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Objectives
The objectives of this tool are to: 

• identify the key issues to consider when promoting gender equality in primary and secondary 
education; 

• provide a structure for conducting a rapid assessment of primary schooling from a gender 
perspective; 

• set out some of the key issues to consider when undertaking an analysis of gender equality in 
primary and secondary education. 

Key information
  Setting the scene

Free, equitable and quality primary and second-
ary education for all children is Sustainable 
Development Goal Target 4.1 (see Box 1). This refers 
to the provision of twelve years of publicly funded, 
inclusive, equitable, quality education, of which 
nine years are compulsory. As such, countries 
across the Asia-Pacific region are committed to 
sustaining progress towards and achieving this 
target. 

Box 1 
Sustainable 
Development Goal 

Target 4.1 

By 2030, ensure that all 
girls and boys complete 
free, equitable and 
quality primary and 
secondary education 
leading to relevant 
and effective learning 
outcomes.

Indicators 

Proportion of children and young people: (a) 
in grades 2/3; (b) at the end of primary school; 
and (c) at the end of lower secondary school 
achieving at least a minimum proficiency level 
in (i) reading and (ii) mathematics, by sex.



2

Gender in Education Network in Asia-Pacific (GENIA) Toolkit: Promoting Gender Equality in Education

2

  Asia-Pacific:  
key facts and figures 

The majority of countries in the Asia-Pacific region 
are achieving near universal enrolment rates at the 
primary level.1 Interventions in the region tend to 
place more emphasis on increasing initial access 
rather than on retention and progress through 
the school system, indicating that the quality of 
teaching and learning remains a challenge.

Primary completion rates for boys and girls are 
particularly low in Afghanistan, Timor-Leste, 
Bhutan, Pakistan and Cambodia.2 School life 
expectancy3 for boys and girls varies across the 
region. Great progress has been made in reducing 
the gender gap in school life expectancy in East 
Asia, where a girl starting school can expect to 
receive fourteen years of education, compared 
to only eight years in 1990.4 In South Asia, girls 
are now likely to spend eleven years in school, 
compared to six years in 1990. It is important to 
note that these regional averages mask differences 
between and within countries (see Box 2).

Overall, since 2000, an increasing number of 
students have been completing primary school 
and moving on to lower secondary education. 
This has been accompanied by a stronger focus on 
basic education, which has facilitated an increase 
in enrolment at the secondary education level. 
However, on current trends, universal primary and 

secondary education is unlikely to be achieved by 
2030 at a global level unless concerted action is 
taken.5

Countries in the Asia-Pacific region are responding 
to a higher demand for secondary and higher 
education. As with primary education, a critical 
issue is the quality of education delivery as the 
system expands. 

Also relevant are issues of equity and inclusion. 
Gender equality is central to quality education at 
the secondary level. There is much work to do in 
this regard because some systems currently have 
secondary enrolments which favour boys and some 
favour girls. Gender parity has been achieved at 
secondary level in some countries, especially in 
Central Asia.

The quality of education can be measured by its 
capacity to promote the value of gender equality in 
and through education in the wider society. Quality 
education demands that teaching processes, 
curricula and learning materials allow for boys 
and girls to engage in and benefit from learning 
equally. Yet, the evidence shows that boys in a 
number of countries are disadvantaged in learning 
outcomes, often increasingly so at higher levels 
of education, and that girls encounter gender 
stereotypic learning materials and treatment from 
teachers. Thus, hurdles remain in place along the 
path to achieving gender equality in primary and 
secondary education.

1 UNESCO. 2013. Gender Equality in Education. Education Sector Technical Note.

2 UNESCO Institute for Statistics. 2017. E-Atlas Gender and Inequality in Education, 2017. See: https://www.tellmaps.com/uis/
gender/#!/topic/GENDER

3 School life expectancy reflects the average number of years of instruction that a boy or girl starting school can expect to receive, 
based on current enrolment rates. However, a child can spend part of this time repeating grades. School life expectancy therefore 
indicates the average duration of time spent in school in years.

4 UNESCO Institute for Statistics/GEM. 2017. Reducing global poverty through universal primary and secondary education. Policy Paper 
32 /Factsheet 44. June.

5 UNESCO. 2016. Gender Review. Creating Sustainable Futures For All. Global Education Monitoring Report. Paris: UNESCO.

https://www.tellmaps.com/uis/gender/#!/topic/GENDER
https://www.tellmaps.com/uis/gender/#!/topic/GENDER
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Box 2 
School life expectancy and gender parity

Source: UNESCO Institute of Statistics. 2017. 

Other key facts

• More than half of the world’s out-of-school 
children live in Asia and the Pacific. 

• Household survey data in South Asia indicates 
that girls, children in rural areas, and poor 
children are generally much more likely to 
be out of school. Children in the poorest 
quintile are consistently the most likely to be 
out of school, while gender and rural/urban 
differences vary significantly from country to 
country (UNICEF ROSA /UIS, 2015).

• In Pakistan, 43 per cent of out-of-school girls 
and 20 per cent of out-of-school boys will 
never enter school; 88 per cent of out-of-
school children are engaged in child labour 
(UNICEF ROSA/ UIS, 2015).

• South Asia has the worst pupil attrition rate in 
the world, with 36 per cent of enrolled pupils 
failing to complete primary school (UNICEF 
ROSA / UIS, 2015).

• Girls are more likely to have more years of 
schooling than boys in East Asia and the 
Pacific (UNICEF ROSA /UIS, 2015). 
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Box 3 
Regional gender disparities in secondary education 

“In some countries girls stay in school longer 
than boys. This may be due to girls performing 
better than boys and/or because when boys 
reach a certain age they start working to 
assist their family. They may also have better 
work opportunities than girls (e.g., Malaysia, 
Mongolia, Philippines, Thailand). But in most 
other countries girls are under-represented in 
secondary education. In South and West Asia, 
six out of nine countries have low enrolment 
rates for girls and low gender parity indexes. The 
situation is particularly serious in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan. India is not doing very well 
either on this indicator, particularly in its 
Northern states and at upper secondary level. 
A noticeable exception is Bangladesh which 
has reached gender parity in both lower and 
secondary education. In East Asia and the Pacific, 
Cambodia, Lao PDR, and the Solomon Islands are 
countries that lag behind.

The low incidence of girls’ education is tied 
to the prevailing socio-cultural context. In 
some of these countries (and some states 
within countries) gender discrimination is well 
entrenched in the social system. Patriarchal 
relations are strong and reflected in various 
social practices such as child marriage, early 
marriage and high maternal mortality rates. Early 
marriage, early pregnancy and a poor maternal 

health record are a vicious circle that keep 
many girls out of upper secondary education 
even if they manage to finish primary education 
and enter lower secondary. Economically and 
culturally, girls are expected to stay at home 
and to assist in different chores including taking 
care of younger children. Cultural and economic 
handicaps accumulate so that the girls’ situation 
is generally much worse in rural areas, in poor 
families and in certain ethnic groups, than in 
cities. Schooling conditions may also explain the 
reluctance of parents to send their daughters to 
school. The lack of water and the lack of separate 
toilets for girls is common in many schools in 
economically disadvantaged regions. This, to 
which should be added the low percentage 
of female teachers, the lack of hostels and the 
long distance that girls may have to walk to 
reach school, are all factors that deter the girls 
and their parents from enrolling in secondary 
education. In brief, the cultural context, socio-
economic conditions and school location are all 
responsible for the low participation of girls in 
education in general and secondary education 
in particular.”

Source: UNESCO, Bangkok. 2010, pp.20-21.6

6 UNESCO Bangkok. 2010. Asia-Pacific Secondary Education System Review Series No. 2. F. Caillods. Bangkok: UNESCO.



5

Tool 13: Mainstreaming gender equality in primary and secondary education

5

Gender issues at the lower secondary level are 
more complex than at the primary level, as this 
coincides with the period of adolescence and the 
onset of puberty.  Gender equality in secondary 
education needs to take into account the changes 
taking place in boys’ and girls’ lives, and provide 
them with the knowledge, values and skills to make 
a successful transition to adulthood. Secondary 
education also needs to provide safe learning 
spaces in a way that recognizes the heightened 
risks of school-related gender-based violence for 
adolescents and pays attention to the particular 
gender-based barriers they face (see Box 3; see also 
Tool 20).

Among the issues yet to be addressed across the 
region are:

• ensuring that quality primary education 
services are available to all;

• getting children into school at the official entry 
age;

• ensuring the easiest possible transition from 
gender-responsive pre-primary programmes 
into gender-responsive primary and then 
secondary schools;

• ensuring gender equality for boys and girls in 
enrolment, completion and achievement at all 
levels;

• retaining children through the primary grades;
• improving pre- and post-primary education 

opportunities and smooth transitions from one 
level to another;

• improving school effectiveness and learning 
achievement;

• improving the quality of – gender equity in 
– education governance and the teaching 
workforce.

  Gender inequality in  
access and inclusion

It is important to reduce gender disparities in 
relation to access, participation and completion of 
quality primary education. This entails equal access 
and universal primary completion.

Surveying out-of-school children

Surveys of out-of-school children usually include 
a robust gender analysis. Studies of out-of-school 
children at both primary and secondary level have 
recently been conducted at a country level (e.g. Sri 
Lanka), and at a regional level synthesising data 
from country studies. The Out-of-School Children 
Initiative was launched in 2010 by UNICEF and the 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics. It seeks to reach 
children who are out of school by identifying them, 
understanding why they are excluded, and making 
policy recommendations to address their exclusion. 
The country studies are particularly useful in inte-
grating the gender perspective among a wider 
range of demand- and supply-side factors that are 
responsible for exclusion from education.

Assessing forms of exclusion 

Exclusion from learning is not simply confined to 
non-enrolment and drop out. These are the most 
visible forms. A common form of exclusion is 
sometimes referred to as silent exclusion, in which 
children are in class but do not learn effectively, 
fall behind and eventually drop out. The reasons 
for this may include poor health and nutrition, 
developmental delays and disabilities, social 
status, the language of instruction and low teacher 
expectations. Gender discrimination or bias is 
another possible factor.

Among the indicators to be monitored are regular 
attendance and progress in learning. This means 
the teacher needs to pay careful attention to 
children’s school attendance and achievement 
records, and ensure necessary remedial 
programming is provided for children who have 
fallen behind and need to catch up with their 
peers. 
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Access to and participation in  
secondary education 

Participation in lower secondary education in 
the Asia-Pacific region has improved significantly 
during the past decade. The fastest growth rate in 
the world was in the East Asia region where the 
gross enrolment rate increased from 75 per cent in 
2000 to 97 per cent in 2012. In the Pacific region it 
increased in the same period from 91 per cent to 
nearly 102 per cent.7

One of the most straightforward and accurate ways 
to monitor gender disparity in access to secondary 
education is to compare enrolment rates between 
girls and boys. The picture at secondary level in 
the Asia-Pacific region differs from that at primary 
level, with fewer countries having achieved gender 
parity at secondary level. There are three groups of 
countries (See Table 1):

• those with secondary gross enrolment ratios 
that favour boys;

• those which have achieved gender parity in 
enrolments;

• those with secondary gross enrolment ratios 
that favour girls.

Table 1: Gender parity index for gross 
enrolment ratio in secondary 
education

In favour of 
boys 

(<0.97)

Gender Parity 
(0.97-1.03)

In favour of 
girls 

(>1.04)

Afghanistan, 
Australia, 
Lao People’s 
Democratic 
Republic, 
Pakistan, 
Thailand

Brunei 
Darussalam, 
Indonesia, 
Iran (Islamic 
Republic of ), 
Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, 
Uzbekistan

Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, 
Malaysia,  
Myanmar, 
Nepal,  
New Zealand, 
Sri Lanka, 
Timor-Leste

Source: UIS 2019.8

Monitoring gender parity in transition rates 
from primary to lower secondary level is also 
important. The rates are still quite low in some 
countries in the region, such as Pakistan (0.81) and 
Afghanistan (0.57) as measured in 2017. There can 
also be notable differences in the parity indices 
between lower and upper secondary education. 
For example, while forty-four countries in the 
Asia-Pacific region had achieved gender parity in 
lower secondary education in 2014, no countries 
had achieved parity at upper secondary level (see 
Table 2). 

7 UNESCO. 2015. Gender and EFA 2000–2015, Achievements and Challenges. Paris: UNESCO.

8 UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS). 2019. Gender parity index for gross enrolment ratio in secondary education. http://data.uis.unesco.
org/#. (Accessed 25 July 2019).

http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
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Table 2: Gender parity index of enrolment rates in lower and upper secondary 
education, by region, 2015 or more recent year

Lower secondary education Upper secondary education

Gender parity 
index

Countries 
with parity 

(%)

Gender parity 
index

Countries 
with parity 

(%)

Caucasus and Central Asia 0.99 88 1.03 43

Eastern and South-Eastern Asia 1.01 47 1.02 40

Pacific 0.95 31 0.94 8

Southern Asia 1.04 22 0.95 38

Northern Africa and Western Asia 0.93 38 0.96 38

Source: UNESCO Global Education Monitoring Report, 2017.

For more information on transition between levels of education, and from education to work, see Tool 17.

  Gender equality and the quality of education 

There are multiple issues to consider when assessing the role of gender equality in promoting good quality 
primary and secondary education. At school level these include:

School management

• Are there efforts by the ministry of education to achieve 
greater gender parity in the system’s primary school staffing 
(among principals, supervisors, etc.)? 

• Is the school principal committed to promoting gender 
equality in the school? 

• Does the school have a gender equality policy and is it 
monitored in practice?  

• Does the school management advocate for gender equality 
with the community? 

• Has the school management team had training in gender 
equality? 

• Does any school management committee (eg., Parent Teacher 
Association) have an equal number of male and female 
members?
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School and classroom facilities

• Is the school welcoming to both boys and girls? 
• Are there spaces in the school play areas suitable for both boys 

and girls? 
• Do boys and girls have equal access to school resources and 

facilities? 
• Are classrooms gender responsive, e.g. with seating 

arrangements encouraging equal participation?

Health and safety in and around 
school

• Do boys and girls have equal access to school health services? 
• Does the school protect both boys and girls from bullying, 

abuse, violence and harassment? 
• Are girls safe to travel to and from school? 
• Are there sufficient separate, safe and well-maintained toilets 

for both boys and girls and gender-neutral facilities?

The curriculum

• Does the curriculum promote gender equality in content and 
in implementation? 

• Does it promote an end to gender discrimination in the 
classroom and in the school setting more generally? 

• Does the curriculum have any gender equality objectives and 
competences for learners? 

• Given that girls often experience greater seclusion in family 
life and therefore have more limited exposure to the national 
language (as opposed to their mother tongue), do schools 
encourage the use of mother tongue in initial literacy and 
learning?

The teachers

• Have teachers been trained to differentiate learners according 
to learning styles and levels (rather than gender norms)? 

• Do they have attitudes that support the practice of gender 
equality in teaching and learning? 

• Have they had any training on gender equality? 
• Are they trained to recognize gender bias that they – and their 

students – bring to the classroom? 
• Are teachers equipped to use methodologies that help 

students to develop skills to confront and challenge gender 
bias? 

• Are they trained and committed to identifying and addressing 
prevailing gender stereotypes? 

• Are there role models among the teachers for gender equality?

Teaching and learning materials

• Do classroom teaching and learning materials, including 
textbooks, promote gender equality throughout? 

• Do boys, girls, men and women receive equal representation 
and respect in materials? 

• Are the materials free from gender bias and stereotyping?
• Have the materials been pre-tested for gender sensitivity and 

revised following the results of the pre-tests?
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Student participation in school 
decision-making

• Do boys and girls have equal opportunities to participate in 
the running of the school? 

• Are they equally represented on school bodies and in 
committees? 

• Are they given equal opportunities to take on gender-neutral 
responsibilities in the school?

Parental and community 
participation

• Do schools encourage both mothers and fathers to participate 
in the education of their children and in school activities? 

• Is parental education available for mothers and fathers where 
there is demand? 

• How do families support girls and boys in their learning?
• What are community attitudes to the schooling of girls; do 

they differ from those regarding the education of boys?

School policy

• If the school has its own policy, does it include gender equality 
as a fundamental principle?

• Does it set out roles and responsibilities in the school 
community for ensuring that it is practised?

Self-study and/or group activity
Reflect on gender equality in your schools

• Working on your own or in groups, think of a primary or secondary school you know well. 
• Reflect on the school’s approach to ensuring good quality education that is sensitive to gender 

equality.
• Use the questions from the table above to guide you, but you do not have to answer all of them.
• If working in groups, each group could take one issue to discuss and then feedback to the rest. 
• You may decide to go away and investigate the issues and questions and then share findings with 

the other groups later.
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  Teacher development 

Teachers are key change agents for achieving 
gender equality in the school and classroom. It is 
fundamentally important that teachers are trained 
to promote and practice gender equality in their 
teaching and school behaviours more generally. 
This training should be a core component of pre-
service teacher training and certification. The 
knowledge and skills acquired during pre-service 
training should be updated and consolidated 
during regular in-service training and supported 
by good quality ongoing support and supervision.

Female teachers and gender disparity

The importance of female teachers is well evi-
denced. Female teachers are a factor that has 
been identified in supporting the schooling of 
girls, particularly in areas where enrolment rates 
have traditionally been low. However, it cannot 
be assumed that female teachers are any more 
girl-friendly than men, as they are often subject 
to the same gender norms and assumptions and 
may need specific support to be fully effective. It 

is therefore important that teacher recruitment, 
training, and professional development are 
informed by gender-responsive strategies. Some 
strategies to support female teachers include the 
following:

• Ensure that all professional development 
opportunities are equally accessible to female 
teachers.

• Ensure that schools protect female teachers 
from school-related gender-based violence 
(SRGBV).

• Ensure that the content of teacher training 
includes the specific experiences and concerns 
of both male and female teachers.

• Create local networks of female teachers.

It is important to ensure that teacher recruitment 
is gender balanced across levels and subjects. 
Reducing gender disparities among teachers, 
however, can be a big challenge in many countries. 
There are some countries where male teachers 
at primary level are almost non-existent. In such 
contexts, the recruitment of male teachers, as role 
models for young children, should be prioritized.

Self-study and/or group activity
Reflect on teacher education in your context

• Work on your own or in groups.
• Think about your country’s teacher education plan/strategy or education sector plan. 
• What are the provisions for teacher education and continuous professional development? 
• How is gender equality addressed within teacher education? 
• Do you think it is sufficiently and appropriately addressed in teacher education?
• What changes or improvements do you think are needed?
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  Monitoring and evaluation frameworks

Ensuring gender equality is practised in primary and secondary schools means that schools need to monitor 
a range of indicators and actions taken. Data from the school level also needs to be aggregated at district 
level to provide the ministry of education with a more comprehensive picture of performance in achieving 
gender equality.

Self-study and/or group activity
Reflect on girls’ and boys’ access, participation and 
achievement in primary schools

• Identify three primary schools for this exercise, if possible. 
• Use the chart in Handout 1 to document the ways in which each school has helped (or hindered) 

girls and boys to be present, to participate and to achieve. 
• Use the questions from section on ‘Gender equality and the quality of education’ for ideas of what 

issues to think about. 
• Reflect on whether the schools have an equal on unequal focus on access (presence) and quality 

(participation and achievement).
• If they focus more on either access or quality, why might that be?
• You can extend this activity by working with teachers, children and parents to collaboratively find 

out more about which girls and boys are, or are not, present, participating and achieving, and why.

Optional extension activity for self-study or group work
Reflect on barriers to gender equality in secondary schools 

• Building on the exercise above, identify what you think are the five most critical barriers to gender 
equality in secondary education. 

• List these barriers in the left column of the table in Handout 2. 
• In the middle column, list any evidence you have for the barriers you identified.
• In the right column, brainstorm ideas for strategies to address these barriers.
• An example has been provided in the first row of the table.
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Further reading

Malala Fund. 2015. Beyond Basics: Making 12 years of education a reality for girls globally. Based on 
research from Results for Development. London: Malala Fund. 
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primary and secondary education? Policy Paper 27 / Factsheet 37.

UNESCO. 2010. Asia-Pacific Secondary Education System Review Series No. 2. F. Caillods. Bangkok: 
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UNESCO. 2006. Gender Issues in Counselling and Guidance in Post-Primary Education: Advocacy brief. 
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UNESCO. 2016. Global Education Monitoring Report. Gender Review. Creating Sustainable Futures For 
All, Paris: UNESCO.
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Handout 1
School approaches to gender-responsive 
access, participation and achievement

Document the ways in which each school has helped (or hindered) girls and boys to be present, to 
participate and to achieve.

Name of school:

Presence (access) Participation Achievement
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Name of school:

Presence (access) Participation Achievement
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Name of school:

Presence (access) Participation Achievement
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Handout 2

Barrier Evidence Strategy

e.g. Unsafe school environments e.g. Reports show that girls 
experience SRGBV on the way 
to school, forcing them to drop 
out

e.g. Develop and implement 
SRGBV policy with full 
participation of whole school 
community
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