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NEW LESSONS: The Power of  
Educating Adolescent Girls
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Donors, policymakers, and 
practitioners have focused on 
the well-known and well-doc-
umented long-term benefits of 
formal education for adolescent 
girls in terms of better health 
and more remunerative employ-
ment. Less attention has been 
paid to the immediate benefits 
of education for girls during 
adolescence (particularly the 
benefits of secondary school 
attendance and completion) or 
to the social and economic ben-
efits reaped by their communities 
from these investments. The 
immediate benefits of education 
during adolescence are greater 
safety, enhanced social status, 
and better opportunities for self-
actualization and empowerment.

Adolescence is “dense” with educational, sexual, 

work, and family transitions, each transition affect-

ing pathways for the others (Rindfuss 1991). This is 

particularly true for adolescent girls, whose lives can 

easily be disrupted by family events such as early 

marriage or unexpected, unplanned, and unwanted 

sexual and reproductive events. And it is during 

adolescence that the differentiation of gender roles 

intensifies in preparation for adulthood. During this 

phase of life, an education that heightens a girl’s 

social status, minimizes her social risks, delays her 

assumption of adult roles, and cultivates a capacity 

for critical thinking and independent decisionmak-

ing can reshape her future pathways radically and 

profoundly—with cascading benefits over her lifetime. 

By staying in school during 
adolescence, girls reap 
immediate benefits

School attendance has the potential to provide girls 

with protection during a phase of life when tempo-

rary setbacks can have lifelong consequences. Girls’ 

attendance in formal school during adolescence is 

correlated with delayed sexual initiation, later mar-

riage and childbearing, lower rates of HIV/AIDS and 

other reproductive morbidities, fewer hours of domes-

tic and/or labor market work, and greater gender 

equality (Lloyd 2005). The many economic dividends 

attributable to school attendance for adolescent 

girls do not detract from the importance of school 

attendance for adolescent boys. However, it could be 

argued that the immediate benefits of school-going 

for girls exceed the immediate benefits for boys. This 

is because girls carry heavier work burdens than 

boys during their adolescent years, are more likely to 

marry and have children at an early age, and are more 

susceptible to sexual coercion and HIV at younger 

ages. Obviously the benefits experienced by girls who 

attend school into their teens will be all the greater 

if they attend schools that are safe, where boys and 

girls are treated fairly and respectfully, where learn-

ing is valued and the curriculum is relevant and well 

taught. Furthermore, these benefits are likely to be 

greatest when girls attend formal schools rather than 

non-formal schools; indeed all evidence to support 

the importance of education for girls during adoles-

cence comes from data comparing girls attending 

formal schools to those who are “out of school” or, 

more precisely, not attending formal school. 

Enhanced social status: When an adolescent girl trav-

els through her community in a school uniform carrying 

her school books, she gains a protected social status 

that is recognized and valued. She has the oppor-

tunity to develop a social identity beyond her family 

and is granted respect and protection. Bledsoe (1990) 

described the symbolic importance of the school uni-

form in Sierra Leone for adolescent girls as “conveying 

their status as initiates or trainees who should be rec-

ognized as belonging to a protected class.” (Lloyd and 

Mensch 1999: 97). Sometimes regarded with “respect 

and fear” (Bledsoe, Cohen, and Working Group on 

the Social Dynamics of Adolescent Fertility 1993, 94), 

the school girl in her uniform is marked as “sexually 

unavailable.” This enhanced social status has primarily 

been documented for girls attending formal schools, 

particularly secondary schools, and may be less likely 

to apply to girls attending non-formal educational 

programs. This is because of the popular perception 

that vocationally oriented education is second-class 

education. According to Benavot and Resnik (2006) 

this perception has deep historical roots in many post-

colonial societies. 

Greater gender equality: If we explore the time-use 

patterns of adolescent girls and boys according to 

school attendance, we see that girls who remain 

students at ages 15–16 work many fewer daily hours 

in domestic (non-market household) work than those 

who are not enrolled (Lloyd et al. 2008). Time-use 

data from diverse rural settings in Kenya, Nicara-

gua, Pakistan, and South Africa show that the daily 

hours girls spent in domestic work when they were 

students ranged from two to three hours a day (Fig-

ure 3.1). By contrast, their non-enrolled peers spent 

upwards of six to seven hours daily in domestic 

work. On the other hand, boys’ enrollment status had 

little impact on their time spent in domestic work. 

When boys attend school, their daily lives are reason-

ably similar to girls’ (even though female students still 

put in one to two more daily hours in domestic work 

than male students do), while the lives of boys and 

girls diverge sharply when they leave school, as girls 

take up heavy domestic responsibilities and boys 

enter the workforce. 

Thus, for girls, extending schooling into adolescence 

can be a first step on a pathway toward greater 

gender equality, not only because of the learning 

that takes place in school but also because school 

attendance brings adolescent boys and girls together 

to spend their time similarly during a critical phase 

of their transition to adulthood. School allows them 

to focus on their own development and learning, to 

The returns to educating  
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Average daily hours in household work for rural, unmarried 
15–16-year-olds, by sex and enrollment status
Gender differences in time spent on domestic chores are much greater 
among those out of school than among students.
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Investments in girls’ schooling 
can improve gender equality and 
reduce poverty at the community 
level. Mona Zine, a promoter in 
the Ishraq program for girls in 
rural Upper Egypt, serves as a 
mentor to other girls and conducts 
workshops including classes on 
financial literacy. The benefits of 
girls’ schooling ripple out within the 
family, within the community, and 
across generations.




