 
completion, and attainment persist worldwide. At the primary level, five million 
more girls are out of school than boys.9 Girls also account for three-quarters of all 
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children who never attend primary school.10 Further, in many countries, gaps tend 
to widen at the secondary level. In twenty-two countries, fewer than eighty girls 
complete upper secondary school for every 100 boys.11

Girls from marginalized groups are even worse off. Among students from 
lower-income families, overall enrollment rates are generally lower, and gender 
gaps in enrollment are wider. In Pakistan, for instance, among households at 
the bottom of the income distribution, just seventy girls were attending primary 
school for every 100 boys in 2018.12 Girls in rural settings also face higher barriers; 
in twenty countries, less than 1 percent of poor, rural girls complete secondary 
school.13 Likewise, girls with disabilities have especially low rates of educational 
access, which contributes to lifelong gender inequalities. In Mozambique, for 
instance, the literacy rate of men with disabilities is 49 percent, compared to just 
17 percent for women with disabilities.14

Gender bias—and the policies that reinforce it—continues to drive these gaps, 
and surveys reveal the persistence of discriminatory beliefs about education world-
wide. While there is some evidence that norms are shifting to value girls’ basic edu-
cation more highly, this is not universal. In Brazil, for instance, the share of adults 
strongly agreeing that boys’ higher education is more important than girls’ dropped 
from 13 percent to 2 percent between 1997 and 2018.15 In contrast, in Bangladesh, 38 
percent agreed or strongly agreed that boys’ education was more important in 1996, 
compared to 43 percent in 2018. Altogether, in the latest wave of the World Values 
Survey, which asked people in fifty-seven countries and territories around the world 
about their views on social issues, nearly a quarter—23 percent—agreed or strongly 
agreed with the statement that “a university education is more important for a boy 
than for a girl.”16 In some countries, the proportion was much higher. In Indonesia, 
48 percent believed that boys’ education was a higher priority; in Kyrgyzstan, Myan-
mar, Pakistan, and Tajikistan, over half of respondents shared this view.

In addition to threatening girls’ access to education overall, these views affect 
girls’ opportunities within education, and thus their future careers. Both implicit 
bias and overt discrimination, alongside “stereotype threats” and inhibiting 
norms, can diminish girls’ access to specific fields of study and thereby contrib-
ute to gender segregation in the labor market, with women relegated to more 
poorly remunerated occupational fields (as well as fields that become more 
poorly paid when they become more female). For example, across the Organ-
isation for Economic Co-operation and Development, women account for just 
one in five computer science graduates; likewise, just a quarter of those holding 
bachelor’s degrees in engineering, manufacturing, or construction are women.17

ADDRESSING GENDERED BARRIERS TO EDUCATION: 
CRITICAL FIRST STEPS

Advancing gender equality in the economy on a long-term basis requires changing 
the underlying beliefs that lead to the devaluing of girls’ schooling—and changing  
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the laws and policies that reinforce these beliefs and create needless barri-
ers to girls’ educational access and attainment. Educating girls is key to shifting 
norms and ensuring equal opportunities not just for girls in school today but  
for their equal opportunities in the economy as adults, and for the opportunities of  
their children and grandchildren.

While the challenge of ensuring all girls can access and complete their edu-
cation remains substantial, many effective policy solutions and critical first steps 
toward realizing greater gender equality in education are known. Among these 
are eliminating tuition and other fees, prohibiting discrimination and harassment, 
banning child marriage, and ensuring governments commit to making education 
available to all, including by making education compulsory. How common are 
these approaches worldwide, what barriers are they designed to address, and what 
difference have they made?

Eliminating Tuition and Providing Financial Support to Families
Tuition fees and other costs—including uniforms, books, transportation, and 
meals—reduce access to education across the board. For example, a study of 
education policies over forty years in seven sub-Saharan African countries 
found that the introduction of school fees was associated with a 17 percent-
age-point reduction in primary school enrollment overall.18 While affecting all 
students, the costs of education can have an outsized effect on girls’ prospects 
for attending school; due to the persisting societal norms that place a greater 
priority on boys’ education, when families cannot afford to send all children to 
school, daughters are more likely to miss out. One study based in the Mtwara 
region of Tanzania, for instance, found that nearly two-thirds of parents agreed 
that in difficult economic circumstances, they would educate boys over girls; 
half also indicated that providing a school uniform for their sons was a greater 
priority than for their daughters.19

Evidence from a wide range of countries has shown that eliminating tuition has 
direct and indirect benefits for children’s educational outcomes. Countries includ-
ing Uganda, Mauritius, Ethiopia, and Malawi have witnessed marked increases 
in enrollment and a substantial narrowing of the gender gap after removing the 
tuition barrier.20 Eliminating tuition has had particularly significant impacts on 
the enrollment of girls as well as all children from lower-income families.

Moreover, the benefits of free tuition are long-term for girls and women and  
transcend health, family, and work. For example, eliminating tuition and fees has 
been found to reduce rates of child marriage, likely because girls can stay in school 
longer.21 Further, reforming laws to eliminate tuition has benefits for reproductive 
health and family planning. In a study led by our center, we merged our longitudi-
nal policy data on tuition-free education with survey data from the Demographic 
and Health Surveys about married women’s need for and use of contraception 
as well as their ability to make their own health decisions, using a sample that 
included over 300,000 women across seventeen low- and middle-income coun-
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tries (LMICs).22 By comparing the experiences of women who had been covered 
by a tuition-free primary education policy as children with those who had not, 
while controlling for other factors, we were able to rigorously examine whether 
eliminating tuition made a difference for women’s future reproductive autonomy. 
What we found was that married women who had access to tuition-free education 
the entire time they were in primary school were 152 percent more likely to report 
using modern methods of contraception compared to women who had not had 
access to tuition-free education. What’s more, the impacts go beyond early mar-
riage and reproductive health to broader issues of autonomy: married women who 
had access to tuition-free education were also 43 percent more likely to report that 
they had a say in decisions about their own health.23

How far has the world come in making tuition-free education universally 
accessible? Our most recent research shows 97 percent of countries have elimi-
nated tuition at the primary level. However, only 84 percent have ended tuition 
for the beginning of secondary school, and only 68 percent have eliminated 
tuition through the completion of secondary. Low- and middle-income coun-
tries are less likely than high-income countries to have eliminated tuition fees in  
secondary school.

At the same time, countries at all income levels have demonstrated that it’s  
feasible to make secondary school tuition-free, though doing so does require 
investment and political will. While international funds also have a role to play in  
financing education in countries with limited resources, adequate national invest-
ment is critical to the development of an accessible, equitable, and sustainable 
education system. International and regional bodies have made recommendations 
about minimum government spending on education. For example, the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s Education 2030 
Framework recommends that governments invest 4 to 6 percent of GDP in educa-
tion, and that 15 to 20 percent of government spending be directed to education. 
Likewise, the Africa Network Campaign for Education for All has urged countries 
to spend 20 percent of their total budgets on schooling. Globally, however, seven-
teen of forty-one countries that haven’t yet made secondary education tuition-free 
have yet to invest even 4 percent of their GDP in education, and data on spending 
are unavailable for an additional twenty-one.24

Making School Compulsory
A second policy that can support girls’ enrollment is making school compulsory 
for a certain number of years or until a certain grade level (though if school is 
required by law, it is essential that it is free). A range of studies have found that 
compulsory schooling increases enrollment rates and attainment, and that in 
some cases, the impacts are specifically gendered. For example, an examination of 
policy reforms lengthening compulsory schooling in twelve European countries 
between 1949 and 1983 found that the changes boosted educational attainment 
and wages, with especially notable impacts for women.25 In Turkey, a study found 



Figure 20. Do national policies, laws, or constitutions make education tuition-free and 
compulsory?
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that the extension of compulsory education from five to eight years increased girls’ 
attendance and reduced child marriage.26 Likewise, a subsequent analysis reported 
that the Turkish reform increased women’s average educational attainment by 
1–1.5 years and made it more likely that they would work outside the home in 
jobs that provided benefits; further, the reform particularly improved outcomes 
for rural women.27

Compulsory schooling signals a government’s clear commitment to make sure 
public schools are accessible to all. Making school compulsory can thus have the 
indirect effect of supporting increased school construction, which can support 
greater access by girls by reducing transportation barriers.

Overall, 97 percent of countries make primary school compulsory. Eighty-four 
percent explicitly establish that at least some secondary education is compulsory, 
whereas only 28 percent provide for compulsory secondary education through 
completion. High-income countries are more likely than low- or middle-income 
countries to have made at least some of secondary education compulsory, but hav-
ing compulsory education through the completion of secondary school is slightly 
more common in middle-income than in high-income countries.

Prohibiting Gender Discrimination and Sexual Harassment
Prohibiting discrimination and sexual harassment within schools, and by teachers 
in particular, is essential to achieving greater equality in education. Altogether, 
65 percent of countries prohibit discrimination in education on the basis of sex 
and/or gender, and another 8 percent take an approach to ensuring girls’ right to 
access education. There is little difference between these protections across coun-
try income level, demonstrating their immediate feasibility across countries.

The United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative estimates that 246 million chil-
dren experience violence in and around schools each year.28 Marginalized girls 
face even greater risks. One survey of 11- to 14-year-olds in Uganda found that  
24 percent of girls with disabilities, compared to 12 percent of girls without dis-
abilities, reported experiencing sexual harassment at school.29

While every country has at least some protection from sexual violence, fewer 
than half (47 percent) of all countries explicitly prohibit sexual harassment in 
schools against both girls and boys. Only 36 percent of countries explicitly define 
sexual harassment to cover both sexual advances and conduct that creates a hostile 
environment for learning or undermines students’ dignity. In 25 percent of coun-
tries, the definition of sexual harassment is more narrow and covers only sexual 
advances or quid pro quo. Only 20 percent of countries prohibit sex-based harass-
ment, as well as sexual harassment, in education.

Provisions to protect students from harassment by any employee in a school 
environment are also rare. Just 12 percent of countries use explicit or broad lan-
guage that ensures protection from harassment by all school staff. For example, 
Belize’s Protection against Sexual Harassment Act states: “No person who is a 



Figure 21. Are gender discrimination and sexual harassment prohibited in education?
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member of staff or in a position of authority at an institution shall harass sexually 
a person who is a student . . . or is seeking admission to that institution.”

These provisions have had an impact in the courts. For example, in a 2018 case 
from El Salvador, laws prohibiting sexual harassment by someone in a position 
of authority and specifically designating sexual harassment by teachers a “serious 
offence” provided the foundation for justice for an underage girl who received 
harassing messages from her fifty-year-old teacher on WhatsApp.30 In Hong 
Kong, the High Court invoked a law prohibiting sex discrimination in education, 
alongside the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women, to prohibit the director of education’s practice of systematically 
evaluating boys’ performance on standardized tests according to a lower standard 
than girls’, which had resulted in a higher share of boys being placed in top sec-
ondary schools.31

Finally, expelling pregnant students discriminates against girls, since their male 
partners rarely face equivalent consequences, while undermining girls’ long-term 
opportunities. When girls are pregnant, their education should not be impeded. 
Yet only a minority of countries explicitly guarantee that pregnant youth will be 
able to continue their education. Only 18 percent of countries take explicit affirma-
tive measures to legally prohibit the expulsion of pregnant students, and an addi-
tional 2 percent aspire to do so or provide accommodations to support pregnant 
students’ continued learning. In 14 percent of countries, there are also explicit legal 
provisions to ensure new mothers are allowed to return to school after they’ve 
given birth.

However, some countries continue to have laws or regulations on the books 
that limit educational opportunities for pregnant girls. For example, Equato-
rial Guinea’s Law on Education makes pregnancy a serious offense punishable 
by expulsion. Jamaica’s education regulations stipulate that pregnant students 
must be excluded or suspended from school. A 2007 decree in Senegal suspends 
pregnant girls from school until their delivery due to “security reasons.” Notably, 
data show that removing these bans does not increase teenage pregnancies—but 
keeping them in place has long-term consequences.32 Sex education, settings that 
ensure girls are not pressured or coerced into sexual activity, protections from 
harassment and violence, and access to contraception for consensual relations are 
essential to reduce unwanted pregnancies.

Child Marriage
Fourth, policies are needed to address and prevent child marriage, which contin-
ues to disrupt millions of girls’ schooling. Around the world, nearly twelve million 
girls are married every year.33 While boys are also affected by child marriage, the 
effects are disproportionately felt by girls, who are five times more likely than boys 
to be married by the age of eighteen. While child marriage affects girls in lower-
income countries in larger numbers, underage marriage is a global phenomenon; 
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our center’s recent analysis of the United States found that nearly 80,000 children 
ages fifteen to seventeen were or had been married over a four-year period.34

Surveys of parents confirm that early marriage is a key driver of school dropout 
for girls. Recent estimates from the World Bank and the International Center for 
Research on Women suggest that child marriage is responsible for up to a third 
of girls’ dropout rate, depending on the country,35 and that each year of marriage 
before the age of eighteen is associated with a 4 to 6 percentage-point reduc-
tion in girls’ chances of completing secondary school.36 In Nepal, for example,  
32 percent of parents of adolescent girls who had left school reported that child 
marriage was a reason. Likewise, 23 percent of parents in Niger with daughters 
who had dropped out of secondary school pointed to child marriage as a cause.37 
With 33,000 girls married as children daily, the collective impacts on girls’ school-
ing can hardly be overstated.

The increased risk of early childbearing is one way that child marriage affects 
girls’ ability to stay in school. Recent estimates suggest that around 75 percent of 
births to mothers under age eighteen in LMICs can be attributed to child mar-
riage.38 As already discussed, there are countries and school systems—across low- 
and high-income countries alike—in which pregnant girls and young women are 
expelled or explicitly prohibited from enrolling, creating an even higher barrier to 
their persistence.

The relationship between schooling and marriage cuts both ways: girls who 
marry young are at greater risk of dropping out of school, while girls who leave 
school early are more likely to be married before age eighteen. Conversely, extend-
ing girls’ time in school can reduce their early marriage risks. In Burkina Faso, for 
instance, each additional year a girl stays in secondary school reduces the likeli-
hood that she’ll marry before age eighteen by 7 percent and cuts the risks of early 
childbearing by 11 percent.39

Beyond the effects on education, child marriage has extensive consequences for 
girls’ health and autonomy. In general, giving birth as an adolescent poses higher 
risks to both the mother and the child. For example, one study of twenty-nine 
low-income countries found that girls who gave birth before the age of eighteen 
have significantly higher rates of eclampsia and infections;40 globally, pregnancy 
complications are the leading cause of death among girls ages fifteen to nineteen.41 
Meanwhile, babies born to adolescent mothers are more likely to be premature 
and underweight, which can increase the likelihood of chronic health issues.42 One 
study of forty-five LMICs found that in some regions, risks of neonatal mortality 
were over twice as high for babies born to girls ages sixteen or younger compared 
to women in their twenties.43 Even in higher-income settings, adolescent mothers’ 
babies face much higher mortality risks.

And in addition to the health risks linked to childbirth, girls who marry as 
children are more likely to experience violence in their relationships. For exam-
ple, a study of thirty-four countries found that 29 percent of young women who 
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had been married as children had experienced sexual or physical violence in their 
relationships in the preceding year.44 Experiences of violence can in turn inhibit 
girls’ participation in public life, including their access to education and even-
tual employment. Further, the violation, isolation, deprivation of autonomy, and 
higher prevalence of birth injuries linked to early marriage can increase rates of 
depression and suicidal thoughts.45

Laws comprehensively prohibiting child marriage are a first step toward end-
ing the practice and represent an important public commitment by governments 
to doing so. Moreover, laws prohibiting child marriage can shift norms about its 
legitimacy and reduce violence. In a recent study led by our center, we merged 
longitudinal data on the minimum age of marriage in nineteen LMICs with survey 
data about women’s experiences of intimate partner violence as well as both men’s 
and women’s perceptions of its acceptability. We found that among countries that 
strengthened their child marriage laws, women’s risks of experiencing violence  
in their relationships dropped by a larger margin than in countries that did not. In 
addition, the enactment of a law prohibiting child marriage was associated with 
a greater likelihood that both men and women would view intimate partner vio-
lence as “unacceptable.”46

We analyzed laws in all countries to determine how many establish eighteen 
years as the minimum legal age of marriage. As of 2019, nearly one in ten countries 
had yet to take this fundamental step, including 4 percent that failed to provide 
any legal protection for 13-year-old girls.

Further, in many countries, minimum age laws carve out exceptions for parental 
consent or marriages performed under customary or religious law. These excep-
tions can greatly undermine the potential impact of child marriage laws. The vast 
majority of child marriages take place with parental involvement or permission, 
while girls from many religious communities are at higher risk.47 Globally, 40 per-
cent of countries have legal loopholes allowing early marriage to occur with parental 
consent. Twenty-two percent of countries allow for exceptions under religious or 
customary law. Accounting for these loopholes, half of countries do not prohibit 
child marriage for girls. While protections from early marriage are weaker in low-
and middle-income countries, substantial gaps in laws prohibiting child marriage 
can be found across all country income levels and regions. Forty-three percent of 
high-income countries allow girls to be married before age eighteen with parental 
consent or under religious or customary law. Encouragingly, these loopholes have 
been closing over time. In 1995, just 19 percent of 113 studied LMICs prohibited girls 
from being married with parental consent; by 2019, 58 percent of those countries 
did. Some regions have shown particularly significant progress. In Central America, 
for example, five out of seven countries reformed their child marriage laws between 
2013 and 2019 to eliminate any legal loopholes allowing marriage before eighteen.

In addition, despite overwhelming evidence that child marriage primarily 
affects girls, some countries still legally allow girls to be married at younger ages 



Figure 22. Do laws prohibit early marriage and ensure girls have as much legal protection as 
boys when loopholes are taken into account?
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Figure 23. Have low- and middle-income countries increased the minimum age of marriage to 
18 years old with parental consent?

than boys, directly exacerbating their vulnerability to the practice. This gender 
inequality embedded in the law gives a stamp of approval to the early marriage 
of girls and lays the foundation for lifelong gender disparities. In 21 percent of 
countries, girls can be married at a younger age than boys with parental consent; 
in 8 percent of countries, the gender gap in the minimum age is three years. While 
fewer high-income countries have a gender gap in the legal minimum age of mar-
riage with parental consent (11 percent), a quarter of LMICs legally allow girls to be 
married at younger ages than boys with parental consent. Still, trends over time are 
promising, and legal gender disparities have diminished. Whereas only 25 percent 
of 113 studied LMICs provided girls with as much legal protection as boys from 
early marriage with parental consent in 1995, by 2019, 70 percent had established 
gender equality in the minimum age of marriage.

MUCH MORE TO AC C OMPLISH

Affordable Quality Education
For families with limited resources, the cost of sending all children to school is one 
consideration, but the likely economic return of the education available is another. 
Consequently, when decent quality schools are inaccessible or have unaffordable 
associated costs, girls’ chances of staying in school further decline.

To that end, sufficient government investment is critical not just for mak-
ing education tuition-free, but for ensuring its quality remains adequate as  
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enrollment rates increase and ensuring nontuition costs are low. Some countries 
that have eliminated tuition have seen tremendous gains in access followed by 
drops in quality as classrooms swell to unmanageable capacity. With sufficient 
funding, countries can ensure they are able to build enough schools, hire enough 
trained teachers, and invest in adequate infrastructure to make schools acces-
sible to everyone.

These investments matter to girls. In Kenya, for example, a study analyzing the 
impacts of primary school quality on girls’ and boys’ outcomes in three districts 
found that having teachers with higher average credentials significantly increased 
girls’ odds of staying in school, as did modest increases in schools’ budgets for 
materials. Further, each 10 percent increase in the share of teachers who agreed 
that studying math was “important” for girls decreased girls’ likelihood of drop-
ping out by 47 percent.48 Prioritizing education financing also matters to entire 
economies. According to projections from the African Development Bank, per-
manently increasing funding for basic education, upper-level education, and 
physical infrastructure by a collective 1 percent of GDP would boost GDP by  
28 percent, formal workers’ wages by 16 percent, and informal workers’ wages  
by 29 percent in the long term.49

Low quality of education at public schools can also undermine the impact of 
eliminating tuition and other fees, as education is increasingly privatized and a 
high share of families pay fees even when there is a free option available. The share 
of secondary students globally who are enrolled in private schools increased from 
19 percent in 1998 to 27 percent in 2019; in a wide range of countries—such as 
Bangladesh (94 percent), Belgium (58 percent), Guatemala (63 percent), and Libe-
ria (58 percent)—over half of secondary students are in private institutions.50 The 
global shift toward privatization is likely to further widen both socioeconomic and 
gender inequalities in access to quality schooling.51

With respect to households’ total education costs, removing tuition is a criti-
cal first step, but countries can also support greater access to schooling by girls 
and other marginalized students by subsidizing costs for uniforms, meals, books, 
transportation, and other necessities. Research has shown that addressing these 
specific costs makes a difference. For example, a study in Kenya found that the 
provision of free uniforms to primary school students reduced girls’ dropout rate 
from 19 percent to 16 percent over three years; a program eliminating fees for text-
books reported similar results.52 Likewise, in India, the 2001 expansion of the mid-
day meal program, which provided a free lunch to school students nationwide, 
boosted girls’ first-grade enrollment by 10 percent annually—meaning that nearly 
2.5 million girls newly enrolled in school because of the program over a six-year 
period.53 Beyond these targeted interventions, direct cash transfers to families with 
school-age children show promise for improving educational outcomes and fami-
lies’ overall economic circumstances, depending on the details of their design.54
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School Sanitation, Transportation, and Infrastructure
An important piece of school quality is the physical condition of schools and 
whether they provide safe and adequate learning environments. Countries’ invest-
ments in school infrastructure—including sanitation and transportation—can make 
a significant impact on accessibility for all children, with outsized impacts on girls.

Indeed, the quality of sanitation available in schools can have a significant 
influence on girls’ attendance, especially once they reach adolescence. Globally, 335 
million girls worldwide are enrolled in primary and secondary schools that lack 
adequate facilities for menstrual hygiene.55 In the absence of adequate sanitation 
at school, girls lack privacy and commonly face higher risks of violence when they 
seek out private spaces outside of school grounds. Investments in sanitation infra-
structure can improve perceptions and experiences of safety at school, increas-
ing girls’ attendance and reducing the likelihood that they will stay home from 
school during their periods. In India, a large-scale latrine construction program 
launched in 1999 improved school enrollment rates, test scores, and persistence 
for all children, but girls in particular; a study of nearly 140,000 schools across the 
country found that sex-specific latrines were especially important for older girls’ 
attendance.56 A related strategy is to supply girls with free sanitary products; in 
Ghana, for example, provision of sanitary pads and puberty education increased 
girls’ attendance by 9 percent.57

Similarly, inadequate access to safe and affordable transportation to school is 
another infrastructural barrier that often has disproportionate consequences for 
girls, particularly since girls who must travel a long distance to school face higher 
risks of violence and harassment along their commute. Meanwhile, when schools 
are closer to girls’ homes, access is often easier. For example, in the early 2000s, 
the government of Sierra Leone initiated a nationwide effort to rebuild schools 
that had been destroyed during the civil war and ensure education was free and 
widely accessible, which resulted in the construction of approximately 1,400 new 
schools over five years. According to one analysis, the program increased girls’ 
average educational attainment by 0.5 years.58 Specific provision of subsidies for 
transportation can make a difference as well. As just one example, in Bihar, India, 
the provision of bicycles to secondary-school-age girls boosted their enrollment 
by 32 percent, narrowing the gender gap by 40 percent.59

Community Infrastructure and Changing Expectations  
about Girls’ Household Work

Beyond school infrastructure, investing in physical infrastructure in rural com-
munities—including water and sanitation systems, rural electrification, and 
low-cost energy sources—can play a critical role in supporting girls’ access to  
school by reducing hours spent on household labor—from fetching water  
to firewood. Too often, governments deprioritize investment in the types of  
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infrastructure that would make the biggest difference for women and girls—
illustrating yet another way that unpaid female labor is taken for granted.60 
A 2019 World Health Organization analysis, for example, found that only  
15 percent of countries had devoted sufficient financial resources to implement 
their national sanitation and/or drinking water plans; many more lacked plans 
altogether.61 When these basic services that are essential to all communities are 
privatized or unavailable, the consequences for gender equality in the economy 
can begin at very young ages.

For example, one 2016 study of twenty-four sub-Saharan African countries 
found that a total of 3.4 million children had primary responsibility for collect-
ing water in contexts where doing so would require more than thirty minutes per 
day.62 Across countries, girls represented 62 percent of all children responsible for 
fetching water for at least thirty minutes per day, while in some countries the gen-
der gap was much larger. In Guinea, for instance, girls were thirteen times as likely 
as boys to be their households’ primary water collectors. Collectively, according 
to the United Nations Children’s Fund, women and girls spend 200 million hours 
each day obtaining water for their families.63

Compounding the impacts of these tasks, girls across countries are often 
expected to care for younger children within the household so that their par-
ents can work. Studies from individual countries have long confirmed that these 
and other responsibilities affect girls’ education. In Bangladesh, a study docu-
mented that 13 percent of children ages five to seventeen who had left school 
did so because of the need for their labor at home, and that girls were more 
likely than boys to combine work and schooling when work was defined to 
include paid and unpaid household labor.64 Likewise, in Egypt, research found 
that girls’ domestic tasks accounted for a substantial share of their weekly 
work hours, and that a 10 percent increase in the likelihood of working at least 
fourteen hours per week resulted in a 6 percent decrease in the likelihood of  
school attendance.65

Changing the gendered expectations that lead to these disparities—while 
strengthening families’ economic circumstances so they don’t feel compelled 
to rely on child labor in the first place—remains one of the most critical areas 
for ongoing action. Adequate public service provision and prioritization of 
rural infrastructure development represent one critical piece of the solu-
tion. In Peru, for instance, a study found that having running water at home 
increased girls’ time in school by about eighty minutes per week.66 Similarly, 
in India, a study of informal settlements found that the provision of basic ser-
vices—including water and sanitation systems, road surfacing, storm drain-
age, and electricity—was associated with a 66 percent increase in girls’ school 
attendance, along with a 62 percent increase in literacy and 36 percent increase 
in income.67
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Addressing Family Poverty
Finally, poverty exacerbates the barriers to girls’ education identified throughout 
this chapter. Indeed, according to an analysis of five African countries, household 
wealth remains the top predictor of whether a child is attending school.68 Poverty 
makes it more likely that families will be unable to afford school fees for all chil-
dren, increases the burden of household work, and reduces the likelihood that 
children will have access to high-quality schools in their neighborhood.

The role of socioeconomic status in driving child marriage is also evident from 
the data on how girls’ likelihood of early marriage varies by their level of house-
hold wealth. For example, among women ages eighteen to twenty-two in Peru,  
38 percent of those in the lowest wealth quintile report having been married before 
their eighteenth birthday, compared to just 5 percent in the top quintile. Simi-
larly, in Zambia, 48 percent of girls in the lowest quintile marry by eighteen, com-
pared to 9 percent in the highest. In India, the gap is a full 50 percentage points:  
63 percent of girls at the bottom of the wealth distribution marry by eighteen, 
compared to just 13 percent at the top.69

While a wide range of steps need to be taken to address poverty and reduce 
economic inequality, critical to addressing family poverty is accelerating the equal 
educational attainment, autonomy, and options of women and girls. Investing 
in gender equality will reduce family poverty—and reducing family poverty will 
accelerate achieving gender equality.

WHAT STANDS TO BE GAINED

Labor Force Participation and Employment
A range of studies have shown that when girls have greater access to education, 
they enter the labor force in greater numbers.70 In Zimbabwe, for example, a study 
found that each additional year of education led to a 3 percent increase in the 
likelihood that a woman worked for pay.71 Similarly, a report from the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization found that women 
with higher levels of educational attainment in middle-income countries were sig-
nificantly more likely to have paid employment; in Mexico, for instance, women 
with a secondary education were 9 percentage points more likely to be employed 
than women with only a primary education.72 While economic circumstances in 
some settings and households demand that women participate in the labor market 
regardless of educational attainment, in contexts in which women are less likely 
to work in the labor force, greater education can tip the scales. Higher educational 
attainment is typically associated with lower rates of unemployment, though the 
specific relationship between education and employment depends on the jobs 
available in a given national economy. Meanwhile, reduced access to education 
makes women’s labor force participation less likely.
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Wages, Poverty Rates, and Job Availability
Educational attainment also directly influences women’s earnings and the types 
of jobs they are able to access. According to estimates from World Bank econo-
mists analyzing trends in education from 1950 to 2018, each additional year a girl 
remains in school translates into around a 10 percent increase in her wages as an 
adult, 2 percentage points higher than the returns for boys.73 In the aggregate, these 
increases can narrow the gender wage gap. In Ghana, for example, women without 
formal education earn 57 percent less than men, while those with a secondary 
education earn just 16 percent less.74 In contrast, gender disparities in access to 
education reinforce gender segregation in the labor market, gender gaps in pay, 
and women’s higher risks of poverty globally.

Health, Well-Being, and Educational Attainment
Women’s access to education, or lack thereof, has profound effects on health across 
genders and generations. A study of eighty LMICs found that gains in women’s 
educational attainment explained 30 percent of the decrease in adult female mor-
tality, 31 percent of the decrease in adult male mortality, and 14 percent of the 
decrease in under-five mortality between 1970 and 2010.75 Specific policies increas-
ing education access can directly advance these health improvements. For example, 
in a study of twenty-three LMICs undertaken with colleagues, we merged data on 
tuition-free education policies with survey data from the Demographic and Health 
Surveys about women’s access to health services and children’s health outcomes. 
Controlling for a wide range of other variables that could affect outcomes—includ-
ing rural/urban residence, marital status, per-capita GDP, unemployment rate, and 
the gender and birth order of children—we compared the experiences of women 
who had benefited from tuition-free primary education as children with those who 
had not. We found that making primary school tuition-free increased the likeli-
hood of having a skilled attendant at birth by 22 percent, of modern contraceptive 
use by 62 percent, and of up-to-date immunization of children by 16 percent.76

Other research has documented the intergenerational impacts on education. 
A study of fifty-six countries found that the children of mothers with six years 
of education stayed in school 2.8 years longer than those whose mothers had no 
formal education, whereas the children of mothers with twelve years of schooling 
stayed in school 4.1 years longer.77 In short, ensuring girls can go to school and 
succeed there has not only immediate benefits but long-term effects and shapes 
the outcomes of their entire households and the next generation.

Consequences—and Opportunities—for Countries and Economies
Finally, beyond the impacts on individuals and families, barriers to girls’ edu-
cation have consequences for entire countries. According to a 2018 World 
Bank report, the costs of failing to ensure all girls can complete their secondary  
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education amount to $15–30 trillion in lost earnings and productivity.78 Mean-
while, closing the gender gap in education can have profound economic benefits. 
In the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, for example, 
increases in educational attainment—primarily driven by greater access to educa-
tion by girls—accounted for nearly half the economic growth across thirty coun-
tries from 1960 to 2008.79

Now more than ever, finishing secondary school and higher education is often 
essential for securing a job that pays an adequate wage. Over the past several 
decades, countries have made substantial progress toward reducing the gender 
gap in primary education, but that is barely a beginning.

While some barriers to secondary are similar to those for primary—such as 
tuition and fees—girls often face higher hurdles as they get older with respect to 
restrictive gender norms, demands to carry out unpaid household and care work, 
safety, and direct discrimination. Yet compelling evidence clearly demonstrates 
that governments can rapidly accelerate gender equality in education—if they 
have the political will. The tools are within the reach of all nations.

Table 7  Legal approaches to supporting girls’ education, by country income level
Low-income 

countries
Middle-income 

countries
High-income 

countries

Is primary education tuition-free?

No tuition-free guarantee 0 (0%) 4 (4%) 1 (2%) 

Subject to progressive realization 0 (0%) 1 (1%) 0 (0%) 

Policy guarantee 4 (15%) 10 (9%) 3 (5%) 

Legislative or constitutional guarantee 22 (85%) 93 (86%) 54 (93%) 

Is beginning secondary education tuition-free?

No tuition-free guarantee 6 (23%) 15 (14%) 2 (4%) 

Subject to progressive realization 3 (12%) 4 (4%) 0 (0%) 

Policy guarantee 2 (8%) 7 (6%) 7 (12%) 

Legislative or constitutional guarantee 15 (58%) 82 (76%) 48 (84%) 

Is completing secondary education tuition-free?

No tuition-free guarantee 12 (46%) 34 (31%) 7 (12%) 

Subject to progressive realization 4 (15%) 5 (5%) 0 (0%) 

Policy guarantee 1 (4%) 6 (6%) 10 (18%) 

Legislative or constitutional guarantee 9 (35%) 63 (58%) 40 (70%) 

Is primary education compulsory?

Not compulsory 2 (7%) 4 (4%) 0 (0%) 

Subject to progressive realization 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 



Low-income 
countries

Middle-income 
countries

High-income 
countries

Policy guarantee 2 (7%) 2 (2%) 0 (0%) 

Legislative or constitutional guarantee 23 (85%) 101 (94%) 58 (100%) 

Is beginning secondary education compulsory?

Not compulsory 8 (32%) 20 (19%) 0 (0%) 

Subject to progressive realization 0 (0%) 2 (2%) 0 (0%) 

Policy guarantee 2 (8%) 3 (3%) 0 (0%) 

Legislative or constitutional guarantee 15 (60%) 81 (76%) 57 (100%) 

Is completing secondary education compulsory?

Not compulsory 23 (88%) 67 (63%) 41 (72%) 

Subject to progressive realization 1 (4%) 5 (5%) 0 (0%) 

Policy guarantee 0 (0%) 3 (3%) 0 (0%) 

Legislative or constitutional guarantee 2 (8%) 32 (30%) 16 (28%) 

Is gender-based discrimination prohibited in primary education?

No prohibition of gender-based discrimination 1 (4%) 3 (3%) 6 (10%) 

Gender-based discrimination broadly prohibited, 
not specific to education

7 (26%) 22 (20%) 12 (21%) 

Gender-based discrimination prohibited in  
admissions or access to education

3 (11%) 10 (9%) 3 (5%) 

Gender-based discrimination broadly prohibited in 
education

16 (59%) 73 (68%) 37 (64%) 

Is sexual harassment explicitly prohibited in education?

No prohibition 4 (15%) 21 (19%) 10 (17%) 

Not explicit, but gender discrimination prohibited 2 (7%) 18 (17%) 8 (14%) 

Prohibited against girls only broadly or specifically 
in education

2 (7%) 9 (8%) 3 (5%) 

Broadly prohibited, not specific to education 5 (19%) 14 (13%) 7 (12%) 

Prohibited 14 (52%) 46 (43%) 30 (52%) 

Are both sexual-based behaviors and sex-based harassment prohibited in education?

Sexual violence prohibited, but not explicitly 
harassment

4 (15%) 20 (19%) 10 (17%) 

Gender discrimination in education and sexual 
violence prohibited, but not explicitly harassment

2 (7%) 18 (17%) 8 (14%) 

Sexual-based behaviors only 20 (74%) 55 (51%) 16 (28%) 

Sexual-based behaviors and sex-based harassment 1 (4%) 14 (13%) 24 (41%) 

What sexual-based behaviors are legally defined as sexual harassment in education?

Sexual violence prohibited, but not explicitly 
harassment

4 (15%) 20 (19%) 10 (17%) 

table 7  (continued)

(contd.)
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