
i 

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF HULL 

 

 

 

Gender Inequality in Secondary Education in Ghana 

 

 

Being a Thesis submitted for the Degree of 

 

Doctor of Philosophy in the University of Hull 

 

 

By 

 

 

Florence Naah Bamora 

B‟ ED (Social Studies) (Honours) 

March 2010 



i 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Table of Contents ............................................................................................................... i 

Lists of Tables and Figures ............................................................................................... v 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................ vi 

Acknowledgments ........................................................................................................... vii 

Chapter 1: Introduction ..................................................................................................... 1 

Chapter 2:   Gender and Education ................................................................................. 10 

2.1 Introduction ........................................................................................................... 10 

2.2 The Construction of Gender .................................................................................. 10 

2.3 Understandings of gender, cultural practices and development............................ 12 

2.4 Femininity and Masculinity .................................................................................. 16 

2.5 Gender Inequality .................................................................................................. 17 

2.6 Understanding Gender Inequality in Education .................................................... 19 

2.7 Discriminatory Socio-cultural and Religious Practices ........................................ 20 

2.8 Socio-economic factors ......................................................................................... 22 

2.9 Young people‟s work roles and schooling in Africa ............................................. 24 

2.10 Urban-Rural Residence and Distance to School ................................................. 26 

2.11 Gender violence and child abuse......................................................................... 27 

2.12 Pregnancy and Sex education ............................................................................. 30 

2.13 The Role of Education in Addressing Gender Inequality ................................... 33 

2.14 Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 36 

Chapter 3: Gender Issues in Society and Education in Ghana: Socio-Economic and 

Political Context .............................................................................................................. 38 

3.1 Introduction ........................................................................................................... 38 



ii 

 

3.2 Ghana: Geographical Background ........................................................................ 38 

3.3 Ghana: Socio-economic, Cultural, and Gender Issues .......................................... 40 

3.4 Women and Politics .............................................................................................. 46 

3.5 Women‟s Health Situation .................................................................................... 49 

3.6 Prevalence and Impacts of HIV/AIDS in Ghana .................................................. 52 

3.7 Legislation, Violence and Women‟s Rights.......................................................... 53 

3.8 Ghanaian education and reforms since independence .......................................... 58 

3.9 The Education System in Ghana ........................................................................... 65 

3.10 Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 71 

Chapter 4:  The Research Methodology.......................................................................... 72 

4.1 Introduction ........................................................................................................... 72 

4.2 The Rationale for a Qualitative Approach ............................................................ 73 

4.3 Methodological Position and Identity of the Researcher ...................................... 77 

4.4 The Field and the Fieldwork ................................................................................. 80 

4.5 The Research Methods and Approaches to data collection .................................. 82 

4.6 Interviewing .......................................................................................................... 85 

4.7 Teachers‟ Interviews ............................................................................................. 87 

4.8 Students‟ Interviews .............................................................................................. 88 

4.9 Parents‟ Interviews ................................................................................................ 91 

4.10 Educational Officials‟ Interviews ....................................................................... 92 

4.11 Life History Interviews with School dropouts .................................................... 92 

4.12 Observation ......................................................................................................... 93 

4.13 Confidentiality and Informed Consent ................................................................ 96 

4.14 Data Analysis ...................................................................................................... 98 

4.15 Limitations of the study ...................................................................................... 99 

4.16 Conclusion ........................................................................................................ 100 



iii 

 

Chapter 5: Gender Inequality: Schoolgirl‟s Experiences of Home ............................... 101 

5.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................... 101 

5.2 Socio-economic background of students and parents ......................................... 102 

5.3 Parents‟ and students‟ perceptions of gender roles and girls‟ education ............ 104 

5.4 Impact of Social norms and Traditions on Girls‟ Education ............................... 113 

4.5 Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 125 

Chapter 6: Schoolgirls‟ Experiences of the School Environment ................................. 127 

6.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................... 127 

6.2 Gender Inequality and Schooling: Inadequate School Facilities ........................ 127 

6.3 Teachers and daily school practices .................................................................... 132 

6.4 Gendered School Environment ........................................................................... 134 

6.5 Teachers‟ expectations of students‟ behaviour ................................................... 139 

6.6 Reward, Punishment and School Based Gender Violence.................................. 142 

6.7 Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 151 

Chapter 7: Gender Discrimination in the Teaching-Learning Process ......................... 153 

7.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................... 153 

7.2 Unequal attention in the classroom ..................................................................... 153 

7.3 The influence of gender on students‟ choices of subjects ................................... 160 

7.4 Gender and occupational aspirations .................................................................. 169 

7.5 Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 172 

Chapter 8:  Factors Affecting Female Dropout Rates in School ................................... 173 

8.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................... 173 

8.2 Gender, poverty and school dropout ................................................................... 174 

8.3 Pregnancy, poverty and school dropout .............................................................. 177 

8.4 Poor Academic Performance and Dropout ......................................................... 181 

8.5 Family Break up, Death and Dropout ................................................................. 184 



iv 

 

8.6 Present occupation of dropouts and their future Career Aspirations .................. 186 

8.7 Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 190 

Chapter 9: The Role of Government in Promoting Girls‟ Education in Ghana ............ 192 

9.1Introduction .......................................................................................................... 192 

9.2 The role of Girls‟ Education Unit ....................................................................... 192 

9.3 School Lunches and Free Monthly Dry Food Take-Home Ration ..................... 194 

9.4 The Free, Compulsory and Universal Basic Education (FCUBE) and the 

Capitation Grant Scheme (CGS) ............................................................................... 199 

9.5 Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 202 

Chapter 10:  Conclusion ................................................................................................ 204 

10.1 Recommendations ............................................................................................. 214 

References ..................................................................................................................... 222 

APPENDIX ................................................................................................................... 263 

APPENDIX 1 ............................................................................................................ 263 

In-depth interview schedule for individual male and female students and, focus 

group discussion .................................................................................................... 263 

APPENDIX 2 ................................................................................................................ 265 

In-depth interview schedule for parents ................................................................ 265 

APPENDIX 3 ................................................................................................................ 267 

In-depth interview schedule for educational officials ........................................... 267 

APPENDIX 4 ................................................................................................................ 268 

In-depth interview schedule for teachers .............................................................. 268 

APPENDIX 5 ................................................................................................................ 270 

Life history interview guide for school dropouts .................................................. 270 

 

 



v 

 

Lists of Tables and Figures 

 

Table 1 Reported Child Abuse (2002-2006) ................................................................... 29 

Table 2: Political Situation since Independence ............................................................. 47 

Table 3: Women in Parliament ....................................................................................... 48 

Table 4: Status of Progress towards the MDGs in Ghana ............................................... 51 

Table 5: Enrolment figures after the capitation grant (as at October 2005).................... 64 

Table 6:  Selected statistics for Primary Education in Ghana (2001) ............................. 66 

Table 7: Participation in lower and upper secondary education in Ghana (2001) .......... 68 

Table 8: Number of students in universities in Ghana in 2005/2006 .............................. 70 

Table 9: Table of Research Methods Employed and number of Participants ................. 85 

 

Figure 1: Map of Ghana .................................................................................................. 39 

 

 



vi 

 

Abstract 

 

This thesis examines some of the issues surrounding extensive gender inequalities 

operating within the school, family and the wider society which affect girls‟ rights to 

education. It reveals that institutional culture within the home, community and school 

reinforces gender inequality and continue to limit girls‟ access to school and in 

performing equally to boys, especially in science and mathematics subjects. It is based 

on interviews, focus group discussions, observations and life history interviews I 

conducted with students (girls and boys between the ages of 15 and 22), school dropouts, 

teachers, parents and education officials in a secondary school in Ghana. Following a 

brief review of the literature on the construction of gender in general and femininity in 

particular, as well as literature on gender and education, focusing mainly on factors and 

causes of girls‟ unequal access to, and performance in schooling in Ghana and Africa in 

general, I analyse the differential experiences of schoolgirls and how these gendered 

experiences impact on their performance, achievements, choice of subject and future 

aspirations from a gendered perspective, using the social construction of gender as a 

theoretical framework. It explores the ways in which teachers‟ and parents‟ attitudes 

discriminate against girls on gender lines and help to perpetuate particular perceptions 

and expectations about the appropriate education of boys and girls.  

 

This thesis also examines the factors and situations which contribute to the incidence of 

high dropout rates among girls in the study area with an emphasis on household factors 

such as poverty, pregnancy and gendered cultural practices. It analyzes how leaving 

school without adequate skills and qualifications impacts negatively on the career 

prospects of school dropouts, especially girls. It evaluates the successes and challenges 

of Girls‟ Education Unit (GEU) and government policies at improving girls‟ educational 

attainment and opportunities with emphasis on how educational officials perceive 

government policies in achieving gender equality in the study area and suggests gender 

sensitive strategies and policies that would help bridge the gender gap as well as 

provide guidance for educational policy makers in the Ghanaian education system.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

 

Gender inequality in schooling has received considerable attention worldwide and many 

developing countries, including Ghana have been struggling with the issues of 

achieving gender equality for several decades. At the 1990 World Conference on 

Education for All in Jomtien, Thailand, particular emphasis was placed on female 

education not only as a fundamental right, but also as an important means for economic 

and social development (UNESCO, 2003). Education is central to the achievement of 

greater equality in society, including between men and women. Also, the Millennium 

Development Goals 2 and 3 underscore the importance of ensuring equal access to 

education for boys and girls, eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary 

education, developing non-discriminatory education programs and curricula, and 

allocating sufficient resources for monitoring and implementing equitable education 

reforms (UNESCO, 2003, United Nations Millennium Declaration, 2000). Yet, 

questions of gender equity have received relatively little attention in localised education 

reform efforts in Africa and most developing countries. Unfortunately for most 

developing countries, girls seem to suffer more discrimination in terms of access and 

retention at all levels of education, particularly in secondary and higher education 

(UNESCO, 2007). Lack of education has been identified as a major obstacle to 

women‟s employment and development in society.  According to the 2007 Education 

for All Global Monitoring Report, out of the 77 million children who were not enrolled 

in either primary or secondary school Worldwide in 2004, 57% were girls. Sub-Saharan 

Africa alone accounted for 38 million (about 50%) out of the 77 million out of school 

children while South and West Asia accounted for 16 million and East Asia for 9.3 

million in 2004. Available data indicate that countries with the largest numbers of out-

of school children in 2004 were in Nigeria, Pakistan, India and Ethiopia. They were 

followed by Saudi Arabia, the Niger, Burkina Faso, Kenya, Côte d‟Ivoire, Mali, Ghana 

and Mozambique (UNESCO, 2007). 

 

During the 1980s, the trends of school enrolment and quality in Ghana were declining 

due to the negative effects of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) structural 
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adjustment programmes which led to a remarkable reduction in government 

expenditures for education (MoES, 2006). In the last decade, gender equity has become 

one of the most prominent issues in Ghanaian educational reform efforts. Throughout 

the 1990‟s, Ghana  increased its investment in public schooling with about 35% of the 

national recurrent budget being allocated to the education sector, 60% of which went 

directly to promoting primary education (Care International, 2003). The Ghana Poverty 

Reduction Strategy (GPRS) 2002 – 2004, Vision 2020 and the Education Strategic  Plan 

(ESP) 2003-2015 clearly state that high priority would be given to girl‟s and women‟s 

needs and targets, with objectives to provide quality education and health for all and to 

increase the access and participation of girls at all levels of education.  

 

Other measures taken to promote Universal Primary Education (UPE) and to fight 

gender inequalities in education in Ghana were the introduction of the Free Compulsory 

and Universal Basic Education (FCUBE) in 1997 and the establishment of the 

Capitation Grant in 2005 to abolish school fees to make education more accessible. 

Additionally, the government of Ghana undertook some gender specific initiatives such 

as the creation of the Girls‟ Education Unit (GEU) in 1997 and the Ministry of Women 

and Children‟s Affairs (MOWAC) in 2001, the introduction of food rations and 

scholarship schemes for poor girls, especially at the primary and secondary levels in its 

effort to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015. The Ministry of 

Women and Children‟s Affairs is charged with the responsibility of mainstreaming 

gender throughout the government ministries and departments while GEU has the 

following objectives; (1) increasing the enrolment rate of girls in Basic Education to 

equal that of boys; (2) reducing the dropout rate of girls in both Primary and Junior 

Secondary School; (3) increasing the transition rate of girls from Junior to Senior 

Secondary School; and (4) exposing as many girls as possible to Science, Technology 

and Mathematics Education (STME) (Sutherland-Addy, 2002).   

 

The above efforts made by government have resulted in significant progress in all levels 

of the education sector, especially at the basic level. For example, the national gross 

primary school enrolment rate increased from 74% in 1999/2000 to 86.5% 2003/2004 

and to 92.1% in 2005/2006 while the net enrolment rate increased from 59.1% in 
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2004/2005 to 69.2% in 2005/2006 (Adamu-Issah et al, 2007). There was also 

considerable progress in girls‟ enrolment, narrowing the gap between girls and boys 

gross enrolment figures. Boys‟ primary school enrolment rate increased from 89.5 to 

95.3 while that of girls increased from 83.1 to 88.8 for the same period.  In general, 

these have resulted in an increase in retention and completion rates while the Gender 

Parity Index (GPI) which is a measure of the level of girls‟ participation in primary 

education increased from 0.93 in 2004/05 to 0.95 in 2005/06. A close look at the 

statistics show that regions with the least girls‟ enrolment experienced more progress, 

for example girls‟ enrolment figures in Upper East and Upper West regions, Ghana 

(which is my research area) increased by 31.4% and 26.1% respectively whereas the 

national average was 12.8% (Adamu-Issah et al, 2007; Care International, 2003; 

Sutherland-Addy, 2002). At the secondary level, gross enrolment increased from 37.4% 

in 2000 to 46.4% in 2006 and net enrolment increased from 31.8% in 2000 to 37.0% in 

2005 (Higgins, 2009). University enrolment rate for women and girls increased from 

21% in 1991/92 to 26% in 1998/99 and to 34.3% in 2005/2006 academic year (Morley, 

2007).  

 

Despite the considerable progress made in the country towards improving educational 

access and retention for girls in the education sector, girls' schooling still lags behind 

that of boys at all levels, particularly at the secondary and tertiary levels of education. 

Ghana thus failed to meet the MDG 2 target of achieving gender parity by 2005 and 

many children drop out of school before completing their primary education. More than 

one million children of school going-age in Ghana are not enrolled in primary school 

(Adamu-Issah et al, 2007). 

 

As the above statistics indicate, generally in Ghana the net and gross enrolment rates in 

secondary school are much lower than those for primary school, with higher transition 

rates among boys than girls. In fact, from 1997 to 2003 secondary enrolment had 

declined from 40 percent to 38 percent (Ghana Gender Profile, 2008), suggesting an 

increase in the dropout rate of students at the secondary school level. Though many 

developing countries, including Ghana, have introduced the capitation grants scheme to 

eliminate the payments of all forms of fees and levies at the basic education level, many 
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poor parents are still unable to send their children to school due to other costs such as 

transportation and school uniform. Within the context of national levels of poverty, 

structural adjustment  and „cost-sharing‟ in the health and education sectors, poor 

families in Ghana are under considerable pressure, and increasing numbers of children, 

especially girls, do not gain access to school. Parents‟ decisions to enrol their children 

in school have been in the favour of boys in most cases, resulting in a wide gender gap 

in educational participation in Ghana. Women‟s and girls‟ participation in education 

decreases with each successive level. Gender inequality in education is therefore one of 

the most persistent challenges facing the Ghanaian government in its development 

efforts. 

 

The 1992 Constitution of Ghana guarantees equal educational opportunities to boys and 

girls and prohibit discrimination on the basis of gender; however socio-cultural beliefs 

and practices, inadequate educational facilities, hostile school environment as well as 

unequal gender relations have hindered the full participation of girls in formal education. 

As a result, Ghana‟s commitment to achieve the MDGs appears to be out of reach 

within the time frame set. The discrimination against girls is especially marked in 

northern Ghana where patriarchal cultural norms overtly favour investment in boys‟ 

education at the expense of girls. The consequence of the bias against girls is the low 

literacy rate of about 42% of women compared to the 66% literacy rate of men in Ghana 

(Sutherland-Addy, 2002).  The high illiteracy rate among women and girls affects their 

participation in many aspects of public and private life such as decision-making in the 

household, employment, health and politics. Also, the low participation of women and 

girls in education undermines government efforts to improve living conditions, reduce 

poverty and enhance national development. The reduction of poverty and progress 

towards sustainable national development will only take place with increased and 

improved levels of education, especially for girls. Education enables people to use and 

extend their abilities, develop skills and increase their earning potential. The exclusion 

of most women and girls in education has resulted in women being concentrated in low-

paid and gender stereotyped jobs in the labour market, thus increasing their 

vulnerability to poverty. For example, only 9% (less than one-tenth of employees in the 

upper level) of women occupy administrative and managerial positions in Ghana while 
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75% (over two-thirds of employees in the lower level) of women are concentrated in the 

in the lower level of the public sector (Sackey, 2005). 

Though women‟s participation in politics has improved over the past decade, their 

representation at the parliamentary level and the district assemblies is still low. The 

Ghanaian political sphere is predominantly male. In the recent 2008 general elections 

women secured only 19 seats as at July 2009, representing 8.7 percent of the 230 seats 

in Parliament which is a decline from the 10% they secured in the previous one held in 

2004 (Daily Guide, 2009). The Daily Guide news paper noted that out of the 75 

ministerial appointments made by the President (John Evans Atta Mills), only 15 were 

women and out of the 25 members on the Council of State, only 3 are women (ibid.). 

These statistics show the real status of women in positions of power and decision-

making in Ghana.  

 

Through the advocacy of women‟s organisations at both national and international 

levels such as the Ministry of Women and Children (MOWAC), Ghana has initiated 

several legal reforms and enforcement of existing legislation for the protection of 

women‟s and children‟s rights. Some of the recent achievements include the approval of 

the Domestic Violence Act (2007) and the criminalization of harmful traditional 

practices such as child marriage and Female Genital Mutilation (FGM). Despite these 

achievements, women and girls still remain discriminated against for a variety of 

cultural, traditional and economic reasons. Women and girls continue to experience 

gender-based violence and inequalities within the home, work places and school 

environment. A review of the literature in Ghana as well as several other countries like 

Botswana and Tanzania show that the school environment is especially unfriendly to 

girls (Mirembe and Davies, 2001; Shumba, 2001; Dunne et al 2003; Brown, 2003; 

Afenyadu and Goparaju, 2003; Leach, et al, 2003; Dunne et al 2006; Leach and 

Humphreys, 2000) There can be no gender equality when sexual violence and 

harassment exists in schools, when teaching materials are biased and when teachers are 

not sufficiently cognisant of gender issues (UNICEF, 2007).  
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Statistical evidence of gender inequality in terms of access, retention and performance 

in the Ghanaian educational system, particularly at the secondary school and tertiary 

level, remain a significant problem. There are a few in-depth qualitative studies in 

developing countries, including Ghana that sought to explore the extent, nature and 

reasons why gender inequalities in education have persisted despite several reform 

efforts by governments to improve girls‟ opportunities in formal education. In their 

ethnographic study to explore how schooling is gendered in 12 African junior secondary 

schools (six in Ghana and six in Botswana) Dunne and Leach et al (2005) observed that 

the widespread empirical research into the gendered experiences of schoolgirls in 

Western countries has not been matched in the developing countries despite glaring 

gender inequalities in educational access in Africa. They call for more qualitative 

research in this direction to provide greater understanding of the gendered experiences 

of girls in education. My thesis is therefore, an attempt to contribute and build upon the 

findings of other studies carried out in Ghana and elsewhere and to achieve a fuller 

understanding of the daily experiences, aspirations and the career choices of schoolgirls 

and boys in the Ghanaian educational system.  

 

In this study I analyse the differential treatment secondary school students, and 

particularly girls‟ experience within both the household and the school environment, 

and how these experiences impact on their school participation, subject choices and 

career aspirations from a gendered perspective, using the social construction of gender 

as a theoretical framework. It is based on qualitative research, which was conducted in a 

secondary school in the Upper West Region of Ghana between 2005 and 2006. The 

initial focus of this study was to explore the gendered experiences of schoolgirls and 

boys but this was extended to include that of school dropouts after teachers and 

educational officials repeatedly mentioned dropout as a major challenge towards the 

progress of girls‟ education in my first fieldwork in Ghana. In order to explore this aim, 

I consider the impact of traditional practices, beliefs, values and socio-economic factors 

on schoolgirls‟ access to and participation in education in poor communities. I illustrate 

how students‟ lives are characterised by the discriminatory attitudes of parents at home 

and that of teachers at school in Ghana. The study also aims to examine the reasons for 

high dropout rates among girls through life history interviews with school dropouts. 

Through my interaction with students, school dropouts, parents, teachers and 
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educational officials, I was able to gain a unique insight into understanding the ways in 

which the school and social processes work together to perpetuate gender inequality in 

education. By understanding the problems girls experience, efforts can be made to 

provide a girl friendly environment for greater participation and better performance of 

girls.  

 

The second chapter examines some concepts and theories on gender in general and 

femininity in particular.  The chapter briefly reviews the literature and uses the concept 

of social construction of gender to analyse the experience of schoolgirls and girls‟ 

disadvantage discourse and how the gendered school environment impacts on the 

quality of the schooling experience for students, particularly for girls, as discussed in 

the literature. I explain the importance of ensuring educational equality, which is critical 

to maternal and child health, poverty eradication and economic growth. The chapter also 

examines some of the issues surrounding deep-seated inequalities operating within the 

school, family and the wider society which affect girls‟ rights to education.  

 

Chapter three provides the contextual background by giving an overview of the socio-

economic, cultural and political context in Ghana, analysing the existing patterns of 

gender inequality of the country which allows the reader to understand the current 

position of women and girls in Ghana.  The chapter also examines women‟s positions in 

the labour market and their health status through the lens of gender. I examine efforts 

made by the government and other women organisations such as the Ministry of 

Women and Children (MOWAC) in addressing the problem of gender inequalities in 

the country. Additionally, I explore the educational system, reforms, policies and 

practices initiated by the Ghanaian government in its efforts towards making education 

accessible to all and to achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and 

Education for All (EFA) goals. 

 

Chapter four describes and justifies the methodologies that were used in this study. It 

examines the procedure and processes that were followed in choosing the participants, 

data collection and analysis. I discuss the techniques employed for sampling, interviews 
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and focus group discussions, life history interviews and observation.  The chapter also 

discusses the key issues of ethical consent in empirical research methodologies with 

school children such as informed consent, and confidentiality.   

 

Based on findings of the qualitative research, chapters five, six, seven and eight explore 

students‟ views, teachers‟ and parents‟ perceptions of girls‟ education and more 

specifically of girls‟ experiences of school and home, based on group discussions and 

interviews with students and school dropouts. Chapter five thus explores girls‟ 

experiences at home such as the burden of household chores, the low expectation of 

girls‟ education as a result of their perceived future roles as mothers and wives, as well 

as the discriminatory traditional practices and beliefs that hinder human development 

and progress, especially with regards to girls‟ opportunities to education. Chapter six 

focuses on the gendered school environment, daily school practices and corporal 

punishment. It also examines the quality of the school infrastructure in terms of 

providing a gender friendly environment for effective teaching and learning and the 

general wellbeing of girls in particular. In chapter seven, I investigate the gendered 

experiences of girls inside the classroom in relation to the teaching-learning process, 

choice of subject and future aspirations and how these experiences impact on their 

performance and achievements.  

 

Chapter eight focuses more specifically on school dropouts‟ narratives of why they left 

school. The chapter examines the reasons for high dropout rates among girls with an 

emphasis on household factors such as poverty, pregnancy and gendered cultural 

practices. It also analyzes how leaving school without adequate skills and qualifications 

impacts negatively on the career prospects of school dropouts, especially girls. Chapter 

nine analyses the in-depth interviews I conducted with Girls‟ Education Officials both 

at the national and regional levels and the District Assembly gender desk officer to 

evaluate the successes and challenges of the Girls‟ Education Unit (GEU) and 

government policies at improving girls‟ educational attainment and opportunities in the 

study area. Particular emphasis is placed on how girls‟ education officers perceive 

government policies in achieving gender equality, and the steps that have been taken to 

ensure that programs and activities initiated by the government are sustainable in the 
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long-term. The study therefore provides a critical gender analysis of the various 

dimensions of gender related barriers students face in their educational experiences at 

school in the Upper West Region of Ghana. 

 

Following the discussions in the previous chapters, chapter ten presents conclusions 

derived from the findings of the study. The chapter thus synthesises the key findings 

from the empirical study, re- assesses the concept of differential treatment of schoolgirls, 

and raises some questions for further research. The chapter concludes by presenting 

recommendations which aim to address the gender discrimination and socio-cultural 

inequalities faced by schoolgirls in Ghana.  

 

While the study focused on a single school in the Upper West region, it is likely that the 

findings will have relevance in other parts of Ghana and beyond as they reflect socio-

economic, political and cultural developments which cut across national boundaries. It 

is my hope that information generated by this study will be of immense help to 

government, educational policy makers and non-governmental organizations that are 

committed to promoting girls‟ education and eliminating gender disparity in education, 

especially the glaring gender inequalities at secondary and higher education levels. It is 

also hoped that this exploratory study has promoted qualitative research approach to 

data collection and analysis, which is limited amongst the educational research 

community in Ghana on gender equality issues in schools. 

 

This research study has thus provided me with a unique insight into schoolgirls‟ 

experiences in Ghana as well as drawing attention to the challenging situations and 

inequalities facing many schoolgirls. Moreover, it has equipped me with critical gender 

analysis skills over my period of study to analyze and understand gender issues in social 

life and helped me question what I had previously taken for granted as natural and 

unchangeable.  
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Chapter 2:   Gender and Education  

2.1 Introduction 

 

The first section of this chapter examines the concepts of gender and femininity. 

Although developed in Western contexts by predominantly White academics, as would 

be demonstrated in subsequent chapters, these theories are relevant to the Ghanaian 

context because commonalities exist in the ways gender is constructed and performed in 

Ghana as in the Western world in which these theories were developed. As Wharton 

(2005) asserts, gender is relevant in social life and is one of the organising principles of 

societies worldwide. Similarly, Mannathoko (1999) study of the perspectives on gender 

in education in Eastern and Southern Africa has argued that these western concepts and 

theories of gender are significant in describing and explaining why and how education 

is gendered and how the gender practices in education leads to gender inequality. The 

second section of the chapter briefly reviews literature on gender and education, 

focusing on the main factors and causes of girls‟ unequal access to, and performance in 

education.  

 

2.2 The Construction of Gender 

 

In order to study the issues of gender in education, it is important to define the meaning 

of gender itself. Gender is a social construction which is used to describe those 

characteristics of women and men (Connell, 1987, 2002; Connell, 2002; Wharton, 

2005). The theoretical framework of this study is based on this social constructionist 

standpoint. There are many different social constructionist perspectives on gender, 

depending on the discipline and the methodology involved in its study. However, all 

social constructionists share the idea that becoming female or male is a social process 

that is learned through culture within the family, in school and in social interactions 

more generally (Connell, 1987, 2002; Connell, 2002; Wharton, 2005).  The social 

construction of gender theory asserts that women and men are actively involved in 

constructing their own gender identities, accepting, rejecting or modifying the various 
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models and messages that society provides (Connell, 2002). Connell asserts „that gender 

is not fixed in advance of social interaction, but is constructed in interaction, is an 

important theme in the modern sociology of gender‟ (1995: 35). From this viewpoint 

one‟s actions construct one‟s femininity or masculinity, rather than the other way round. 

I agree with this social constructionist perspective when it comes to my understanding 

of gender. Social constructionist standpoint provides us a lens into how society has 

constructed certain regulatory conceptualizations and understandings, such as gender 

(Connell, 1995; Sowell, 2004).  

 

Another approach to studying gender was sex role theory. Sex role theory acknowledges 

the impact of society on gendered identity. The underlying idea behind sex role theory 

was that sex roles were obtained through socialisation (Eagly, 1987; Connell 1987). 

Various socialisation structures such as the family, the school, peer group and the mass 

media influenced the growing child through numerous interactions. These agencies 

transmitted to the girl and boy what were the social norms or expectations for her or his 

behaviour (Connell, 1987, 2002; Wharton, 2005). Compliance with the norms would 

attract rewards while nonconformity would attract negative sanctions. This process 

involves an individual being socialized into one of the two roles: „thus feminine 

character is produced by socialization into female roles, masculine character by 

socialization into the male role‟ (Connell, 1987: 49 cited Sowell, 2004). Therefore, the 

main emphasis is on socialization experiences of individuals into gendered selves; a 

series of events to which the individual is rather passively subjected (Sowell, 2004). 

Connell explains sex role theory as using an „additive conception of society and nature‟ 

(Connell, 1987: 73). This notion is opposed to the strictly essentialist perspective in 

which nature influences gender, sex role theory sees society as adding to what nature 

has already provided, „tracing out the ways society improves on nature‟s handiwork in 

shaping little girls and boys‟ (Sowell, 2004). 

 

Although sex role theory enhances our understanding of gender and its dualistic 

structure, it does not give a complete picture. The theory does not allow for more than 

one form of femininity and one form of masculinity, thus reducing the spectrum of 

gender to a false and absolute dichotomy (Connell, 2002; Sowell, 2004). Not all women 
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are equally feminine nor are all men equally masculine, not to mention the differences 

across cultures or throughout time. Sex role theory has thus been accused of simplifying 

reality by promoting a binary distinction based on „feminine‟ and „masculine‟ roles and 

not considering the behavioural practices of men and women in everyday life 

(Stromquist, 1998; Sowell, 2004). In addition, this theory fails to account for 

conformity and resistance to specific gender roles (Thorne, 1993; Connell, 2002; 

Sowell, 2004; Arnot and Mac an Ghaill, 2006). In Thorne‟s (1993) study of American 

schools, in situations where gender learning is going on, boys and girls negotiate their 

own gender patterns, imitate gender divisions provided by adults, and sometimes accept 

or reject them.  In addition, in his influential study of working class groups of boys in 

secondary schools, Willis (1977) showed that the societal roles of the boys were not 

perpetuated by the school in a uniform way, but rather were actively negotiated by the 

boys, usually in resistance to the regulation of the school.   Similarly, Dunne and Leach 

et al (2005) study of 12 junior secondary schools in Ghana and Botswana show students 

involved in gender learning, actively protecting gender boundaries. 

 

2.3 Understandings of gender, cultural practices and development 

 

As explained earlier, though these Western concepts and theories of gender are 

significant in enhancing our understanding of the situation of women and their position 

amid unequal gender relations in the social world, they have come under serious 

criticisms from different theoretical and geographical backgrounds (Mohanty, 2003, 

McEwav, 2001). Significant among them are some feminists from developing countries. 

Third World feminism is a form of feminist standpoint which focuses on the notion that 

women are not only subordinated as the result of unequal gender relations but also as 

the result of a wide range of oppressive situations that transcend gender relations 

(Mohanty, 2003). Third World feminists have criticized western feminist constructions 

of the life experiences of women in developing countries as being too limited and 

influenced by western values and beliefs systems. They consequently criticize Western 

feminists for over relying on the social constructions of gender relations to analyse the 

life experiences of women in developing countries to the neglect of historical and 

cultural construction of gender.  They contend that the majority of women in the third 
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world suffer injustice in their lives not only as a result of imbalanced gender relations 

but also as a result of colonialism, class, culture, ethnic identities as well as the position 

of the particular country in the world economy system (ibid). They argue that Western 

feminists often tend to construct women from developing countries as a homogeneous 

group who are oppressed and universal dependents without appropriate consideration to 

their specific, historical, economic, religious, political, or cultural background (Mohanty, 

2003, McEwav, 2001). Peter Bruyneel, in his overview of the 2008 State of world 

population notes that: 

 

Cultural customs, norms, behaviours and attitudes are as varied as they are 

elusive and dynamic. It is risky to generalize, and it is particularly dangerous to 

judge one culture by the norms and values of another. Such over-simplification 

can lead to the assumption that every member of a culture thinks the same way. 

This is not only a mistaken perception but ignores one of the drivers of cultural 

change, which is multiple expressions of internal resistance, out of which 

transitions emerge (UNFPA, 2008: 1). 

 

To speak of all women as being oppressed equally in feminism theory is to deny the fact 

that there is difference among women. Since the 1990s post-modernist feminist scholars 

have argued that Universal claims about "women" often fail to present an accurate 

picture of women‟s experiences worldwide and tend to conceal the fact that women 

from different classes, cultures, ethnicities and religions face very different challenges 

and can experience gender relations in different ways (Weedon, 1999; Hirschmann, 

1997; Brydon and Chant, 1989). They argue that it is important to define feminism to 

include the struggle against all systems of oppression for the total development of 

women worldwide. According to Mohanty (2003) each developing country is distinct 

and is shaped by its cultural tradition, religion, social norms.  She therefore suggests a 

better theoretical analysis involves constructing the group of "women" in „a variety of 

political contexts that often exist simultaneously and are overlaid on top of one another‟ 

(p.61). Such an analysis is context-specific and politically focused, aware of 

connections between women and groups of women without falling into false 

generalizations, and recognizes the contradictions as well as the shared experiences of 
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women (ibid). Difference has become an important issue in social, cultural and political 

theory, because of changing compositions of societies and the increasing diversity of the 

postmodern market place (Weedon, 1999). However, differences in the viewpoint 

should not undermine the struggle against gender inequality which is still relevant 

among other forms of oppression.  

 

Gender and culture has become particularly important issues within the field of 

development. However, like Western feminist theories, similar criticisms have been 

levelled against Western development approaches such as the capitalism and 

modernization theory, rooted in Western institutions and beliefs exported to developing 

countries (McEwav, 2001; Soetan, 2001; Parpart, 1993; Mukhopadhayay, 1995). Two 

key feminist approaches to development are the Women in Development (WID) and 

Gender and Development (GAD) perspectives. Western feminist approaches to 

development, though aimed at improving the welfare of women in general were initially 

influenced by such Western development theories (Mohanty, 2003; Razavi and Miller, 

1995). WID approach to development focuses on the importance of women‟s 

contribution to economic development and identifies women‟s limited access to 

economic resources as the reason for their subordination without considering the 

unequal gender power relations that limit women‟s economic choices and opportunities 

(Barriteau, 2000; Razavi and Miller, 1995; Young, 1997; Bunch and Carrillo 1990). 

This limitation in WID led to a shift from WID to GAD.  Unlike WID, GAD 

appreciates diversity among groups of women and recognizes that women‟s progress 

requires understanding and restructuring of institutional structures, processes, and 

gender relations that constrain women active participation in the development process 

(Razavi and Miller, 1995; Wilkins, 1999). Development experts in both developing and 

developed countries assumed that the universal adoption of Western development 

policies and projects would lead to economic progress of developing nations‟ 

economies which would benefit all classes, races as well as women and men equally. 

However, Boserup‟s (1970) study of Women‟s Role in Economic Development seriously 

challenged the argument that economic progress from western development 

interventions would certainly benefit women and other disadvantaged groups in 

developing countries. One such example is the structural adjustment programs imposed 

by the World Bank and the IMF on Third World countries. The cuts in government 
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expenditure and social services as a result of the structural adjustment led to increases in 

women‟s unpaid labour and reinforce the traditional gender division of labour 

(Barriteau, 2000; Razavi and Miller, 1995; Boserup, 1970). Consequently, scholars 

from Third World countries increasingly advocated for a new approach to development 

that would take into account the diverse realities of their own societies, rather than 

being based on western theories and assumptions and this is where GAD tried to come 

in (UNFPA, 2008; Soetan, 2001; Razavi and Miller, 1995; Bunch and Carrillo 1990). It 

was developed by both western and non-western feminists to address the limitation of 

WID noted above. In his review of the 2008 State of world population, Peter Bruyneel 

cautions that:  

 

International development agencies ignore culture – or marginalize it – at their 

peril. Advancing human rights requires an appreciation of the complexity, 

fluidity and centrality of culture by intentionally identifying and partnering with 

local agents of change. Culturally sensitive approaches investigate how 

variables such as economic status, politics, law, class, age, gender, religion and 

ethnicity intersect and lead to divergent understandings and manifestations of 

power (UNFPA, 2008: 7). 

 

He therefore suggests that it is important to incorporate culture as an essential 

dimension of the development process. Thus, development policies and initiatives 

should be responsive to the local people by gaining a better understanding of their 

various religious, historical, economic and cultural backgrounds in order to promote 

gender equality and achieve sustainable development (UNFPA, 2008; Soetan, 2001; 

Barriteau, 2000; Mukhopadhayay, 1995). These criticisms of Western Feminist theories 

and development approaches are important in revealing that there are differences, 

particularly among women in developing countries which require careful theorizing, 

researching and developing policies and interventions leading to genuine social change 

and economic development (Barriteau, 2000). 
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2.4 Femininity and Masculinity 

 

Femininity and masculinity or one‟s gender identity refers to the degree to which 

persons see themselves as masculine and feminine given what it means to be a woman 

or man in society (Stets and Burke, nd; Connell, 1995, 2002). Femininity and 

masculinity are rooted in the social rather than the biological. Correspondingly, the 

gender identities of masculinity and femininity can be seen in terms of a mutually 

defining relationship. In this respect the relational aspect of gender categories produces 

and sustains binary opposites which may be invoked in stereotypical ways (Connell, 

2002). Thus masculinity is associated with strong, active, hard and rational while 

femininity is weak, passive, soft and emotional. Such ideas of gender and sexuality 

affect the behaviour of teachers and students in school. Connell (1987, 1995, and 2002) 

explores gender beyond its dualistic conception as one form of masculinity versus one 

form of femininity. „Often it is assumed that there is just one set of traits that 

characterizes men in general and thus defines masculinity. Likewise, „there is one set of 

traits for women, which defines femininity‟ (Connell, 1987: 167). This type of 

assumption is found in sex role research where differences between women and men are 

seen as already constituted and something that socialization builds upon to create 

masculine and feminine individuals. However, such a conceptualization of gender is an 

oversimplification of what pertains in reality (Wharton, 2005; Connell, 2002, 

1995&1987).  It is important to recognise that the two created categories of femininity 

and masculinity are not equal. Masculinity is not equal and opposite to femininity, it 

attracts a higher value (Connell, 2002; Wharton, 2005; Anort and Mac an Ghaill, 2006). 

However, society frames gender as being either female or male which is rarely 

questioned and plays a significant role in our daily interactions with others. Barton 

(1998) argues that the teacher plays an important role in the processes of identity 

formation within the school and possesses a great responsibility in shaping how 

knowledge is presented to the students. Therefore, through an understanding of gender 

as a social construction, rather than something that is naturally or biologically fixed, this 

research explores the differential experiences of girls in both the home and school 

environment and how this impacts on their performance. Exploring this issue with 

teachers, students, dropouts, parents and educational officials, I believe that gender 
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sensitive reform efforts should be made to better address the gender inequality issues in 

both education and society as a whole.  

 

2.5 Gender Inequality  

 

 Wharton (2005), Connell (2002) and Arnot and Ghaill (2006) assert that gender 

distinctions are strongly linked to gender inequality. This link is evident in all structures 

of society. At the individual level, traits and characteristics associated with men and 

masculinity are accorded more value than those associated with women and femininity 

(Connell, 2002). From an interactionist perspective, the production of difference 

simultaneously involves the creation of gender inequalities (Wharton, 2005). Even at 

the level of organisations and institutions, worth, status and resources are differentially 

assigned along gender lines. Hence, irrespective of the angle from which gender 

distinctions are examined, they provide the basis of inequality (Wharton, 2005, Connell, 

2002). Gender distinctions and inequalities produced at one level of the social world are 

often reinforced by social processes operating at other levels. For instance, the 

discrimination against girls in the educational system (which is the main focus of this 

study and will be discussed later in subsequent chapters) is often reflected in the low 

status jobs and low incomes they are restricted to in the job market.  

 

In order to eliminate discrimination against women and girls, it is important to 

understand how gender inequality is perpetuated.  According to Wharton (2005) gender 

inequality is reinforced through processes of institutionalization and legitimation. 

Wharton defines institutionalization as „the processes through which social relationships 

take on the qualities of an institution‟ (2005: 220). Highly institutionalised relationships 

seem to persist without conscious interventions and efforts and are more difficult to 

change than to reinforce them, consequently making participation appear voluntary and 

valid (ibid). „The harm of gender is first and foremost in the system of inequality that 

produces a patriarchal dividend, a system in which women and girls are exploited, 

discredited, and made vulnerable to abuse and attack‟ (Connell, 2002: 143). Supporting 

Connell‟s view, Wharton (2005) points out that; 
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This may be true both for the subordinate group and for those who benefit from 

the inequality. Dominant group members not only may fail to acknowledge that 

inequality exists, but are also unlikely to feel personally responsible or guilty. 

Subordinate group members may also experience institutionalised inequalities 

as „just the way things are‟. …  This long term stability provides dominant 

groups with a strong vested interest in maintaining unequal arrangements. … in 

such a way that subordinate groups feel relatively powerless to challenge their 

position (Wharton, 2005: 221).   

 

Connell (2002) argues that men benefit from gender inequality as a dominant group and 

as a result have an interest in maintaining it, while women who bear the cost of the 

inequality as a subordinate group have an interest in dismantling it. However, Wharton 

cautions us that: 

 

We should not underestimate the difficulties associated with deconstructing 

gender and reducing gender inequality. At the same time, devoting too much 

time and energy to issues of reproduction may create the opposite problem: a 

tendency to downplay the possibilities for individuals and groups to make real 

change and to be unduly pessimistic about the prospects for gender equality 

(2005: 225-226).  

 

Despite the difficulties that are associated with deconstructing gender, I belief that as 

teachers, parents, students and educational officials we can play a significant role in 

reducing the gender discrimination against girls in our educational institutions. 

Available evidence shows that gender inequality at the individual and institutional 

levels has been reduced, particularly in the developed world. For example, women are 

found in higher educational institutions and some are found in professions considered to 

be the preserve of men. However we are still a long way from a society where gender 

inequality has been eliminated. In the next section, I briefly review the literature on 

gender and education, focusing on the main factors and causes of girls‟ unequal access 
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to, and performance in education. These educational inequalities are both a cause and a 

consequence of deep-seated inequalities operating within the school, family and the 

wider society. I also discuss the role of education in addressing gender inequality. 

 

2.6 Understanding Gender Inequality in Education 

 

Over the past two decades the persistence of gender inequality in education has been the 

concern of many African countries, including Ghana. This is because girls‟ education 

has been acknowledged globally to have a positive impact on national economic 

development process.   Ghana as well as other African countries has ratified several 

human right treaties concerning children and discrimination. The international concern 

for human rights in education is reflected in the 1948 UN universal declaration of 

human rights, the Dakar Framework for Action of 2000 and the Millennium Declaration 

(UNESCO, 2003). Similar commitments are reflected in Ghana‟s constitution, which 

grants every person the right to education (Government of Ghana, 1992). Education is 

essential for the achievement of gender equality in particular and human rights in 

general (Wilson, 2004; Subrahmanian, 2005). Since the launch of Education For All 

Campaign in Dakar in 2000 and the United Nation  adoption of the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs)  many African countries, including Ghana have initiated 

several policy reforms and interventions to achieve Universal Primary Education (UPE) 

by 2015, and to eliminate gender disparities in primary and secondary schooling by 

2005. Ghana‟s commitment to the promotion of girls‟ education is also shown in the 

creation of a special unit within the Basic Education Division for girls and most recently, 

by appointing a Minister of State for Primary, Secondary, and Girl- Child Education. 

Though these measures have improved girls‟ access to education, gender equality in 

education is still very far from being a reality for many children, particularly at the 

secondary school level, where girls‟ enrolment, completion and achievement rates are 

lower at all levels of education, especially their performance in subjects such as 

Mathematics and Science (Evans & King, 1991; Evans, 1995; Odaga, 1995; World 

Bank, 1996). Available statistical data on gender inequality in education indicate that 

globally, 77 million children were not enrolled in either primary or secondary school in 

2004 and out of this number 57% were girls. Sub-Saharan Africa alone accounted for 38 
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million out of the 77 million out of school children while South and West Asia 

accounted for 16 million and East Asia for 9.3 million in 2004 (UNESCO, 2007). 

Although in some developing countries gender parity in enrolment has been achieved in 

primary and secondary education, girls‟ access to higher education is still at a very low 

level (UNESCO, 2007; 1998; GSS, 2000).  

 

In Ghana a report by Care International (2003) shows that only 75% of children gain 

access to primary education nationwide. Out of the 75% of school children who attend 

schools, 25% drop out before completing grade six of basic education, and another 20% 

drop out after completing grade nine of basic education (Care International, 2003). The 

report indicates that about 60% of the children less than 14 years do not complete nine 

years compulsory basic education, majority of whom are girls. An impact assessment 

study of Girls Education Programme in Ghana observed that the Gross Admission Rate 

(GAR) of girls in the Upper West Region (the study region) from 1996/97 to 1999/2000 

academic years ranged from 60.3% to 74.6% while that of boys was 75.6% to 80.8% 

(Sutherland-Addy, 2002). Thus, within the same period, between 25% and 40% of girls 

were not enrolled in school and for boys the figure is 19% to 24%. These figures reflect 

the very high illiteracy rates found among girls and women in many developing 

countries. The literature on gender and schooling in Africa provides a number of 

insights about the reasons and causes of gender differences in enrolment patterns of 

secondary school students. Most of these studies link the disadvantage position of 

women and girls to factors such as gender, poverty, culture, religion and socio-

economic barriers (Tanye, 2008; Casely-Hayford, 2000; Chapman et al, 2003; 

Colclough, 2000; Stephen, 2000; Odaga & Heneveld, 1995), which continue to create 

and perpetuate gender inequality in educational access, participation and achievement.  

 

2.7 Discriminatory Socio-cultural and Religious Practices 

 

Discriminatory cultural practices factors that serve as barriers to girls‟ education at the 

household and community levels are closely interrelated (Rose and Al-Samarrai, 2001; 

Colclough, 2000; Stephen, 2000; Logan and Beoku- Betts, 1996; Odaga & Heneveld, 
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1995). In their study of the enrolment patterns of girls‟ education in Africa, Logan and 

Beoku- Betts (1996) observed that the low participation of girls in education results 

from a combination of socio-economic and cultural forces outside the school, as well as 

traditional gender roles. These factors, they pointed out, directly or indirectly affect 

policy and interventions initiated by government to promote girls‟ education. Thus, the 

existence of discriminatory cultural practices such as early and forced marriages 

restricts girls‟ right to education. For example, girls are encouraged or are forced into 

early marriages, either to protect them from pre-marital pregnancy, which is considered 

shameful and illegitimate in most African societies or to reduce a family‟s economic 

burden (UNICEF, 2001, Rose, 2003; UNESCO, 2003/4). Whatever the reasons for early 

and forced marriages, they hinder the educational progress of girls and violate their 

human rights to education. Rose and Al-Samarrai‟s (2001) study of household 

constraints on girls‟ education in Ethiopia also found that girls as young as 8 years old 

were married off to avoid pregnancy outside marriage. They noted that schoolgirls were 

frequently abducted on their way to school, or even from within the school compound 

itself, by the parents of boys, for marriage to their sons. Being mindful of this risk, some 

parents refuse to send their daughters to school.  

 

Other issues affecting girls‟ education are traditional practices associated with 

adolescence and the rites of passage, which are related to the construction of sexuality 

of young boys and girls (UNESC, 2003/4; Akweongo et al, 2001). In most cases these 

traditional practices limit, particularly the freedom of girls to participate in education. 

For example, several studies have suggested that Female genital mutilation (FGM) is 

harmful to the wellbeing of women and girls and contributes to the low enrolment of 

girls in education (Save the Children, 2003; WHO, 2008; Adongo et al 1998; U.S. 

Department of State, 2001; Akweongo et al, 2001). FGM is commonly practiced among 

African communities and about 100 to 140 million girls and women worldwide have 

experienced it (WHO, 2008). The practice of FGM is also widespread in northern 

Ghana, particularly among Muslim communities and reasons for the practice are related 

to cultural norms. 
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Another factor which also acts together with culture is religion. According to 

Chimombo (2005) the pattern of transmitting and gaining of religious knowledge and 

power has been influential in determining access and exclusion to formal education. 

Similarly, King‟s (1987) study of religions and women education found that religion, 

gender and social class were important determinants of schooling. He argues that 

religious privileges of access have often been restricted to certain classes and to men 

and boys. Though historically, religious education has played an important part in 

promoting education in many African countries, including Ghana, especially in the 

colonial period by schooling children from deprived communities and improving school 

infrastructure, they tend to reinforce stereotypes of women as passive and dependent 

(UNESO, 2003/4; King, 1987). Despite the fact that most religious educational 

institutions do not textually discourage girl‟s education, many do so in practice by 

persuading girls‟ to take different subjects to those offered to boys (UNESO, 2003/4). 

Religious schools are therefore more likely to encourage gender differences than 

eliminate them. In some traditional African religions, for example, in Ghana and 

Nigeria girls can be enslaved by a fetish priest to atone for the alleged crimes of male 

family members or ancestors or to protect their family against certain curses placed 

upon it at a shrine (Tanye, 2008; Owusu-Ansah, 2003; UNESO, 2003/4). In Volta 

region of Ghana, the practise is known as „trokosi‟ which means „slaves or wives of the 

gods‟, and it involves families offering their young virgin girls, sometimes as young as 

5, to serve village priests at shrines in compensation for the sins of family members 

(Tanye, 2008; Owusu-Ansah, 2003; UNESO, 2003/4). Girls who serve at these shrines 

are denied access to education, which is a violation of their right as children.  

 

2.8 Socio-economic factors 

  

A number of studies in several African countries also suggest that poverty is one of the 

major factors preventing children from getting access to education in Africa (Okumu et 

al, 2008; Coulombe and Wodon, 2007; Otu-Danquah, 2004; Heady, 2003; Cockburn, 

2001; UNESCO 2001; Oxfam, 2000; Colclough et al, 2000; Oxaal, 1997; Patrinos and 

Psacharopoulos, 1995). In a narrow sense, poverty refers to a condition of not having 

sufficient resources to secure a minimum acceptable standard of living (Ruggle, 1990; 
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Spencer, 2005). Agyei-Mensah (2006) provides a more elaborate definition by looking 

at poverty as deprivation in respect of things necessary for life (food, water, health, 

shelter) and other essentials to life such as education, security, opportunity and freedom. 

In Ghana, as it is in many parts of Africa, households whose earnings are hardly enough 

to pay for basic needs may also be responsible for school fees and other educational 

needs that may be beyond the means of the majority of parents. In a recent study 

exploring the link between poverty and poor educational access and attainment in 

Ghana, Higgins (2009: 3) found that „there is a strong correlation between poverty and 

low primary and secondary net and gross enrolment rates‟. She observed that the three 

regions in northern Ghana with the highest levels of poverty recorded the lowest 

enrolment and achievement rates in the country. The study further found that: 

 

In 2005/06, at the secondary level, net and gross enrolment was 36.1% and 

44.2% in poor urban households compared with 57.7% and 72.6% in non-poor 

urban households. In rural areas, net and gross enrolment was 22.3% and 

39.1% in poor rural households compared with 25.6% and 45.0% in non-poor 

rural households (Higgins, 2009: 3). 

 

According to the UNESCO 2003/4 reports national statistics often conceal strong 

regional patterns of inequality and that the gender gap in rural areas is often two to three 

times higher than in urban areas in many low income countries. In Africa and Asia, the 

educational participation and attainment of girls tends to be less than that of boys. 

Poverty combines with gender to limit the educational opportunities of girls more than 

boys due to the entrenched imbalance power relations as well as unequal gender roles in 

many cultures worldwide (Oxaal, 1997). The opportunity costs of sending girls to 

school also tend to be expensive, particularly from the perspective of poor households 

in developing countries (Heneveld, 1994; Hyde, 1996; Coeyman, 2000; FAWE, 2000; 

Rose & Al- Samarrai, 2001). Opportunity costs include the loss of children‟s work or 

income foregone as a result of attending school (Oxaal, 1997; Patrinos and 

Psacharopoulos, 1995). In these ways, household poverty combines with socio-cultural 

attitudes to deny girls their right to education (FAWE, 2000).  
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Other studies observed that the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank 

sponsored Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) that were implemented in Ghana and 

many other African countries, in the early 1980s introduced user fees for education, 

health and other services (Shabaya, and Konadu-Agyemang, 2004; Assie-Lumumba, 

2000; Obasi, 1997; Stromquist, 1997). Shabaya, and Konadu-Agyemang (2004) noted 

that the Structural Adjustment Programs have had negative effects on girls‟ school 

enrolment by reducing government spending on education without considering the 

impacts on poor households (Shabaya, and Konadu-Agyemang, 2004). The cuts in the 

provision of social services by government increased the economic burden and 

workload of women and their daughters due to the unequal gender division of labour in 

households. The structural adjustment prevented many African countries, including 

Ghana from providing free education to all children (ibid). Even, in countries where 

government abolished the payment of school fees parents may still be responsible for 

providing school uniforms, learning materials and even furniture. For example, in rural 

primary schools in Malawi, Guinea and Zimbabwe where school fees were abolished in 

1992, parents were still burdened with provision of books and furniture for their 

children (Odaga and Heneveld, 1995). The costs of these items could be too expensive 

for some poor households. Consequently, parents who are poor are less likely to 

consider sending them to school.  

 

2.9 Young people’s work roles and schooling in Africa  

 

Another common reason for children not attending school is that parents usually depend 

on their labour for household survival (Heady, 2003; Anderson, 1988; Lavy, 1996). 

Recent estimates suggest that about 18% (211 million) of children aged between 5 and 

14 worldwide are involved in work for their families in 2000, and about 50% of this 

number were girls. Moreover, about 25 million of these children were estimated to be 

involved in work which was consistent with their development, while some 186 million 

of them were involved in some form of child labour which was harmful to their health 

and development (UNESCO, 2003/4). According to a recent report on child labour in 

Ghana, children between the ages of 5 – 17 represents 35% (6.4 million) of the 

Ghanaian population. Out of this number, about 39% (2.5 million) undertook economic 
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activities and 20% (1.27 million) were engaged in work that is considered as child 

labour.  The report revealed that about 80% of child labour in the country took place in 

the rural areas with 57% working in the agriculture sector (Amoo, 2008). It is argued 

that in countries where the government has limited authority to enforce compulsory 

education for all children, families take decisions over children‟s access to the 

educational resources made available by the state (Chimombo, 2005; Bhalotra, 2000; 

Lloyd and Blanc, 1996). Finally, studies of child labour show that the number of 

children engaged in work reduces with economic development in the long run 

(UNESCO, 2003/4; Heady, 2003). Recent work has also shown that the incidence of 

child labour can be expected to be lowest where power is equally divided between 

husbands and wives (Basu, 2001). Given the high opportunity costs, especially in the 

form of farm labour, of education, most rural parents are particularly concerned with the 

relevance of education to their children and to their livelihoods (UNESCO, 2004). 

Parents are more willing to send their children to school if they find the quality and 

benefit of education relevant to the demand of work and to their community. 

 

Chimombo (2005) observed that since education is often considered to be useful in 

gaining employment, especially in the formal sector and because girls and women often 

have less access to employment in this sector than boys, parents perceive that education 

is not relevant for the economic roles of their daughters in the household. In addition to 

low expectations about future employment in the formal sector, it is also argued that in 

many cultures, parents decide that education is not important for their daughters who 

will be married into another family and the benefits of their education will go to their 

husbands‟ families rather than to them (Chimombo, 2005; Colclough 2000; Anderson et 

al, 1998; Lockheed, Jamison and Lau, 1980). Women, by virtue of their lack or low 

education, experience discrimination in the job market. They are thus concentrated in 

lower status and poorly paid jobs in society, an issue closely linked to poor access to 

education and training. The low value attached to girls‟ education is said to be related to 

some deep rooted imbalanced gender relations in society. Colclough (2000) observed 

that gender division of labour as well as patrilineal property and inheritance rights tend 

to reduce the perceived benefits of female education. In many African societies, girls 

are socialised to play the role of mothers, wives and care providers at a very young age. 

The responsibilities of a girl may include helping parents with income generating 
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activities, cooking, fetching firewood, and taking care of siblings. A study of poor rural 

families in northern Ghana found that girls were often the sole breadwinners in their 

extended families, and had to cope with the difficult household chores and school work, 

which often have negative effects on their school participation and performance 

(Stephen, 2000).  

 

2.10 Urban-Rural Residence and Distance to School 

 

Gender differences are particularly evident when classified by urban-rural residence 

(Chimombo, 2005). The family's place of residence plays a crucial role in the type and 

quality of education children receive. Most rural areas lack nearby schools and adequate 

transportation which may have more negative impacts on the retention of girls, 

especially for their secondary school enrolment than boys. Female students in urban 

areas tend to stay longer in the school system than those in rural areas. Several studies 

assert that safety concerns explain why parents from rural communities have lower 

educational expectation for their daughters, given the distance and poor transportation 

(Chimombo, 2005; Colclough et al, 2000; Stephen, 2000; Bendera, 1999; Brock and 

Cammish, 1998; Swainson et al, 1998). A UNESCO (2003/4) report shows that, in sub-

Saharan Africa, 88.4% of urban children are in school, compared to only 65.4% of rural 

children. A study about primary school enrolment in deprived areas of northern Ghana 

found that „one particular difficulty of providing education for children in the north is 

the nature of community settlements, which tends to be small, sparsely populated and 

widely scattered‟ (Casely-Hayford, 2002: 18). The study noted that as a result of the 

dispersed nature of small settlements in the north most communities that do not have 

schools within 5 kilometres (km) of their locality. Consequently, children in these 

communities walk 5-10 km or more to the nearest primary school and the nearest junior 

and senior secondary school even a greater distance, which constitute one of the major 

reasons for non-attendance. Additionally, Anderson (1988) observed that girls‟ 

participation in education is more sensitive to distance. Even where the cost of 

schooling does not serve as a barrier, it is well acknowledged that the distance from the 

home to school has more negative effects on girls‟ school participation than boys‟, as 

parents are particularly more concerned about girls‟ safety on the journey to school due 
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to sexual harassment (Gertler and Glewwe, 1990; Lavy, 1996; USAID, 1994; Colclough, 

2004; Anderson-Levitt et al., 1994).  

 

2.11 Gender violence and child abuse 

 

Other studies on girls‟ experiences of schooling indicate that girls are often 

disadvantaged by their school experiences as a result of the gendered practices 

perpetuated in the school environment (Dunne and Leach, et al, 2005; Driessen, 2007; 

Smith, 2004; Boyle, 2004; Skelton, 2002; Kakuru, 2006; Magno and Silova, 2007; 

Kadzamira and Chibwana, 2000). These studies observed that the gendered nature of 

school curriculum had different educational outcomes for girls and boys which 

consequently influence their academic and career choices in Africa. For example, 

Dunne and Leach et al (2005) research in Ghana and Botswana found that daily school 

practices such cleaning of the school, assembly queues, classroom sitting arrangement, 

leadership positions, reward, punishment and violence were all influenced by gender. 

Gender violence is widespread in African schools. It is a significant factor which has 

implications for the educational participation of girls and has generated a number of 

studies (Gordon, 1995; Leach and Machakanja, 2000; Shumba, 2001; Dunne et al, 

2003; Human Rights Watch, 2001; Mirsky, 2003; Robinson, 2005). According to 

Robinson (2005) sexual harassment involves any physical, visual or sexual act 

experienced by a person from another person who makes them feel embarrassed, 

uncomfortable and humiliated, which further reduces a person‟s self-confidence. Sexist 

harassment on the other hand involves sexist remarks and behaviour, which express 

insulting, degrading, or sexist attitudes (Dunne et al, 2003). Dunne et al (2003) study of 

gender violence in Zimbabwe, Ghana and Malawi found that both teachers and students 

often used sexual harassment and corporal punishment as a major means of controlling 

and regulating students‟ behaviour.  The findings in Ghana show that: 

 

Abusive behaviour by male pupils, teachers and sugar daddies did exist in the 

Ghanaian school context. The greatest threat to girls came from older boys in 
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the school, but there was also evidence that some teachers were guilty of sexual 

misconduct with female pupils (Leach et al, 2004: 2). 

  

Several studies have observed that gender influences the way female and male teachers 

use corporal punishment as a means of discipline in schools as it is also received 

differently by both boys and girls (Humphreys, 2008; Dunne, 2007; Dunne and Leach, 

2001; Dunne, Leach et al., 2003; Gordon, 1995). Dunne et al. (2003) observed that 

fighting between boys or their harassment of girls may be ignored by teachers as 

unimportant or as a joke, rather than being tackled seriously. Widespread sexual 

violence against girls by boys and in some cases by male teachers has been observed in 

some junior secondary schools in Zimbabwe, Ghana and Malawi (Leach and 

Machakanja, 2000; Dunne et al., 2003; Gordon, 1995). Similarly, statistics provided by 

Domestic Violence Victims Support Unit (DOVVSU) of the Ghana Police Service 

indicate that sexual violence against girls is on the increase.
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Table 1 Reported Child Abuse (2002-2006) 

Case 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Rape 181 150 259 267 345 

Defilement 

 

820 

 

755 

 

671 

 

670 

 

1427 

 

Indecent assault 

 

106 

 

90 

 

75 

 

116 

 

138 

 

Incest 

 

20 

 

17 

 

13 

 

29 

 

7 

 

Abduction 

 

153 

 

175 

 

192 

 

237 

 

320 

 

Attempted rape 

 

23 

 

33 

 

17 

 

23 

 

52 

 

Source: UNICEF Ghana (2008) 

 

The above table shows that between 2002 and 2006 there have been an increase of 

sexual harassment against girls, especially with regard to defilement. Men and boys see 

sex as their right and perceive having many sexual partners as a way of asserting their 

masculinity. This attitude of men and boys makes it very difficult for young women and 

girls to protect themselves against unwanted sexual intercourse, pregnancy, HIV 

infection and other sexually transmitted diseases. Not only do these incidences go 

unreported because students fear victimization, punishment or ridicule (Human Rights 

Watch, 2001; Dunne et al., 2003) but also because they are socially accepted and not 

recognized by men as violations. Casely-Hayford‟s (2001) study on the retention of 

female teachers in rural areas of Ghana suggests that female teachers are as much at risk 
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of sexual harassment as female students. The prevalence of gender violence in schools 

presents serious challenges to the achievement of gender equality in education in 

developing countries. Poor performance, low participation in class, low self-esteem, 

irregular attendance and dropout for both boys and girls have all been associated with 

gender violence (Dunne et al., 2005; Leach et al., 2003; Afenyadu and Goparaju, 2003; 

Humphreys, 2008). 

 

2.12 Pregnancy and Sex education 

 

Another factor that relates to sexual violence and serves to limit girls‟ participation in 

education is pregnancy. The education of most schoolgirls in Ghana and other countries 

worldwide is cut short by unwanted pregnancies as many of them are expelled from 

school the moment their pregnancies become visible (Grant and Hallman, 2006; 

Hallman, 2004; Mensch, 2001; Meekers and Ahmed, 1999; Kaufman et al., 2001). 

Other studies on teenage sexual activity and health status in Ghana and elsewhere show 

high rates of teenage pregnancies, child bearing, abortions complications and 

HIV/AIDS (Forum for African Women Educationalists, 2000; KELLER, et al, 1999; 

Awusabo-Asare et al, 2004; Kofi, et al, 2003; Afenyadu & Goparaju, 2003).  These 

studies link schoolgirls‟ pregnancy to institutional and structural discriminatory 

practices both within the school and home such as poverty, sexual harassment, 

normative gender roles and expectations and traditional practices such as early and 

forced marriages. According to the Forum for African Women Educationalists (FAWE) 

(2000), about 21% of Kenyan adolescents have had at least one child by the age of 20 

and that 8,000 to 13,000 girls dropped out of school due to pregnancy. The same report 

revealed that in Ghana 1,068 students dropped out of school between the period 1990 

and 1994.  Of these 638 were girls and 172 representing 27% dropped out due to 

pregnancy, making pregnancy the highest cause of dropout among girls. In Uganda, the 

report indicated that 60% of patients who died as a result of abortion complications 

were girls below the age of 20. 
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Traditionally, sex education has been intended to protect young boys and girls from 

danger (Diorio and Munro, 2000; Awusabo-Asare et al., 2004; Njau and Wamahiu, 996). 

Presently, sex education programmes are being encouraged in schools worldwide in 

response to concerns about high rates of teenage pregnancies, sexually transmitted 

infections and the emergence of HIV/AIDS, sexual abuse and abortion among both 

adolescent and adult women (Rosen, Murray and Moreland, 2004; Thorogood, 2000; 

Thomson, 1994; Reiss, 1993; Diorio, 1985). Rosen et al (2004) observe that; 

 

Sexuality education is the lifelong process of acquiring information and forming 

attitudes, beliefs, and values about identity, relationships, and intimacy. It 

encompasses sexual development, reproductive health, interpersonal 

relationships, affection, intimacy, body image, and gender roles. Sexuality 

education addresses the biological, socio-cultural, psychological, and spiritual 

dimensions of sexuality (Rosen et al, 2004: 4). 

 

An analysis of teenage sexual activity (including that of schoolgirls) in different parts of 

Africa show that much of the activity occurs in the absence of adequate sexual 

information or of knowledge of contraceptive use (Awusabo-Asare et al., 2004; Rosen 

et al, 2004; Meekers, 1994; Ahlberg, 1994; Gage and Meekers, 1994; Djamba, 1997). 

As a result, schoolgirls rely heavily on potentially inaccurate or harmful information on 

sexual matters from peers and the mass media which expose them to the risks of early 

pregnancy and its associated risks. There are limited sex education programmes that 

acknowledge the fact that positive experiences of sexual desire and pleasure are 

important to young people‟s sexual health and well-being (Allen, 2004; Fine, 1988). 

Allen‟s (2004) study argues that the absence of discourse of desire and pleasure in sex 

education is not beneficial to the promotion of sexual health of young people and calls 

for sex education to include issues about sexual desire and pleasure. Adding to this 

argument, Aggleton and Campbell (2000) contends that, sex education associates young 

people‟s sexual health with the lack of sexually transmitted infections and the avoidance 

of unplanned pregnancies. Sex education is therefore not taught to introduce young 
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people to issues regarding the nature and meaning of sexuality, or to improve their 

performance or enjoyment (Epstein and Johnson, 1998) 

 

Although school-based sexuality and reproductive health education has been noted to be 

one of the most essential means of providing young people with important information 

on their sexuality and reproductive health, it has come under intense criticism by some 

parents and religious groups due to fears that sexuality education will encourage 

children to become sexually active (Rosen et al, 2004, Aggleton and Campbell, 2000). 

Consequently, most sex education programs tend to emphasise abstinence from sex and 

have limited sex education to the dangers and risks that students, particularly girls 

experience in their sexual life (Rosen et al, 2004; Thorogood, 2000). In fact, the 

engagement in sex outside of marriage, particularly in African traditional culture has 

generally been perceived as shameful and illegitimate and a main reason contributing to 

students shying away from the support they will need to practice safe sex. Rosen et al 

(2004) observed that sex education programs that emphasised abstinence do not provide 

students who already are or may become sexually active adequate information on sexual 

practice and thus have failed to eliminate or reduce unintended pregnancies and abortion 

thus resulting in high dropout rates for girls. 

  

The use of sex education to prevent teenage pregnancy and sexually transmitted 

infections (STIs) is supported by the belief that sexuality is basically heterosexual with 

the purpose of having children rather than the satisfaction of pleasure and desires 

(Diorio & Munro, 2000; Scholer, 2002). By focusing on the dangers and risks of 

sexuality, teachers protect themselves against criticisms of encouraging sexual activity 

among their students (Reiss, 1993). However, the more school-based sexuality and 

reproductive health education focuses on the risk and dangers of sex, the more it risks 

harming students by providing them little or no information on sexual practice (Rosen et 

al, 2004; Diorio & Munro, 2000; Allen, 2004; Mirembe and Davies, 2001). To provide 

students with adequate information, sex education programmes should include the 

recognition that all young people, whatever their gender and sexual identity are sexual 

subjects who have a right to knowledge about the body as related to sexual practice. 



33 

 

This information is important not only for practicing safer sex, but also in terms of 

improving interpersonal relationships (Rosen et al, 2004).  

 

2.13 The Role of Education in Addressing Gender Inequality  

 

There is strong international consensus that gender equality in society can be achieved 

by promoting gender equality in education (UNESCO, 2003/4). This is the reason why 

more than 180 countries, including Ghana have pledged to eliminate gender disparities 

in primary and secondary schooling and to ensure that every boy and girl will receive a 

quality basic education by 2015 (Herz and Sperling, 2004). Girls' education has an 

important means for economic growth and human development (Oxfam, 2000; Klasen, 

2002). Similarly, Kofi Annan in his foreword to The State of the „World‟s Children 

Report‟ (UNICEF, 2004) proclaimed that:  

 

To educate a girl is to educate a whole family. And what is true of families is 

also true of communities and, ultimately, whole countries. Study after study has 

taught us that there is no tool for development more effective than the education 

of girls. No other policy is as likely to raise economic productivity, lower infant 

and maternal mortality, improve nutrition and promote health – including 

helping to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS. No other policy is as powerful in 

increasing the chances of education for the next generation (UNICEF, 2004).  

 

In view of the importance of human resources development to the national economy, 

girl‟s education has been a central framing discourse of education policy, resulting in 

considerable policy concern about girls‟ education as an important tool for national 

development and economic growth (Subrahmanian and Jha, 2005; UNESCO, 2003/4). 

As indicated by Chimombo (2005), the significant point of such belief dates back to the 

1960s when the human capital theory of development was systematically articulated by 

Theodre Schultz. He argued that population quality and knowledge constitute the most 

important determinants of the future wellbeing of individuals and that countries that fail 

to educate its people cannot achieve economic development.  He further noted that 
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„education is widely regarded as the route to economic prosperity, the key to scientific 

and technological advancement, the means to combat unemployment, the foundation of 

social equity, and the spread of political socialization and cultural vitality‟ (p.130).  

 

The significance of girl‟s education, especially in the developing countries, cannot be 

over emphasized. From a more global perspective, promoting girls‟ education has been 

shown to have more positive implications for all other measures of development 

(UNICEF, 2004; Shabaya and Konadu-Agyemang, 2004). Educated women have the 

capabilities and skills to increase their earning potential, which is essential for the 

welfare of the many female-headed households in developing countries. For countries 

with higher levels of poverty, increasing the education levels of girls has a favourable 

impact on economic growth (Dollar and Gatti, 1999). Therefore, it is no doubt that 

countries with higher levels of schoolgirls‟ enrolment have higher levels of economic 

productivity, lower fertility, lower infant and maternal mortality, and longer life 

expectancy than countries that have not achieved as high enrolment levels for girls 

(UNICEF, 2004). One of the advantages of girls‟ and women‟s education is its positive 

impacts on levels of agricultural and industrial productivity. Studies have indicated that 

the gain in productivity from education was higher for women farmers than for men 

(UNESCO, 2003/4; Ford, 2002; Quisumbing, 1996; Jamison and Lau, 1982). The 

2003/4 UNESCO report reveals that the importance of women‟s education in the area of 

agriculture had been known  for several years and more recent evidence of its impacts 

for the productivity of women continue to be positive. Axinn (1993) has also argued 

that education leads to positive attitudinal and behavioural changes in women. He notes 

that: 

 

As woman become educated, she gains motivation to forge ahead on her own. 

Her enlightenment about all avenues of life is increased and she obtains the 

skills to pursue meaningful employment and become a discriminating consumer 

of mass media. She becomes aware of the biology of reproduction and what she 

may do to prevent or postpone conception as well as her children‟s health 

(Kasarda et al, 1986 cited in Axinn, 1993: 481-493). 
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As the above quotation implies education can influence fertility by delaying the time of 

marriage, it enhances women knowledge of contraception use, thus lowering fertility 

rates and therefore important in reducing the rates of population growth in developing 

countries (Schultz, 1989, 1993, 2002; Benavot, 1992). By its impact on demographic 

processes such as family size, women‟s education becomes an important condition for 

sustained economic growth (Benavot, 1989; King & Hill, 1993; World Bank, 1993). 

Studies indicate that children of mothers who have themselves been to school are more 

likely to attend school than those of mothers who have never been to school. Moreover, 

educated women tend to take better care of their children‟s physical well-being as well 

as their performance in school (Shabaya and Konadu-Agyemang, 2004; Glewwe and 

Jacoby, 2004). A recent UNICEF analysis of household data from 55 countries indicate 

that children of educated women are much more likely to go to school, and the more 

schooling the women have received the more likely it is that their children will benefit 

from education, thereby passing the multiplying benefits for both themselves and 

society (UNICEF, 2004). Several other studies have emphasized increasing awareness 

of the relationships between maternal educational achievement and child health. The 

children of educated women tend to be better nourished and are most likely to receive 

immunizations, and therefore experience much lower child mortality rates than children 

born to women with little or no education (Shabaya and Konadu-Agyemang, 2004; 

Schultz, 1989; Summers, 1992; Weale, 1992; World Bank, 1993; UNICEF, 2000). In 

their study of the gender gap in Ghana, Zimbabwe and Kenya with regard to gender 

equity and access, Shabaya, and Konadu-Agyemang (2004) observed that both primary 

and secondary schooling significantly reduce the probability of child death, and that 

investments in women and girls‟ education decrease the probability of child mortality.  

  

An additional advantage of promoting the education of girls and women is the changes 

brought about in household behaviour and practice (UNESCO, 2003/4). For example, 

the improved sustenance of children has been shown to be more strongly associated 

with increased levels of education and income of the mother than of the father (ibid). 

Studies have shown that women and girls have fewer household resources than men and 

boys because their influence over decision making in the heterosexual household is 

usually weaker (Haddad and Reardon, 1993; Agawal, 2004). It appears that resource 

allocation decisions within the households are inconsistent with the „unitary household 
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model‟, which assumes that all resources in the household are pooled and that members 

share in these pooled resources in equal measure (Quisumbing and Maluccio, 1999). 

However, an increasing number of studies argue that in many instances this is rarely the 

case, and increasing women‟s share of cash income in the household increases the share 

of the household resources allocation to health, education and general household 

consumption (Agawal, 2004; Ulph, 1988; Haddad, and Rajiv, 1990; Kabeer, 1997; 

Moore, 1992). These studies confirm that by contrast, men are found to retain part of 

their income and spend some of their income on goods for personal consumption.  

 

2.14 Conclusion 

 

I have explained that gender is not something that is fixed naturally, but is a social 

construction that we create in our daily activities as we interact with others. Femininity 

and masculinity are gender identities also rooted in the social. However, Femininity and 

masculinity are not valued equally, masculinity attracts a higher value and is associated 

with strong, active, hard and rational while femininity is weak, passive, soft and 

emotional (Connell, 2002; Wharton, 2005; Anort and Mac an Ghaill, 2006). The 

understanding of these gender concepts thus help us to analyse the gendered experiences 

of schoolgirls and how their experiences in education leads to different educational 

outcomes for them. 

 

Again, I have argued that girls‟ unequal access to, and performance in education is both 

a cause and a consequence of deep-seated inequalities operating within the school, 

family and the wider society, yet not many current  qualitative studies exist that inform 

us about the nature of the problem in the developing countries. Efforts by governments 

and many donor agencies to bridge the gender gap in schools in the developing 

countries, especially for girls, and to improve the quality of the school experience have 

tended to assume that the school setting is universally neutral (Dunne et al, 2005). 

However, investigation has shown that the school environment to be marked by unequal 

gender relations (Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Connell, 1996; Heward, 1996; Skelton, 2001). 

The power imbalance between girls and boys is reflected in the sexual harassment of 
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girls. A review of the literature shows a variety of complex and inter-related issues such 

as socio-cultural factors, religion, extreme poverty, political factors, child labour, and 

established perceptions on gender roles that hinder female education in Africa leading to 

the persistent of gender inequality in education (Colclough, 2004; Odaga & Heneveld, 

1995). The benefits of girls‟ education are immense whether we examine it from a 

social, political, cultural or economic perspective. Increasing the education level of girls 

has a favourable impact on economic growth. Despite numerous benefits, most 

developing countries, including Ghana have not yet eliminated all the institutional and 

cultural barriers that have long hindered girls from attending school. Chapter three 

discusses the background context of this research.  
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Chapter 3: Gender Issues in Society and Education in Ghana: 

Socio-Economic and Political Context 

 

3.1 Introduction  

  

In this chapter I provide an overview description of the socio-economic, cultural and 

political context of Ghana, analysing the existing patterns of gender inequality in the 

country. I also examine women‟s positions in the labour market and their health status 

through the lens of gender. Next, I critique efforts made by the government and The 

Ministry of Women and Children (MOWAC) in addressing the problem of gender 

inequalities in the country. Additionally, I explore the educational reforms, policies and 

practices initiated by the Ghanaian government in the educational system over the past 

decades in its efforts towards making education accessible to all and to achieving the 

Millennium Development Goal (MDGs) and Education for All (EFA) goals. The aim is 

to provide information that enables the reader to understand the geographical, historical, 

political as well as the socio-cultural context in which teachers‟ and parents‟ attitudes 

reinforce gender inequalities in education in Ghana as many of the difficulties that girls 

face in the course of their education are related to and reinforced by gender relations in 

society.   

 

3.2 Ghana: Geographical Background 

 

Modern Ghana is situated on the west coast of Africa, just north of the equator on the 

Gulf of Guinea and located between Togo and the Ivory Coast. Burkina Faso borders on 

the north. Ghana covers a total area of 239 305 square kilometres and for administrative 

purposes the country is made up of 10 regions and 137 district assemblies. The ten 

regions are Western, Ashanti, Greater-Accra, Eastern, Central, Brong-Ahafo, Northern, 

Upper West, Upper East and Volta (Ghana Statistical Service et al., 2004; Songsore, 

2003). Northern, Upper West and Upper East regions constitute Northern Ghana. There 

are significant differences between the north and south of Ghana. The land and climate 

are different as are the ethnic groups. In terms of development and infrastructure the 
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north lags behind the south due to bias in development policies (Songsore, 2003).  The 

regions extend over a range of climatic conditions ranging from savannah belt in the 

north, to forest and coastal environments in the southern parts of the country. Ghana has 

a tropical climate and two distinct seasons: wet and dry. The wet season occurs between 

April and September, and the dry between October and March (Dickson and Benneh 

1988).  

Figure 1: Map of Ghana  

 

Source: http://www.fao.org/docrep/X5598E/Ghana.GIF 

 

Ghana‟s total population in 2002 was about 20.5 million with females constituting about 

52% and growing at 2.7 percent per year (UNDP, 2002, Palmer, 2005) however, a 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/X5598E/Ghana.GIF
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recent estimate by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) of the United States World 

Fact Book was at 23,382,848 in 2008  (CIA, 2008). Accra is Ghana‟s capital and largest 

city with a population of about two million. About 3.2 percent of the total population is 

aged 65 years and above and 41.4 percent below 15 years, putting a high dependency 

burden of about 45% on the working population (Ghana Statistical Service et al., 2004). 

The country has on average a population density of about 52 persons per square 

kilometre. Most of the population is concentrated in the southern part of the country, 

with the highest densities occurring in urban areas, which puts considerable pressure on 

social services and infrastructure (Ghana Statistical Service, 2005b). Rapid population 

growth is one of the main reasons of increasing poverty in Ghana (Government of 

Ghana, 2003c).  

 

 The official language of Ghana is English, but there are other commonly spoken 

Ghanaian languages such as the Akan, Ewe, Dagomba, Dagaare and Ga with varied 

socio-cultural practices. About 60 percent of the people are Christians, who live mostly 

in the south and the major cities. Muslims constitute about 25 percent of the population 

and they are mostly concentrated among the ethnic groups in northern Ghana. The 

remainder 15 percent of the people are divided among traditional faiths and other 

religions (Ghana Statistical Service et al., 2004). This religious segregation has resulted 

in different social-cultural patterns and structures across the country; particularly 

between those of the Christian population in the south and the Muslim population of the 

North.  Women in northern Ghana, particularly Muslim women, for example, are less 

encouraged to participate actively in public life due to strong patriarchal family 

structures (Sibbons and Seel, 2000). 

 

3.3 Ghana: Socio-economic, Cultural, and Gender Issues  

 

Ghana is a low-income country. At independence in 1957 Ghana‟s economy was one of 

the strongest in sub-Saharan Africa. However, there was a sharp economic decline in 

the following 25 years, particularly in the late 1970s and early 1980s which led to deep 

problems of inefficiency, high inflation and unemployment, declining output and 
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exports, and deteriorating infrastructure (Rai, 2002; Nti, 1997; Boafo-Arthur, 1999). 

The economies of many less developed countries including Ghana were crippled by a 

marked deterioration in terms of trade of primary products, which made prices of 

primary products drop drastically in spite of rising energy prices (Rai, 2002, Potter, 

2000). Given that Ghana is predominantly an agricultural country with cocoa as its 

major export; the crisis left the nation‟s economy in serious disarray (Europa, 1982; 

Rimmer, 1992). This was also worsened by a prolonged drought in 1982/3 and the 

repatriation of about a million Ghanaians from Nigeria. Between 1983 and 1990, the 

government undertook two major Economic Recovery Programmes (ERP I and ERP II), 

in conjunction with the World Bank and IMF to stabilise the economy (Rai, 2002; Sowa, 

1993: Pearce, 1992). The first programme (ERP I) ran between 1983 and 1986 and was 

mainly designed to stabilise the economy and reduce inflation. ERP II was initiated in 

1987 to continue the economic reforms initiated under the first programme and was 

more focused on restoring growth. However, these reforms have had a negative effect 

on areas such as employment, health and education systems and the number of 

Ghanaians suffering poverty. Organisations, such as Oxfam, argue that the IMF and the 

World Bank did not consider the negative impact on the welfare of the average 

Ghanaian, particularly on women and rural communities, hence broadening inequities 

between and within regions and gender disparities in access to resources, social services 

and infrastructure amenities (Rai, 2002; Potter, 2000; Awumbila, 2006). Consequently, 

the government initiated several economic policies such as the Program of Action to 

Mitigate the Social Cost of Adjustment (PAMSCAD), and the Ghana- Vision 2020 

which advocates for a curriculum which is sensitive to gender issues at all levels of the 

education system. The policy identifies an unbiased education as an important tool for 

achieving the goals of equality of access to and achievement of educational 

qualifications for boys and girls. The Ghana Poverty Reduction strategy (GPRS), being 

the latest initiative, has clear policy statements relating to poverty reduction and gender 

equality to support economic growth (GOG, 1987; GoG, 2003; GoG, 2005a). 

 

The growth of the Ghanaian economy during the 1990s led to a reduction in national 

poverty rates from 52 percent to 40 percent (Haddad, 1991; GSS, 2000; Razavi, 2000; 

GoG, 2003; Canagarajah and Pörtner, 2003; Awumbila, 2006; Palmer, 2005). Though 

general poverty levels declined, about one-third of the population is poor and unable to 
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access basic social services in terms of health, water and education. „The impact of 

poverty differs according to geographical location, place of residence, life cycle stage, 

occupation and gender‟ (Awumbila, 2006:150). Poverty is exceptionally high in the 

three northern regions with 57.4 per cent of people in the Northern region, 68.3 per cent 

in the Upper West and 79.6 per cent in the Upper East still living in abject poverty 

(Adjasi and Osei 2007; Ghana Statistical Service, 2000); GoG, 2003). Poverty is three 

times higher in rural areas than in urban areas with Accra, the national capital, 

registering as low as 10% as poor compare to 80% of the rural communities 

(Canagarajah and Pörtner, 2003; GoG, 2003; Whitehead, 2004; Awumbila, 2006). This 

makes it difficult for the rural poor to educate their children despite the free basic 

education policy in Ghana.  

 

The economy continues to be heavily reliant on agriculture which accounts for about 

40% of GDP, 70% of employment and more than 55 % of foreign exchange earnings 

(World Bank, 1985; Dzorgbo, 2001). Traditional exports such as cocoa, gold and other 

natural resources still account for almost half of GDP. Employment in Ghana is 

predominantly in the informal sectors, particularly for those without formal education, 

women and rural dwellers (Duncan, 2004; Heintz, 2005). The informal sector in the 

Ghanaian economy is made of three basic sectors; agriculture, services and industry. 

Ghana‟s agricultural sector is said to have a huge potential for improving its 

productivity and reducing rural poverty, but it has not received the needed attention 

from government (Heintz, 2005; Duncan, 2004; Appleton, and Collier, 1990; World 

Bank, 1985). Although past governments have attempted to improve agricultural 

productivity, these efforts have concentrated on large-scale capital intensive modes of 

farming over small scale farm units (Duncan, 2004; GoG, 2003; Heintz, 2005; Sarris 

and Shams, 1991) The growth of the agricultural sector is constrained by obsolete 

farming practices, gender inequities, poor roads, land tenure problems, lack of markets, 

lack of finance and other infrastructure (Duncan, 2004). Consequently, ninety percent of 

farm harvest is head-loaded at the village level mainly by women and children putting 

considerable risk and burden on them (Duncan, 2004; Manuh, Songsore, & Mackenzie, 

1997; Appleton, and Collier, 1990; Benneh, Kasanga and Amoyaw, 1995). The sector is 

also characterised by post harvest losses and low productivity because many of the 
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women farmers are denied the necessary supports such as access to land and financial 

resources (Duncan, 2004).  

 

Women are economically very active and engage mainly in agriculture where they 

usually cultivate crops for subsistence, often on less fertile land while men grow cash 

crops on more fertile land (Awumbila, 2001; Ghana Statistical Service, 2000, 2005a, b). 

Customary law which was developed by the colonial governors in consultation with 

traditional rulers gave land title deeds to men as heads of household and as a means of 

controlling and subordinating women (Gedzi, 2009; Fenrich and Higgins, 2001). On 

family farms, while women can influence decisions, the male head of household has 

final decision-making power and controls the proceeds of the land, including the 

products of women‟s labour which women traditionally controlled. Writing on gender 

and poverty, Awumbila (2006) notes that; 

  

In Ghana […] women‟s access to resources has been substantially less than 

men‟s. Women‟s limited access to productive resources has been suggested as 

key to understanding women‟s subordinate position in society and to explaining 

gender inequality in Ghana. […] gender inequalities in access to land as a 

critical factor predisposing women to poverty. Less than a third (31%) of 

households headed by women own land compared to 40% of households headed 

by men, with a greater gender gap in rural communities. Furthermore, studies 

indicate that women‟s access to productive resources tends to be indirect and 

contingent on their relationships with men, either by kinship or through 

marriage (Awumbila, 2006: 153-154).  

 

Northern and southern Ghana constitutes different cultures and climatic conditions. 

Northern Ghanaian societies are characterised by patrilineal systems with entrenched 

patriarchal family structures, with women having little or no direct control over 

resources. However, women in the matrilineal south have greater access to resources 

and more independence than women in patrilineal systems (Baden et al, 1994). Lack of 

access to land and land rights have discouraged women, especially those in the north, 
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from undertaking long-term investments (Awumbila, 2001, 2006; Duncan, 1997; Kotey 

and Tsikata, 1998). The consequence is that agricultural investment is less than 2% of 

GDP, and less than 2% of arable land is under irrigation (World Bank, 1985). Generally, 

Ghana‟s economy is not constrained by land availability but by the insecure nature of 

tenure, and this coupled with poor administration systems have worsened land tenure 

insecurity with implications for national development (Benneh, 1987; Manuh, Songsore, 

& Mackenzie, 1997). Like their counterparts in many countries of the world, most rural 

Ghanaian women combine agricultural activities with petty trading, food processing, 

marketing food crops and small business enterprises to enable them to meet their daily 

needs and supplement their earnings from farming (Awumbila 2001; Manuh 1993; 

Duncan, 1997; Kotey & Tsikata, 1998; Ghana Statistical Service, 2000). In his study of 

the Ghanaian informal sector, Palmer (2005) notes that; 

 

74% of the farm households in Ghana have at least one member engaging in 

some form of non-farm work…. Hence, where a household is classified as „a 

farming household‟, or an individual classified as a „farmer‟, the diversity of the 

livelihood for the household or the individual is masked (Palmer, 2005: 20). 

 

Despite their important role in sustaining their families and communities, women face 

severe discrimination in accessing economic resources such as land and finance. Access 

to financial resources for smaller farmers is more difficult for women than for men who 

usually control large cash crop farms which can attract more credit facilities (Benneh, 

Kasanga, & Amoyaw, 1995; Benneh, 1987; Bassett, 1993; Manuh, 1989). Women also 

face challenges in accessing bank loans due to their low socio-economic status and lack 

of economic assets as collateral to secure loans. Hence women can usually only access 

very small loans which do not facilitate the expansion of their businesses. A growing 

body of literature shows that a country‟s agricultural productivity could increase by up 

to 20% if women‟s access to resources such as land, seed and fertiliser were equal to 

that of men‟s (Morton, 2004; DFID, 2007: 13). Women‟s ability to participate 

successfully in the labour market is constrained by cultural, educational and economic 

barriers which are often socially imposed (Awumbila & Momsen, 1995; Awumbila, 

2001; 2006). Most potential women entrepreneurs are constrained by lack of business 
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information and further hindered by time constraints responsibilities such as child care, 

cooking, washing, and collecting fuel-wood, water and home maintenance. The multiple 

natures of their roles, both productive and reproductive, means that women have less 

time for business training programs and networking activities which can enhance their 

performance. Moreover, there is also a common cultural belief in Ghana that women‟s 

enterprises should not be as big or successful as men‟s enterprises (Oppong & Abu, 

1987; Clark and Manuh, 1991; Awumbila, 2001; 2006).  

 

The labour market in Ghana is highly sex-segregated in both the informal and formal 

wage sectors (Awumbila, 1997; Date-Bah, 1986; Coulombe, 2004). The informal makes 

a significant contribution to real GDP and can provide a means of acquiring useful skills 

for the youth who do not make it through education. However over the past 50 years, no 

proper government policy framework has been planned for its development (Gladwin, 

1991; Palmer, 2005, 2007). Women make up about 90 per cent the informal sector 

where the risk of poverty is high. The informal sector is characterized by self-

employment, small-scale businesses, and reliance on local resources, family ownership, 

labour intensity and low income (Ghana Statistical Service, 2000, Awumbila, 2001, 

2006; Teal, 2001; Haddad, 1991; Bortei-Doku A. E. 2001; GoG, 2003). Usually, 

incomes and conditions of work in the informal sector are far less secure and stable, 

relative to formal sector employment. Employees in the informal sector are usually not 

protected by labour laws and have no basic rights such as minimum wage or health care 

(Palmer, 2005, 2007; Mensah-Kutin, 2008).  

 

Formal sector employment constituted between 14-18 percent per cent of total 

employment in 1984, of which around 60 per cent was in the government sector (GoG, 

2003c). Comparatively women are under-represented in formal sector activities, 

comprising only one quarter of wage employment (Manuh, 1988; Awumbila 2001). 

Within the public sector, women are highly concentrated in certain professions 

perceived as feminine, such as teaching and nursing and are usually concentrated in the 

subordinate positions due to lack of higher education (Manuh, 1988; Awumbila, 2006). 

There are significant differences between men‟s and women‟s educational attainments. 

According to the Ghana Living Standards Survey in 2000 (GLSS 4), 44.1% of women 
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as opposed to 21.1% of men have no formal education. Given that formal sector 

employment now requires secondary or higher levels of education, it follows that only 

5.7% of women compared to 15.8% of men can officially work in this sector (UN 

Millennium Project, 2004). „This has significance for the gendered nature of poverty, as 

very few women are in formal sector employment‟ (Awumbila 2006:155). Furthermore, 

promotion in the civil service is dependent upon having higher education, and given that 

only 20 per cent of graduates are female, women are at a clear disadvantage in terms of 

achieving managerial positions (Gregory et al, 1992; Manuh, 1988; Awumbila, 2007). 

Women are also found in low status positions in banking as telephone operators, 

secretaries and shop assistants. Women are again underrepresented in formal sector 

business with only 11 per cent of modern sector commerce in 1984 (Manuh, 1989). 

Consequently, they earn on average lower incomes than men and „the existing gender 

gap in earnings found in the early 1990s has been increasing considerably as the 

increase in earnings was much larger for male workers (from 5.8 to 10.5 millions cedis) 

than for female workers (from 4.9 to 7.1 millions cedis)‟ (Coulombe and Wodon, 2007: 

50). Like the informal sector workers, many of the formal sector employees, especially 

women, have other occupations, usually some form of trading, in addition to their main 

profession (Palmer, 2005: 21).  

 

3.4 Women and Politics 

 

As a former British colony, Ghana was the first country in tropical Africa to gain 

independence from colonial rule on March 6, 1957 and according to Ayelazuno (2007) 

is regarded as a model of democratic peace in Africa. Ghana has seen several political 

regimes after gaining independence, changing between civilian and military 

governments with the change often brought through military coups (see table 2).  
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Table 2: Political Situation since Independence 

From To Type of government Leader and Party 

1957 1958 Democracy Dr. Kwame Nkrumah‟s Convention People‟s 

Party 

1958 1964 Restricted democracy 

1964 1966 One party state 

1966 1969 Military regime Gen. Ankrah‟s National Liberation Council 

1969 1972 Democracy Dr. Busia‟s Progress Party 

1972 1979 Military regime Col. Akyeampong‟s National Redemption 

Council 

1979 1981 Democracy Dr. Hilla Limann‟s People‟s National Party 

1981 1992 Military regime Chairman Rawlings‟ National Provisional 

Defence Council 

1992 1996 Emerging democracy President Rawlings‟ National Democratic 

congress (NDC) 

1996 2000 Democracy 

2000 2008 Democracy Kuffour‟s National Progressive Party 

2008 To date Democracy President Attah Mills‟ NDC 

Source: African Elections Database (2006) Elections in Ghana. 

 (http://africanelections.tripod.com/gh.html) 

 

In 1992, a new constitution was approved by referendum and multiparty presidential 

and parliamentary elections were held. Since 1992 there have been five multiparty 

democratic elections in succession, the most significant being a transition from one 

political party to another in the year 2000 (African Elections Database, 2006). The 

elections held under the 1992 Constitution have been generally considered free and fair 

by an independent electoral commission and international observers, though the 

http://africanelections.tripod.com/gh.html
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opposition parties complained about some irregularities. The recent elections conducted 

in December 2008 were also declared free and fair and were won by the National 

Democratic Congress (NDC) with John Attah Mills as the president (Zounmenou, 2009). 

Besides the regular election of the president, Members of Parliament and the District 

Assemblies, the constitution guarantees the right to fundamental human rights and 

freedoms. It also establishes very important state mechanisms for the promotion and 

protection of human rights, including the Commission on Human Rights and 

Administrative Justice and the National Commission on Civic Education (Constitution, 

1992; APRM, 2005). The protection of human rights has improved since Ghana‟s return 

to constitutional rule in 1992   

  

Table 3: Women in Parliament 

First Republic 1960 10 

Second Republic 1969 2 

Third Republic 1979 5 

First Parliament of the Fourth Republic 1992 16 

Second Parliament of the Fourth 

Republic 

1996 19 

Third Parliament of the Fourth Republic 2000 19 women, 181 men 

Fourth Parliament of the Fourth 

Republic 

2004 25 women, 205 men 

Fifth Parliament of the Fourth Republic 2008 19 women, 211 men 

 

Source: Daily Guide (2009); Abantu for Development (2004) http://library.fes.de/pdf-

files/bueros/ghana/02983.pdf 

 

http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/ghana/02983.pdf
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/ghana/02983.pdf
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However, since the introduction of constitutional rule in 1992, there has been a little 

progress in women‟s participation in governance (as shown by table 3 above). While 

improvement has been seen in women's involvement in politics, they tend to be under 

represented at all levels in decision making (Crook, 1991; Abantu for Development, 

2004). This is clearly related to unequal power relations between the sexes in both the 

traditional and formal modern structures as well as the socialisation process that creates 

awareness among men rather than women to be at the helm of public affairs (Abantu for 

Development, 2004). For example, out of the 953 contestants in the parliamentary 

election held in December 2004, only 100 were females and only 25 of them won seats 

in the 230-member parliament representing just a little below 11% of the 

parliamentarians. This was a small increase over the previous elections in 2000 in which 

19 women representing 9.5% won their seat in the 200-member parliament.  Moreover, 

a woman was appointed as Chief Justice for the first time in the country‟s history in 

June 2007 (GNA, 2007). However, in the recent 2008 general elections women secured 

only 19 seats as at July 2009, representing 8.7 percent of the 230 seats in Parliament, 

which is a decline from the 25 seats (10%) they secured in the previous legislature in 

2004 (Daily Guide, 2009). Also, only eight out of the 38 ministers appointed by 

President Mills are women, despite the fact that in 1998, the government issued a White 

Paper on Affirmative Action aimed at ensuring at least 40 per cent female 

representation in public service and decision-making institutions (Sibbons and Seel, 

2000; Abantu for Development, 2004; Zounmenou, 2009).  

 

3.5 Women’s Health Situation 

 

There has been great improvement in the area of health since independence. Total 

fertility rate (TFR) declined by two-thirds from 1988 to 2003, from 6.4 to 4.4 lifetime 

births per woman with variations in the regions, from a high of 7.0 births in the 

Northern region to a low of 2.9 births in Greater Accra (DFID, 2005a; Benefo and 

Schultz, 1994). Contraceptive use increased twofold among married women to 25.2% 

and the practice of family planning methods has more than tripled to 18.7% within the 

same period, particularly among couples with higher education (DFID, 2005a; DeRose, 

2004; Green street, 1990; Arko, 2001; GoG, 2003c). Average life expectancy in Ghana 
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increased from 45 to 58 years and is now one of the best in Africa, though low 

compared to most Western industrialised nations. Women‟s life expectancy is 60.3 

which is higher than that of men at 56.6 years (UN Millennium Project, 2004; Mensah-

Kutin, 2008) but in line with physiological sex ratios.  

 

Despite these significant improvements, health status indicators in Ghana continue to be 

poor (as shown by table 4 below). About 61 percent of the population have access to 

sanitation in 1990 and this improved to 72 percent in 2000, access to good drinking 

water was 53 percent in 1990 but improved to 73 percent in 2000 (UN Millennium 

Project, 2004). Though improvement was made in the access of potable water and 

sanitation, about 1 out of 3 persons do not have access to safe water which has wide 

implications for women and girls because they have to walk long distances to fetch 

water with consequences on their time and health  (Palmer, 2005; Mensah-Kutin, 2008). 

Infant mortality rates declined from 126 in the same period to 100 per 1,000 live births. 

Available statistics indicate that about 80,000 children under the age of five die yearly 

from avoidable diseases such as malaria, child malnutrition and diarrhoea (GoG, 2003c; 

Ghana Health Service, 2003; DFID, 2005a; Wak, 2002).  Child malnutrition is common 

and accounts for about 60 percent of cases of child death, especially in the three 

northern regions of the country where the experience of poverty is also highest (GoG, 

2003c; Benefo and Schultz, 1994). Also the maternal mortality rate is high in Ghana 

increasing from 214 to 740 deaths per 100,000 live births due to lack of access  to 

adequate health facilities and services (Ghana Health Service, 2003). Again, the 

situation is worse in the three northern regions with the Upper East Region reporting as 

high as 800 per 100,000 live births (Ghana Health Service, 2003; Mensah-Kutin, 2008). 
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Table 4: Status of Progress towards the MDGs in Ghana 

Indicator Earliest Most recent MDG Status 

Proportion below national poverty line 31.4% 

(1992) 

  

Prevalence of Child Malnutrition (weight for 

age) 

27.3% 

(1994) 

24.9% 

(1999) 

Off track 

Primary net enrolment rate 56.8% 

(1998) 

58.3% 

(2000) 

Off track 

Ratio girls/boys in primary and secondary 

education 

85.8% 

(1998) 

88.2% 

(2000) 

Off track 

 

Under-five mortality rate  (per 1000) 126 (1990) 100 (2001) Off track 

 

% with access to improved water supply 53% (1990) 73% (2000) On track 

% with access to improved sanitation 61% (1990) 72% (2000) On track 

  Source: UN Millennium Project, 2004: 129 Table 9, (also in Palmer, 2005: 18) 

 

In Ghana, marriage is considered as an essential and desirable social status in society 

within which men have absolute control over women‟s sexuality. Women also face 

strong opposition from husbands and in-laws in the practice of family planning and they 

may face punishment if caught, sometimes with physical violence (Awusabo-Asare et al, 

2004). This undermines women‟s ability to negotiate safe sex. Research has shown that 

the fear of resistance and punishment has resulted in women using modern 

contraceptives in secret or resorting to those that cannot easily be detected, particularly 

injectables (Ezeh, 1993; Bleek, 1987; Awusabo-Asare et al., 2004). The current service 

provision is inadequate for the growing demand for these services, thus limiting the 

choices on fertility control among poor families (Ampofo, 2000; Awusabo-Asare et al, 
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2004). Fertility decreases with increasing wealth, from 6.4 births among poor families 

to 2.8 births among wealthy families (Tettey, 2003).  

 

3.6 Prevalence and Impacts of HIV/AIDS in Ghana  

 

Another area of deep concern to the Government of Ghana is the rapid spread of 

HIV/AIDS among the population. Available statistics indicate that about 1.7 % (98,306 

males, 137845 females) of the adult population between the ages of 15-49 were infected 

with HIV/AIDS in 2008 and in 2009 the estimated adult prevalence increased to 1.9 % 

(100,228 males and 140, 574 females) (Ghana Aids Commission, 2010; 

WHO/UNICEF/UNAIDS, 2008; USAID/Ghana, 2008). Women form the majority of 

HIV/AIDS cases, accounting for 64% of cases in Ghana, though the percentage is 

declining (Ghana Health Service, 2003; Agyei-Mensah, 2006). According to UNAIDS 

(2008) prevalence among pregnant women ranged from 1.2 % in the northern region to 

4.7 % in the eastern region. The report reveals that only 15% of HIV-Infected People in 

Ghana were receiving Antiretroviral Therapy in 2007. Consequently, during that period 

21,000 deaths were recorded as a result of the disease and 160,000 children became 

orphans due to AIDS. However, some of these reports on HIV/AIDS caution that the 

figures do not give the accurate number of people affected by the disease considering 

the fact that the majority of Ghanaians, especially those in rural areas where 60 percent 

of the population do not have access to hospitals and rely mainly on traditional 

medicine whenever they fall ill. Also, in view of the stigmatization associated with the 

disease, people are not willing to check their status while those affected tend to try and 

hide their HIV/AIDS status (Kates and Leggoe, 2005).   

 

Women are particularly vulnerable to HIV/AIDS and other STIS due to their biological 

nature, lack of education, especially on reproductive health and socio-cultural, 

economic and unequal gender relations (Ellis, 2000; Smith, 2002; Temah, 2007; 

Awumbila, 2006; Mensah-Kutin, 2008). In her study of gender discrimination and 

susceptibility to HIV/AIDS epidemic in Africa, Temah (2007) suggests that: 
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The economic vulnerability of women makes it more likely that they will 

exchange sex for money or favours, less likely that they will succeed in 

negotiating protection, and less likely that they will leave a relationship that 

they perceive to be risky. Women have greater susceptibility than men to 

infection due to biological, social, cultural and physiological reasons. The 

pattern of women‟s and men‟s roles and relationships in Africa puts women at 

greater risk. In this sense, polygamy, sexual coercion and violence against 

women all contribute to the distressing gender gap in HIV/AIDS (Temah, 2007: 

5). 

 

HIV/AIDS broadens the existing gender inequalities because women have limited 

access to economic opportunities reinforced by cultural practices, thus creating a 

situation of high dependence of women on men, limiting their ability to protect 

themselves from HIV infection. Women also incur more social cost of the disease than 

men in many areas of sub-Sahara Africa due to imbalanced power relations (Temah, 

2007; Ellis, 2000), thus exacerbating the growth of poverty among women (Barnett and 

Whiteside, 2002; Haddad and Gillespie, 2001; Whiteside, 2003; Bennell, nd). For the 

rural poor, especially women who depend on subsistence farming, their illness extends 

to the constraints on the successful performance of productive and reproductive roles. 

Studies have shown that in the event of prolonged illness and death girls are more likely 

to be withdrawn from school to take care of sick parents or relatives (Temah, 2007; 

Bennell, 2005; Kates and Leggoe, 2005, Evans, 2002). The emergence and spread of 

HIV/AIDS in Ghana as well as other developing countries, particularly among women 

and girls is a major challenge to the participation of girls in education and the 

achievement of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (Whiteside, 2002; Barnett, 

2004a; Mirembe, 2006). 

 

3.7 Legislation, Violence and Women’s Rights 

 

After Ghana gained independence in 1957 the government introduced deliberate 

policies to empower women through enactment of numerous laws. The most significant 
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is the 1992 Constitution which recognizes equality of all persons before the law and 

prohibits discrimination on the grounds of gender, religion, ethnicity and geographical 

location.  Thus, women in Ghana are recognized under law as having equal rights with 

men in all spheres of life. To strengthen equality for women Ghana ratified three 

international agreements on women‟s rights; the Convention on Elimination of all forms 

of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), the United Nations Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights, and the African Charter on Human and People‟s Rights in 1986. 

Ghana has also endorsed the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and efforts are 

being made by Ghana to gradually transform the provisions into concrete practices 

(MOWAC, 2004). Additionally, Ghana has ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of 

the Child and established the Ghana National Commission on Children (GNCC) to 

oversee issues relating to children's rights and development (GoG, 1998). The National 

Council on Women and Development (NCWD) was established by the government as a 

requirement by the first United Nations Conference in 1975 to serve as the official 

national machinery for promoting the advancement of women in Ghana. In January 

2001, the Government merged the two former institutions (GNCC and NCWD) to 

create a new Ministry for Women and Children‟s Affairs (MOWAC), elevating it to a 

cabinet status (MOWAC, 2004; CEDAW, 2005). The new Ministry for Women and 

Children‟s Affairs aims to pursue gender mainstreaming within all government 

ministries and district assemblies as clearly spelt out in the National Poverty Reduction 

Program and the Vision 2020 (GoG, 2003; CEDAW, 2005). The Ministry of Women 

and Children Affairs collaborates with other Non-Government Organisations (NGOs), 

Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) and professional agencies such as the Ghana branch 

of the International Federation of Women lawyers (FIDA), the Federation of Ghanaian 

Women (FEGAWO) established in 1982, the 31st December Women‟s Movement 

(DWM) started in 1983, and the All Women‟s Association of Ghana (AWAG) 

established in 1984 to promote women‟s interests (MOWAC, 2004; Bortei-Doku, 1990; 

Tsikata, 1989). The Ministry has since 2001 led a dynamic national drive to overcome 

the challenges of gender inequality and to ensure that gender issues continue to receive 

attention at the highest levels of decision making. Consequently, both the Health 

Ministry and the Education Ministry have appointed Gender Desk Officers (GDOs) to 

ensure that gender concerns are incorporated into all sector policies and programmes at 

local levels (CEDAW, 2005; MOWAC, 2004). In addition, MOWAC has established a 
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Women‟s Development Fund (WDF) to offer credit assistance to women, about 200,000 

women have benefited so far from a total of (150) billion cedis (about US $20 million) 

worth of micro credit to improve their socio-economic status (Sibbons and Seel, 2000; 

MOWAC, 2004).    

 

By way of legal and policy reforms, MOWAC and other women‟s organisations have 

been successful in influencing government to bring about some positive changes to 

some discriminatory legislation and the introduction of new laws to provide additional 

rights or protection for women and children. For instance, according to the customary 

law, widows and their daughters have no right to inherit property from their husbands in 

time of divorce or death even if the property was acquired during the marriage. 

However, the introduction of the Intestate Succession Law (PNDC Law 111) by the 

PNDC Government in 1985 provides women and their children, irrespective of the form 

of marriage, some degree of economic security after the death of a husband / father 

(Ertürk‟s, 2008; Fenrich & Higgins, 2001; Ocquaye, 1993; Awusabo-Asare, 1990; 

Sarris and Shams, 1991; Baden et al, 1994). Moreover, harmful traditional practices 

such as widowhood rites, early marriage and female genital mutilation (FGM) have 

been banned and the Children‟s Act of 1998 increased the minimum age of marriage 

from 16 to 18 years through Parliament (Manuh, 2007; Manuh, 1984; Kuenyehia, 1991, 

1992). One most successful recent achievement of MOWAC and other gender advocate 

groups towards addressing gender violence in Ghana has been the passage of the 

Domestic Violence Bill in February  2007, after a lot of campaigning by women 

members of Parliament, gender advocates and civil society groups (Ertürk‟s, 2008; 

GNA, 2007; Manuh, 2007). The law focuses on the two different forms of domestic 

violence that constitute a sizeable majority of all cases of violence against women and 

children. It has also established “Victims of Domestic Violence Support Fund” for the 

support of victims of domestic violence. However, study carried out by Sibbons and 

Seel (2000) on gender mainstreaming in Ghana indicates that: 

 

Much of the [MOWAC and other women agencies] work is devoted to „women‟ 

and not „gender‟. There is little in what they do which firmly addresses issues of 

power relationships and they concentrate on women‟s practical gender needs 
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rather than their strategic gender needs. The academic community is critical at 

a rather more sophisticated level. The failure to move from WID to GAD along 

with the international community is, for the researchers, a failure to tackle the 

root causes of the problems (Sibbons and Seel, 2000: 24).  

 

In spite of this valid criticism there has been slow progress. Their initiatives seem to 

raise the awareness of the Ghanaian public and politicians in particular to the issues of 

severe imbalance in power relations existing in all institutions that hinder the 

development of women, and particularly in the educational sector. Although their 

initiatives have advanced the course of women and enhanced their economic status, 

Ghanaian society as a whole tend to regard the role of women as subordinate to men 

(UNECA, 1984; NCWD, 1994; Ampofo, 2000). The continuous practice of harmful and 

humiliating traditions like Trokosi, polygamy, cruel widowhood rites, early and forced 

marriages, and widow disinheritance reinforces the inferior status of women (Kuenyehia, 

1992; Ampofo, 2000). For example, Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) is still prevalent 

in the three Northern Regions of Ghana (CEDAW, 2005; Ampofo, 1993; Baden et al. 

1994). According to the 2006 Ghana Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS Survey), 

polygamy is commonly practiced among most ethnic groups and about 40 per cent of 

women live in polygamous marriage in Ghana (MICS Survey, 2006). Men pay 

expensive bride wealth as compensation to the bride‟s family for the loss of labour. The 

payment also signifies the transfer of the woman‟s rights and labour to the husband‟s 

family. For this reason some men even seem to consider their wives as their „property‟ 

and mistreat them (Baden et al, 1994). Also, in most parts of the country the belief in 

witchcraft is prevalent, especially in poor rural areas and particularly in northern Ghana 

where settlements designated as “witches‟ camps” have been setup for women believed 

to be witches (Adinkrah, 2004; CEDAW, 2005; Ertürk, 2008). Most accused witches 

are widows, childless, disabled and elderly poor women. They are often chased out of 

their own communities through violence, threats and in extreme cases are murdered. 

They are usually blamed for causing illness, death, crop failure, or financial hardship to 

some individuals and the community. Around 80 women, aged between 40 and 70 live 

at the Gambaga Outcast Home, which is a settlement of thatched huts located close to 

Gambaga. Many women do not return home and live their entire life in “witches‟ 

camps” for fear of being beaten or lynched (Adinkrah, 2004; Ertürk, 2008). 
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Available statistics show that gender violence such as wife beating and murder, rape, 

defilement, cruel widowhood rites and sexual harassment are widespread at the work 

places, schools and within communities (Manuh, 2007; CEDAW, 2005; Baden et al., 

1994; Ampofo, 2000). According to a report by CEDAW (2005) one in three women 

experienced domestic violence at some time in their lives, and many women do not 

complain openly about their sufferings (Manuh, 2007). In support of the growing 

advocacy to protect women from violence, the Ghana Police Service set up a Women 

and Juvenile Unit (WAJU) with a mandate to deal specifically with cases of abuse of 

women and children in 1998 (CEDAW, 2005; Manuh, 2007). In 2005 WAJU was 

reconstituted as the Domestic Violence Victim Support Unit (DOVVSU) to respond to 

the increasing reports of abuse and violence against women and children (Manuh, 2007). 

DOVVSU works in collaboration with the Department of Social Welfare, the Legal Aid 

Board, FIDA, and other NGOs to tackle domestic violence. With about 40 offices 

spread all across the country, DOVVSU is still under-equipped to deal with the 

increasing volume of reported cases of domestic violence. Out of the 335 cases received 

by DOVVSU in Accra alone between 1998 and 2004, merely 19 percent of cases were 

heard in court and less than 3 percent led to convictions from charges of assault (ibid). 

In many cases, victims were deterred under family and public pressure from reporting or 

follow up abuse cases. Recent statistics from the Domestic Violence and Victim 

Support Unit (DOVVSU) of the Ghana Police service indicate that 708 defilement and 

227 rape cases were recorded from January to December 2008 in Ghana. In the upper 

west region (study area) within the same period, nine women suffered compulsory 

marriages, 36 girls were abducted and 26 defilement cases were recorded (Ghana News 

Agency, 2009). Violence against women in Ghana is a complex issue to deal with in a 

culture that promotes female sexual submissiveness and largely ignores the unrestrained 

expression of male sexuality as well as the legal practices of ignoring the problem or 

considering it a private affair (Manuh, 2007).   

 

Although women‟s organisations and the Ghanaian government have made appropriate 

legislature changes to women‟s advancement, patriarchal structures continue to exist 

and women continue to be marginalized. A major challenge for the Ghanaian 
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government is to move away from paying lip-service to gender issues and begin to act 

in a gender sensitive way at all levels, particularly in the area of education, employment 

and politics to improve women‟s participation in decision-making in both domestic and 

in public sphere.  

 

3.8 Ghanaian education and reforms since independence 

 

Formal education was introduced in Ghana by the British colonial administration and 

early Christian Missionary activities in the early nineteenth century and was meant to 

train a few men in basic literacy and numeracy skills to prepare them for clerical jobs in 

the colonial administration (Antwi, 1990; Quist, 1994). Formal education started in 

Southern Ghana in the early 1800s, while the first primary and secondary schools to be 

opened in the Upper West was in 1917 and1951 respectively (Association of Church 

Development Projects  (ACDEP), 2007; Quist, 2003; Bening, 1990). Thus, formal 

education and economic development were not extended to northern Ghana until the 

mid twentieth century. Bening (1990) observed that: 

 

The continuing disparities and contrast in educational development between 

northern and southern Ghana have their origins in the colonial period when 

official policy deliberately limited the number of government and mission 

schools in the Protectorate of the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast while 

allowing the churches considerable freedom of action in the south (Bening, 1990: 

251).  

 

The colonial administration deliberately discriminated against the northern regions of 

Ghana in terms of education and economic development, because unlike southern 

Ghana it lacked natural resources such as exportable minerals and cash crops to merit 

any economic investment. Lack of adequate educational facilities and deficient 

economic activities resulted in the people of northern Ghana becoming economic 

migrants, serving as labourers for the mines and the cocoa plantations in the south 

(Bening, 1990). Being influenced by universal patriarchal relations in the colonial era, 
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early colonial education excluded women and girls from schools and even when girls 

were later sent to school, they were often geared towards domestic subjects that would 

make them good housewives and mothers. To emphasise the point of how colonization 

and societal patriarchy perpetuate gender inequality in education, Aidoo (1995) notes: 

 

Most women now are not equipped educationally and technically to play 

prominent roles in Ghana‟s industrialization process. The colonial system saw 

to it that women were either excluded from schools or else were given a fifth-

rate imitation of the education of the poor in Europe. . . . On their part, African 

men exploited their traditions to support the colonial system which kept women 

“in their place” (Aidoo 1995 cited in Prah, 2002: 6). 

 

Women‟s experience of inequality in education restricts their participation in economic, 

decision-making, and social and political roles in the public sphere (Prah, 2002; 

Gadzekpo, 2001; Ghana-Country-Gender-Profile, 2008; Aidoo (1995). Boys‟ education 

on the other hand was designed to train boys as workforce for the labour market. The 

influence of the British colonial administration is not only observed in the current 

Ghanaian educational and economic systems but also in other aspects of the society, 

such as language, culture and legal systems (Prah, 2002; Gadzekpo, 2001). In light of 

the colonial experience it is relevant to note that the gender and regional inequalities in 

Ghana after independence in 1957 are largely a reflection of the patriarchal institutional 

structures initiated by the British colonial government. Many African countries, 

including Ghana, initiated several educational reforms to address the problems of 

quality, relevance and gender inequality and to accelerate economic and social 

development immediately after independence (McWilliams and Kwamena-Poh, 1965). 

The search for relevant education led to a number of policies initiated to improve 

education. Significant among them were the 1951 Accelerated Development Plan 

(ADP), the Education Act of 1961, the Dzobo Report of 1973, the Education Reform 

Programme of 1987 and the New Educational Reform recently initiated by President 

Agyekum Koffour in September, 2007 (Graham, 1971; Palmer, 2007; Akyeampong, 

2007). 
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After independence Ghana‟s educational system was considered one of the best in 

Africa (Ahadzie, 2000). However, it was not long before the progress of post-

independence educational reforms began to decline as a result of political and economic 

instability. These changes in government caused by military interventions resulted in 

the abandonment of educational policies which led to disruption in the educational 

system. Again, the economic instability in 1970s and 80s noted above forced 

governments to make drastic cuts in educational budgets which retarded the progress of 

education greatly (Rai, 2002). A World Bank  source reported public expenditure on 

education to have fallen from 230.0 million dollars in 1975 to 80.9 million dollars in 

1983 making the percentage of actual public expenditure to drop from 21.5 per cent to 

15.2 per cent 1983 (World Bank 1996). Consequently, schools received inadequate 

supplies of equipment, teaching materials and textbooks while class size doubled. Many 

classrooms were without furniture and this was serious in the northern part of the 

country due to the neglect of successive governments to initiate any development 

program. The periods also witnessed a mass departure of qualified teachers from Ghana 

and a lack of community confidence in the education system (Antwi, 1992; Dei, 2004). 

Furthermore, dropout rates were increasing and about 57% of females were illiterate, 

showing that a lot remains to be done to ensure gender equity in educational provision 

(McWilliams and Kwamena-Poh, 1975; MOE, 1987; World Bank, 1990). Young people 

saw no point in remaining in school only to be unemployed after they had completed 

their courses. Indeed, by the 1980s Ghana‟s educational system was in sharp decline 

and it had become relatively more lucrative to engage in petty trading than to undergo 

schooling that promised no future.    

 

 It was against this background that the Rawlings‟ PNDC government which had come 

into power through a military coup implemented the educational reform programme of 

1987 with assistance from the World Bank to reform Basic Education as part of 

economic reform (World Bank 2004; Akyeampong, 2007). In fact, the Ghanaian 

educational system witnessed the major reforms during the period 1986 to 2004. The 

1987 reform was based on many of the recommendations of the 1973 Dzobo Report.  

The objective behind the reform was to provide equitable education for boys and girls at 

all levels of education and the abolition of gender-streamed curriculum at the basic level. 

Gender-friendly teaching and learning materials were also introduced and specific 
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programmes were developed for girls in science and mathematics (Osei, 2004; World 

Bank, 2004). It was also to improve quality and make education more relevant to the 

country‟s development and manpower needs, with emphasis on vocational and technical 

subjects for all children up to junior secondary. Palmer (2007) observes that the 

Ghanaian government made repeated attempts to make education more relevant to the 

„world of work‟ to solve unemployment problems (Palmer, 2007). This was to help the 

youth develop attitudes that would make them gain confidence to pursue self-

employment where the state cannot offer enough jobs in the public sector. The 1987 

educational structure based on the US education system abolished the old educational 

system of six years primary, four years middle school, five years secondary school, two 

years sixth form and three years university, replacing it with the new JSS concept of six 

years of primary education, three years junior secondary, three years senior secondary 

and four years university education, thus, reducing the duration of pre-tertiary education 

from 17 years to 12 years, thus  cutting down costs in education (Foster, 1965a: 200; 

Akyeampong, 2007; Osei, 2004; World Bank, 2004a). Also, as a condition for World 

Bank support for the reforms, the government introduced cost-sharing at all levels of 

education except in basic public schools. Although there were no fees for the basic 

schools, parents still had to bear a high cost of charges in respect of textbooks, uniforms 

and furniture. The introduction of fees impacted negatively on resource-poor students‟ 

participation in education, particularly girls (World Bank 2004).  

 

By 1990, reports indicated that the Ghanaian educational system was encountering 

countless problems with the educational reform programme, similar challenges as 

previous reforms faced (Yeboah, 1990; Akyeampong, 2007). Many schools were 

alleged to be without textbooks, teachers and other teaching materials. There was also 

inadequate infrastructure, poor salaries for teachers, educational mismanagement and 

lack of funding for education, high drop-out rates and low enrolment rates (Konadu, 

1994; Ahadzie, 2000). Between 1990 and 1992, over 280,000 JSS leavers could not 

proceed to second cycle institutions (Quist, 1999). Also, the Conference of Heads of 

Assisted Secondary Schools (CHASS) had felt that the duration of the SSS course was 

too short and pleaded with the government to extend the course from three to four years. 

The Ghana Education Service was reported to have turned down the request and 

appealed to parents to “voluntarily provide motivation” for the teachers to do extra 
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teaching in order to cover the syllabuses (GES, 1996). Despite these shortcomings 

enrolment in basic schools increased from 12,997 in 1980 to 18,374 in 2000, and 

attendance and completion rates improved, but stagnated later in secondary school 

(World Bank, 2004). Critics and analysts of Ghana‟s educational development observed 

that; although school enrolment improved under the 1987 reforms, the quality of 

education at all levels deteriorated (World Bank, 2004; Cobbe 1991; Palmer, 2005). 

 

In an attempt to address the problem of educational quality and other concerns such as 

persistent problems of access and retention, especially for girls, teacher training and 

financing,  the NDC government launched the Free Compulsory Universal Basic 

Education (FCUBE) programme in 1995 (GoG, 1995; GoG, 1995b; GoG, 1996). It was 

planned for implementation within a ten-year period, beginning in 1996 and running 

through 2005 and guaranteed free tuition for all children at the basic level in public 

schools across the country (GoG, 1996). With the FCUBE programme the government 

shifted emphasis from tertiary to basic education so as to increase the participation in 

primary school to as close to one hundred per cent of the population as possible (World 

Bank, 2004a; Akyeampong, 2007). It must be noted however that between 1987 and 

1996, there has been a lack of commitment on the part of government to strictly enforce 

the „free‟ aspect of the programme such that at the beginning of the FCUBE in 1996, 

about 700,000 children representing 30% of children of school going age were still not 

in school (Palmer, 2005). During the latter part of the 1990‟s, between 30 - 35% of the 

national recurrent budget was allocated to education, 60% of which went directly to 

improving primary education (Ministry of Education (MoE, 2002). Despite all these 

efforts, access to and participation in basic education in Ghana are far from the hundred 

per cent predicted (Ghana Statistical Service, 2000). Ministry of Education data 

indicates that of the 75% of school children who attend schools, 25% drop out before 

completing the first six years of basic education, and another 20% drop out after 

completing the nine years of basic education (Akyeampong, 2007). Though the FCUBE 

programme succeeded in increasing the general enrolment of pupils at the basic schools 

and a continuous increase in girls‟ enrolment, there are still gaps between boy‟s and 

girl‟s enrolment, lack of teaching and learning materials and lack of teachers in some 

schools in the country, particularly in the three northern regions Ghana (World Bank, 

2004a).  
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Though it has been the aspiration of successive governments to improve systems of 

education in the country, changes realised since independence continue to draw from 

the existing patriarchal structures in society, resulting in women‟s and girls‟ under 

enrolment and performance at all levels in education, particularly at post-primary levels. 

For example, a situation analysis of girls‟ and boys‟ education in Ghana conducted by 

Casely-Hayford et al (2004) revealed that only 52.6% of girls admitted into primary one 

in 1991/2 continued schooling to the last stage of JSS in 1999/2000, compared to 60.6% 

of boys. As a commitment to improve girls‟ enrolment, the government established a 

Girls` Education Unit (GEU) within the Basic Education Division of Ghana Education 

Service (GES) in 1997 with the following as its objectives to be achieved by the year 

2005.  

 

1. Increase national enrolment of girls in primary schools to equal that of boys 

and develop and maintain strategies aimed at ensuring the continuation of 

girls into junior secondary. 

 

2. Reduce the dropout rate for girls in primary from 30 to 20 percent, and of 

girls in secondary from 21 to 15 percent.  

 

3. Increase the transition rate of girls from junior to senior secondary school by 

10 percent. 

 

4. Increase the participation of girls in science, technology and mathematics 

(STM) subjects by improving the quality of teaching and enhancing the 

perception of these subjects (Sutherland-Addy, 2002). 

 

Girls‟ Education officers (GEO) were appointed in all regions and districts to encourage 

girls to go to school and continue schooling at higher levels throughout the country 

(Sutherland-Addy, 2002; NDPC, 2004). Ghana also supports Millennium Development 
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Goal 2 and 3, which call for the achievement of universal primary education and gender 

equality at all levels of education (World Bank, 2003; GoG/UNDP, 2003; UN 

Millennium Project, 2004). In 2001, the government appointed a female Minister of 

State for basic, secondary and girl-child education to the Ministry of Education at the 

highest political level and as a sign of political will, to address the persistent gender gap 

in educational participation (MOWAC, 2004; Sutherland-Addy, 2002). A major 

progress was the abolition of compulsory school fees for basic education and the 

introduction of a capitation grants programme nationwide in the 2005/6 academic year, 

hence making primary education more accessible to the poorest (GoG, 2002; Taylor, 

2005). Table 5 below shows that the capitation grants programme has increased primary 

school enrolment nationwide, especially for girls. 

 

Table 5: Enrolment figures after the capitation grant (as at October 2005) 

Sex 2004/5 2005/6 Increase Percentage 

Girls 1,754,539 2,075,864 321,325 + 18.31% 

Boys 1,934,909 2,239,023 295,114 + 15.18% 

Total 3,698.448 4,314,889 616,439 + 16.67% 

Source: Ghana Education Service (2006) 

 

Moreover, the government introduced a school feeding program in some of the poorest 

areas of the country in the same period leading to great expansion in school enrolment 

at the basic level (Government of Ghana, 2003c). The creation of the Ghana 

Educational Trust Fund (GETFund) (of which I am a beneficiary) in 2000 to strengthen 

the human resource development of all the sectors of education but specifically for 

universities and the polytechnics in the country is one of the success stories in 

educational financing in Ghana (Effah, 2003). As a result of the introduction of these 

policies and programmes girls' education, particularly at the primary level is receiving 

more attention in Ghana today. While a lot of efforts have focused on primary education, 
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it is significant to come up with realistic policies for secondary and tertiary education 

where there is glaring gender imbalance and inequality. 

 

Despite these efforts by the government, available data indicate that girls continue to be 

underrepresented in the education system, especially at the secondary and tertiary levels 

of education (Sutherland-Addy, 2002). They also continue to perform poorly in national 

public examinations and have higher dropout rates due to repetition at primary school as 

well as pregnancies in the upper primary and junior high schools. In September 2007, 

the Ghanaian government introduced yet another new educational reform following the 

recommendations of the Anamuah-Mensah‟s Committee. The new reform proposed 

eleven years of Free Compulsory Universal Basic Education (FCUBE) and four years of 

Senior High School (SHS) previously known as Senior Secondary School (SSS) 

(Government of Ghana, 2004a; Palmer, 2005; Akyeampong, 2007). The recent 

Presidential Commission on Education Reforms in Ghana examined the reasons why 

most JSS students were unable to access senior secondary, and blamed this on factors 

such as inadequate school facilities and infrastructure, parents unable to afford 

secondary fees, a lack of alternative pathways for students with different interests and 

abilities, an inability of students to meet the minimum requirements for further 

education (Government of Ghana, 2002). The new reform forms part of the current 

educational system in Ghana and is discussed in the next section. 

 

3.9 The Education System in Ghana 

 

Basic education in Ghana is made up of both Primary and Junior Secondary School 

(JSS). It consists of the six years primary and three JSS.  Ghanaian children start first 

grade at the age of six completing JSS by the age of 15, thus spending nine years in 

basic education (GES, 2004). Based on the recent recommendation made by the 

President‟s Committee on Review of Education Reforms, the government made two 

years pre-school education part of the formal education system bringing the total of 

years in basic education to 11 at present (Government of Ghana, 2002). However, two 

years pre-school education is not compulsory for every Ghanaian child since conditions 
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vary from one district to another. Typically, primary schools and JSS share the same 

compounds.  At the end of the compulsory 9 years basic school course JSS, now Junior 

High School (JHS), ninth grade students take the Basic Education Certificate 

Examination (BECE), which is administered and evaluated by West Africa Examination 

Council (WAEC) (GES, 2004). At this level, both boys and girls study the same 

subjects from primary to JHS.  Students from JHS who obtain between aggregate 6 and 

30 in their best six subjects normally qualified for admission into SHS; but those with 

better aggregates always stand better chances of transition to SHS. One of the main 

constraints emerging in education is related to the restricted access created by the 

tremendous increase of graduates from junior secondary schools seeking admission into 

senior secondary schools in rural and small urban centres (MOESS 2007; Akyeampong 

et al., 2007).  

Table 6:  Selected statistics for Primary Education in Ghana (2001) 

School 

populatio

n (in 

1000s) 

Total 

(in 

1000

s) 

Enrolment 

% female  

GER (%)  NER (%) Out of School 

children (in 1000s) 

 

3177 

 

2586 

 

48  

M F Total M F Total M F Total 

85.0 77.7 81.3 61.

4 

59.

0 

60.2 617.

1 

647.

8 

1264.

9 

Source: Palmer, 2005: 46 

 

According to the 2007 Ghana Joint Assistance Strategy (G-JAS) report, the country 

almost attained gender parity (0.95) in 2005 and is considered to be on track to achieve 

MDG2 (Universal Primary Education) as well as MDG3 (gender parity in primary 

enrolment) by 2015 (G-JAS, 2007). In spite of this achievement in enrolment, there is 

still great concern about the education of girls as factors such as early marriage, 

pregnancy, poverty, lack of support, inappropriate as well as gender-segregated 

curricula, gender discrimination and hostile school environment affect their retention 

(Sutherland-Addy, 2002). Moreover, parity in education is only one factor of an 
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approach to achieve gender equality. Gender equality in the context of education is not 

only about getting equal numbers of boys and girls in school but also about giving them 

equal opportunities to learn at school and home as well (UN Millennium Project, 2004). 

Table 6 above illustrates that, in 2001, gross enrolment rate (GER) was about 80% 

while the NER was about 60%. This high GER comparative to the NER suggests there 

are over-age children attending primary school in Ghana, possibly because of repetition 

or due to starting primary school at a later age than is required. The table also indicates 

that about 1.2 million children of primary school age were still out of school in 2001 

(Palmer, 2005). Enrolment rates in the three northern regions of the country were 

significantly lower as a result of the discriminatory colonial policies which favoured the 

south. The GER of girls in the Upper West Region (my study area) increased from 

60.3% in 1996/97 to 74.6% in 1999/2000 academic year while that of boys‟ increased 

from 75.6% to 80.8% in the same period (Sutherland-Addy, 2002).   

  

Secondary education in Ghana comprises senior secondary school (SSS) and Technical 

and Vocational Education and Training (TVET). The SSS now Senior High School 

(SHS) course covers a period of three years and the course structure  has now been 

grouped into programmes, specifically; agriculture, general science, general arts, 

business, and vocational and technical education (GoG, 2002; GES, 2004; MOESS 

2007). The Senior High School Certificate Examination (SHSCE), like the BECE, is 

organised by the West Africa Examination Council (WAEC) nationwide for all final 

year SHS students after the three-year course. The Senior High School (SHS) level of 

education starts to become more restricted, with about 30% of JHS graduates gaining 

access to SHS. Successful SHS students receive a Senior High School Certificate 

(SHSC) (MOESS 2007). SHS students who qualify continue to the University for 

Degree programs or to any of the other tertiary institutions such as the Polytechnics for 

Higher National Diploma (HND), teacher training, agricultural and nursing training 

colleges to train for careers of their choice. Others may also go to technical institutions 

for technician courses. Besides the first batch SSSCE examination in 1993 in which 

only 13% of  42,106  students who wrote the exam passed, subsequent results have 

continued to show some improvement and performance has now been stabilised. Pass 

rates increased from 13% to 23% in 1998, to 40% in 2004, while the results released in 
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2007 by WAEC increased to 46% (UNDP/ISSER, 2001; Government of Ghana, 2002a: 

11; GHP, 2004; 2002; Government of Ghana, 2002; GNA, 2007).  

 

Table 7: Participation in lower and upper secondary education in Ghana (2001) 

Secondary education 

enrolment 

Secondary education GER  

GER (2001) 

Secondary education 

NER (2001) 

Total 

(1000) 

 

% Female  

 

 

male 

 

 

female 

 

 

GPI 

F/M 

 

Total  

 

 

male 

 

 

female 

 

 

GPI 

F/M 

 

1107 

 

45 

 

41.2 

 

34 

 

0.82 

 

32 

 

34.3 

 

29.7 

 

0.87 

 

Source: Palmer, 2005: 47 

 

Table 7 shows the enrolment rates in secondary school (both lower and upper secondary) 

in Ghana (2001). At both secondary levels there are fewer girls in school than                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

boys, seen by the Gender Parity Index (GPI) of about 0.87. The expansion of second 

cycle education has been a major challenge for the Ghanaian government. During the 

past decade enrolments in second cycle education have increased but are not 

comparable to that of basic education. Enrolments in SHS increased from about 146,000 

in 1987/1988, to 195,000 in 1997/1998 and 204,000 in 2000/2001. The gender gap 

begins to widen greatly from this level, with girls constituting only 33% of the Senior 

High School (SHS) students (MOESS, 2007, Akyeampong, 2007). SHS has usually 

served as the point from which students often move into careers of their choice to make 

a living. Consequently, there has been an increased demand in secondary education and 

enrolment increased by as much as 60 percent while the completion rate in 2006 was 34 

percent (MOESS, 2007) which suggests that dropout is still high, implying that despite 

the relative increase in enrolments, the secondary education system has not been very 

efficient in equipping students for further education and the employable skills for the 

job market (MOESS, 2007; Palmer, 2005, 2007). Quist (2003) attributes the poor 
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transition rate of girls to secondary school to the gross gender inequality in the 

establishment of secondary schools in Ghana. He argues that most girls fail to gain 

admission into secondary school due to inadequate dormitory facilities for girls at that 

level. The Ghanaian government thus face a huge challenge to meet with the demand 

for SHS education to improve the transition rate from JHS to SHS, particularly for girls.  

 

Tertiary level education constitutes mainly universities and polytechnics. It is the 

tertiary education that prepares the student sufficiently for the middle level manpower 

requirement of the country. According to the National Council for Tertiary Education 

(NCTE) Ghana has six public universities, thirteen private universities and ten 

polytechnics, one in each of the ten administrative regions of Ghana (NCTE, 2006a and 

b.; Sedgwick, 2000) The University for Development Studies (UDS), established in 

1992 in Tamale, the capital city for the Northern Region is the only University in 

northern Ghana. The rest are concentrated in the southern parts of Ghana, particularly in 

Accra (Effah, 2003). The duration of University Education is normally three years for 

first degree courses for those who hold G.C.E. “A” Level passes, Diploma or those who 

enter as mature students but for qualified SHS applicants, it is 4 years. However, 

courses like Medicine, Architecture and Professional Law require more than four years. 

Available statistics indicate that Ghana‟s tertiary education registered an increase in 

enrolments of 31%, from about 67,000 in 2001 to 88,000 in 2004 (Effah, 2003; Morley 

et al., 2007). This increasing demand for tertiary level education has led to an expansion 

in private tertiary institutions, mainly in Accra, giving increased opportunities for a 

large number of qualified applicants to have access to tertiary education.  However, the 

expansion of tertiary institutions has not been able to meet the growing demand for 

tertiary education in the country. For example, the participation rate of the age-group 

18-21 years in tertiary institutions in the country is as low as 2.5% compared to 30-40% 

for the corresponding age group in some developed countries (UNDP/ISSER, 2001; 

Morley et al., 2007).  
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Table 8: Number of students in universities in Ghana in 2005/2006 

Source: Morley et al. (2007)  

 

Table 8 shows the participation rates in tertiary education in Ghana (2001). The table 

above also shows that female enrolment lag behind male enrolment rates in tertiary 

education in Ghana as indicated by the enrolment figures of 19,000 and 49,000 

respectively and the GPI of 0.4 at this level.  

 

Female students‟ participation in university education increased from 21 per cent in 

1991/92 to 26 per cent in 1998/99. In the same period, their participation in polytechnic 

education was 16 per cent for 1993/94 and 21 per cent for 1998/99 (Effah, 2003). 

Statistics for 2005/2006 academic year shows a slight increase in the participation rate 

for both male and female in tertiary education. For the universities the male to female 

enrolment ratio was 65:35 and 70:30 for the polytechnics which is far lower than the 

Public universities M F T %F 

Students enrolled in certificate and diploma 

programmes 

1074 923 1997 0.46 

Students enrolled in degree  programmes 50820 27008 77828 0.35 

Students enrolled in post-graduate programmes 2835 1128 3963 0.28 

Total students enrolled in public universities 54729 29059 83788 0.35 

Private universities     

Students enrolled in  private universities 5582 3915 9497 0.41 

All universities     

Total students enrolled in public and private 

universities 

60311 32974 93285 0.35 

% at private universities 9 12 10  



71 

 

national affirmative action policy of 50% males to 50% females aimed at doubling the 

number of girls entering into tertiary education (NCTE, 2006; NCTE, 2006a; 

(Government of Ghana, 2006a). Though enrolment for women increased, their 

participation is highest in subjects such as education, social sciences and arts and 

mainly concentrated in the lower grade programmes (certificate, diploma and degree), 

whereas men dominate the science, engineering and agriculture as well as the post-

graduate programmes. The 1996 the Cost-sharing system introduced by the government 

for higher education impacted negatively on university enrolment, particularly women 

and the poor (Sawyerr, 2001; Danso-Manu, 2004; Adei, 2006; Government of Ghana, 

2004d; Morley et al., 2007). Furthermore, inadequate classrooms and lecture halls in 

secondary and tertiary institutions restrict access to most prospective students, 

particularly girls to university education. The low participation of women in tertiary 

education can therefore be seen as the consequences of the more general constraints that 

women face in education.  

 

3.10 Conclusion 

  

In this chapter I have provided a gender analysis of women‟s situation in Ghana, with 

particular reference to their social, economic, political, employment and health status 

and I have explored the efficacy of government and MOWAC initiatives specifically 

aimed at improving the position of women. I argued that despite the general 

improvement in women‟s status the position of women and men within the Ghanaian 

society remains relatively unchanged, thus gender inequalities still persist in all spheres 

of life in favour of men. I have also outlined and examined the educational system and 

reforms introduced by the Ghanaian government from Independence to date and I 

contend that, though enrolment at all levels in education improved remarkably over the 

period, the benefits from this expansion were unequally distributed in terms of 

geographic location and by gender.  Girls, thus, continue to lag behind boys at all levels 

in the education system and a lot still remains to be done to bridge the gender gap. In 

the next chapter I discuss the procedure and processes that were followed in exploring 

the differential treatment girls experience at home and in the school situation. 
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Chapter 4:  The Research Methodology 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

The purpose of this study was to find out the perspectives of students, teachers, parents 

and education officials about the existing patterns of gender inequalities in the Ghanaian 

education sector, particularly in secondary schools and its effects on girls after leaving 

school. It also examined the root causes or structural factors that produce gender 

inequalities. The central purpose of this study was to explore the manner in which 

educational institutions help to reproduce and perpetuate gender inequalities and the 

specific forms that these inequalities take at the secondary school level. If we regard 

gender as a power relation it becomes easier to examine social institutions for the 

functions they play in defining and reinforcing gender inequalities. The main concern of 

the research is with the ways gender infuses the daily lives of secondary school students 

in Ghana. It also explores teachers‟ attitudes toward students in secondary schools and 

the ways in which these are influenced by the messages concerning masculinity and 

femininity. I examined interactions among students themselves and some of the ways 

they make sense of their experiences in school. Guided by the issues arising from the 

literature review and interviews I specifically seek to:  

 

 Explore the differential treatment girls experience in schools and the effect that 

this has upon their academic attainment. 

 

 Examine the institutional structures that encourage these gendered experiences, 

both within the school and the household.  

 

 Explore the ways in which teachers‟ attitudes in school help to perpetuate 

particular perceptions and expectations about the appropriate education of 

students particularly girls. 
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 Determine the factors and situations, which contribute to the incidence of 

dropout among school girls 

 

 Evaluate the successes and challenges of the Girls‟ Education Unit and 

government policies in promoting girls‟ and suggest gender sensitive strategies 

that would help bridge the gender gap in the Ghanaian education system.  

 

The process of subordinating and differentiating girls on grounds of gender / sex within 

the educational process has been analyzed, on more than one level, over the past four 

decades (Skelton, 2001; Clarricoates, 1987; Wolpe, 1983). Two concepts frequently 

used in such analyses: “sexism” and “sex-stereotyping” are typical of the ways that 

previous researchers have attempted to understand the manner in which girls are 

socialized and excluded within and from particular aspects of the educational 

experiences. Since the main purpose was to determine the nature, causes of any 

discrimination against girls in school, and connect them adequately with the wider 

patterns of structural inequality within society, it was also important to identify some of 

the effects that gender inequalities in schooling have on girls after leaving school. There 

was also the need to interview officials from the education office, which is closely 

connected with the formulation and implementation of educational policies in schools. 

This was to help gain an understanding of their perspectives on policies for addressing 

gender inequality in education. 

 

4.2 The Rationale for a Qualitative Approach  

 

This research used a qualitative approach, strengthened by feminist research techniques 

in addition to ethnographic considerations. Bryman (2001) defines qualitative research, 

as “a research strategy that usually emphasizes words rather than quantification in the 

collection and analysis of data….it is inductivist, constructionist and interpretivist” (p. 

264). An important consideration, which informed the choice of qualitative 

methodology, is the need to gain an in-depth picture of the perceptions and experiences 
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of students, teachers, parents, and education officials about gender inequalities in 

education. This means examining the diverse views and experiences of gender 

disparities between boys and girls in school, and the factors that contribute to the ways 

in which they are perceived. Thus, since issues about context and experiences are 

important to the different perceptions and experiences the research requires the use of 

qualitative approaches. As Greene (1994) points out:  

 

When… information needs comprise multiple perspectives, contextualised 

meanings, or the experience of programme participation… then qualitative 

methods should be employed (Greene, 1994: 539). 

 

 This implies the use of naturalistic research approaches (Lincoln and Cuba, 1985; 

Greene, 1994; David and Sutton, 2004) which has the potential to reveal the influence 

of context (social, institution, personal etc.) on perceptions and practices. Its goal is to 

understand social reality on its own terms “as it really is”. Taken in its simplest form, 

naturalism seeks rich description of people and interaction as they exist and unfold in 

their natural settings (Gubrium and Holstein, 1999). Thus, it stresses the socially 

constructed nature of reality.  The approach of naturalistic inquiry, as Maykut and 

Morehouse (1994) point out, requires the researcher to be part of the investigation 

through observation and in-depth interviewing but also to be removed from the research 

situation to rethink the meanings of the experience.  

 

It is intended that findings from the research would help to point out changes that would 

have greater chances of success and be acceptable to teachers, students and educational 

officials as a means of eliminating or bridging the gender gap in Ghanaian schools. This 

however would mean paying attention to the perceptions of those involved in using the 

results to suggest changes that are responsive to actual needs and concerns. In this 

respect, the research could be described as “responsive evaluation” (Stake, 1994). Since 

it seeks to uncover and address the concerns of key participants towards the promotion 

of gender equity in the Ghanaian educational system. Greene (1994) is also of the view 

that improvements are “more likely if local rather than remote concerns are 
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addressed…and if local rather than remote values are explicated and used to make 

judgments (p. 539). In this study for example, it is important to examine specific 

educational policies and interventions and their effectiveness in addressing gender 

inequality in the Ghanaian educational set up.  

 

Another consideration for the choice of qualitative approach stemmed from the 

recognition that a laissez-faire, distant or purely quantitative research approach would 

not probe below the surface of issues. It is therefore important to be in sufficient contact 

with research subjects and the settings to understand fully the issues inherent in the 

system, which the research seeks to unravel. In many African cultures, there is the 

tendency towards an „affirmative‟ view of life as reported by Stephens (1990) in his 

study of Nigeria. This affirmative attitude often is intended “to minimize points of 

disagreement and….to harmonise possible conflicting perspectives” (Stephens, 

1990:146). To reduce such influence it is necessary to place myself into the study 

situation where responses could be validated, if necessary, for their truth-value. This 

calls for a closer association and the use of more open-ended and in-depth research 

approaches. My decision to adopt a qualitative research approach therefore, was the 

need for a research strategy that would not only enhance our understanding of gender 

discrimination against girls in the Ghanaian education sector, but also in response to 

calls for more qualitative approaches to research into educational problems particularly 

in developing countries to further understanding (Fuller and Heyneman, 1989; 

Agyemang, 1991; Akyeampong and Murphy, 1997). 

 

The final consideration stemmed from the lack of adequate research into gender 

inequalities in education, particularly the discrimination against girls in schools in 

Ghana, which is sensitive to context and reflects „insiders‟ accounts or participant 

experience of schooling in Ghana. The lack of such research is a problem in a wider 

educational research culture in Ghana, which seems to place more emphasis and value 

on quantitative research approaches than on its qualitative counterpart (Agyeman, 1991). 

Agyeman is of the view that this over emphasis and reliance on quantitative research 

approaches has contributed to a blunted analysis of education in African societies and 

has led to policy measures based on misinformation. The result of this, he adds, is the 



76 

 

lack of better understanding of the experience of teaching, learning, and other 

educational phenomena that constitute the internal system of the educational enterprise 

in most African societies. Supporting Agyeman‟s view Griffiths and Parker-Jenkins 

(1994) writing about the methodological and ethical dilemmas they faced in doing 

research exploring school attendance and gender issues in schooling in Ghana, argue 

that quantitative survey-type research will have limited value if “…..high-level 

qualitative work has not been done to discover what categories, terminology and forms 

of approach should be employed” (p. 455). My view is that there is lack of this 

preliminary qualitative work amongst the educational research community in Ghana on 

gender inequalities in schools. Though quantitative approaches have the potential to 

establish some existing patterns of gender inequalities in the Ghanaian education sector, 

nevertheless, they often fail to provide insight into unintended consequences and to 

address the concerns of those directly affected by gender discrimination in schools 

(Merriam, 1988). 

 

This research was informed by a feminist standpoint and research process. Feminist 

research brings gender to the foreground and endeavours to understand the perspectives 

of women and girls (Scantlebury, 2005; Stanley and Wise, 1983; Reinharz, 1992; 

Oakley, 1981). Feminist researchers argue that the exclusive use of a quantitative 

approach does not portray the real situation of women and girls. They advocate for in-

depth interviewing as it allows for a more balanced and democratic conversation 

between researcher and participant than is the case in traditional inquiry methods. 

Complex and interrelated issues such as the effects of imbalance power relations, 

societal belief systems, and impact of poverty on girls' schooling require more in-depth 

study to explore the reasons for inequalities in education in order to identify appropriate 

measures to reduce disparities. Feminist research also considers ethical issues in 

research processes as very important and openly accepts the subjectivity of the 

researcher‟s and participants‟ perspectives in the research process (Scantlebury, 2005; 

Oakley, 1981; Stanley and Wise, 1983).  
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4.3 Methodological Position and Identity of the Researcher 

 

As stated earlier, researchers like Dunne and Leach et al (2005), Agyemang (1991) and 

Parker-Jenkins (1994) have advocated for more a qualitative approach to research in 

developing countries like Ghana to help facilitate a greater understanding of the range 

of complex and interrelated issues better. Akyeampong and Murphy (1997) supported 

this position by also arguing for approaches in studying and understanding problems of 

gender inequality in the Ghanaian educational sector. They argue that:  

 

The problems of education are varied, interconnected and often contextual. The 

research tools required…..therefore need to be adaptable and flexible…..Great 

disservice is done to educational development when we attempt to implement 

new educational strategies and innovations without sufficient understanding of 

both classroom and school-community contexts. To understand such realities 

researchers need to become more involved with those they study in order to gain 

a deeper understanding of how educational phenomena or practice is perceived 

by them. Only then can research findings be applied to real and relevant issues 

in education (Akyeampong and Murphy 1997: 5).  

 

These observations obviously influenced me but the theoretical approach employed for 

this study was influenced largely by my own philosophical inclination to feminist 

theory and research processes. My philosophical position has its roots in how I have 

come to view the nature of certain aspects of the educational setting and their needs, as I 

have become familiar with them. A major contribution of this viewpoint is my 

professional background as a teacher and my interest in the behaviour and attitude of 

students, particularly female students, within the secondary school, and thus, their 

academic and social development in respect to the differential treatment they receive in 

school.  

 

In this study, my identity was very important because of my previous profession as a 

teacher in the study area. The interviewer‟s effect in terms of personality, social 
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background, gender and age are seen as factors that influence the responses in a study 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995; Burgess, 1985). For example, my access to conduct 

research in the study school was facilitated by my previous work as a teacher for six 

years in the school. This meant that personally I was well known to the head teacher, 

assistant head teacher and a few teachers who were still teaching in the study school, so 

I was familiar with the setting and had links with some people within the educational 

sector, which also facilitated my access to educational officials. Additionally, my 

position as a former colleague teacher helped me to gain the necessary cooperation from 

teachers in the study school to conduct interviews and observe practices. This was 

because most teachers at the school had been through university education and 

understood what it meant to undertake research as an academic requirement. As a result, 

they were willing to give me similar support others had given them when they were 

conducting research exercises. Also, the fact that I grew up as young girl in the study 

area gave me a particular relation with many of the girls as we share a similar 

background and thus created a more relaxed environment for the interviews. 

Furthermore, being a Ghanaian and a native of the area, my fluency in the local 

language facilitated effective communication as it made the task of gaining access easier 

and encouraged co-operation from participants in the field.  

 

Cotteril and Letherby (1994) have noted that once in the field “the researcher put 

himself into different roles which are relevant to the identity of the researcher as a 

person” (p. 116). Citing evidence from their research and others, they pointed out how 

personal identity in relation to a research topic can encourage positive effects in 

research. In their view, being perceived by those studied, as a person who shares similar 

experiences seems to eliminate fear about the purpose of the research and can pave the 

way for very informative talk. However, the cases they cite were often dealing with 

highly emotive topics, such as women‟s experiences with miscarriage, and it could be 

argued these benefited from shared experiences. Thus, although in qualitative research 

the identity of the researcher in relation to the research topic can be useful, it would 

appear that the important thing is how the researcher‟s identity is managed in the 

research process to ensure the validity and trustworthiness of the data and its 

interpretations. Since some participants knew me, and I was familiar to the research 

setting from that point of view I could be labelled as an „insider‟ (Cotteril and Letherby, 
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1994). However, being an insider there is the risk of seeing things as normal and taking 

them for granted. Therefore, I do not deny the fact that I brought with me certain biases 

into this study, which definitely shaped the way I view and understand the data gathered 

from the field.   

 

Whilst in the field there were occasions when I was viewed as an “expert” with ready-

made solutions to problems (gender inequalities) being faced by both female teachers 

and female students because of my previous work as a teacher and more so because I 

was coming from the UK  as a PhD student to explore issues of gender inequality in 

schooling. Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) commenting on the role of the “expert” 

state: the model of the expert often seems to suggest that the social researcher is, or 

should be, a person who is extremely well informed as to „problems‟ and their solution 

(p. 77). This role was sensed from some teachers and educational officials in the region 

who expected that having returned from Britain, I have some ready-made solutions. For 

example, they requested that I use my position to lobby philanthropists and NGOs in the 

UK to assist them. Unfortunately, I was not in a position to assist. On the part of 

students, because I was able to establish cordial relationships with them, they talked 

freely about the discrimination and abuses they have suffered from teachers, parents and 

peers and expected some solutions. In fact, as a female teacher concerned about the 

disadvantaged position of schoolgirls I felt I had a moral obligation to report the abuses 

which affect girls‟ wellbeing and educational outcome to a higher authority for the 

appropriate action to be taken. However, I felt reporting the issue about the abuse would 

be betraying the students who had been promised anonymity and confidentiality of data, 

as well as also cause harm to the participants involved (Norris, 1993). Alternatively, 

initiating any action could hinder the success of the research and also spoil the chances 

of future researchers who may wish to carrying out similar exercises. In her 

ethnographic research with street children in Tanzania conducted for a PhD thesis Evans 

(2002) reports how she nearly jeopardised her research when she unintentionally found 

herself in the role of a whistleblower, by seeking help from a health professional for one 

of the street girls who reported being repeatedly raped by a street boy. She was accused 

of breaking confidentiality and spreading negative information about the street 

children‟s shelter organization. Her action also led to the street girl leaving the shelter as 

well as caused one of the workers involved in the case to lose her job. Similarly, Norris 
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(1993) recounting incidents of excessive brutality by the police in his research failed to 

expose the violence for fear of betraying the police trust and risking future access. Thus, 

to avoid jeopardising the success of my research, I concentrated on the research and 

reserved comments on the abuse to the end of the fieldwork. For example, before I left 

the school I encouraged the girls to follow the school procedure for complains to report 

any future teacher misconduct and abuses to the appropriate school authorities and said 

that I felt that they should not continue to suffer in silence.    

 

4.4 The Field and the Fieldwork 

 

The northern regions of Ghana have historically been disadvantaged in education and 

continue to show worst indicators, including the highest gender gap. As a result, there is 

serious disparity and inequality in the educational participation between the northern 

and the southern parts of Ghana, particularly for girls. For instance, available statistics 

show that, as at the 1994/95 academic year, whilst the national percentage of pupils who 

were girls was 46.6 and that for the south ranged between 46.4 and 49.4, the data for the 

three northern regions ranged between 37.1 and 43.8. The people of the north and for 

that matter Upper West region are predominately peasant farmers and relatively poor 

due to the low level of socio-economic development of the area (District Level 

Consultation Report, UWR, 2001). According to the 2000 population and housing 

census, the Wa district has a total population of 224,454, made up of 109,539 males and 

114,915 females (GSS, 2000). The density is about 38 persons per square kilometres. 

The major ethnic groups are Walas, Sissalas, Dagaabas and Chakales (District Level 

Consultation Report, UWR, 2001). In terms of education Wa district, has 36 pre- 

schools, 126 primary schools, 81 junior secondary schools, 6 senior secondary/technical 

schools, 1 teacher training college and 1 polytechnic institution. Many of these 

institutions are located in the Wa Township to the neglect of the hinterland. Despite the 

numerous institutions, the literacy rate is still low. The literacy rate in the district is 

about 29.3% compared to the national average of 49% (ibid).  According to the report, 

the total enrolment figure for secondary schools in the district for the 2000/2001 

academic year was 2,634, which was made of 962 boys and 672 girls.  
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The fieldwork was conducted in WA in Upper West region of Ghana between October 

2005 and January 2006. Shortly after completing my first round of fieldwork, drop out 

emerged as a major theme in my interviews with teachers, students, educational officials 

and parents which encouraged me to embark on a second fieldwork in Ghana from 

December, 2006 to February 2007. Approximately seven months were spent in the 

study area for the two periods of fieldwork. The study was focused on a secondary 

school in Upper West region which is situated on the north-western part of Ghana. 

Although this research sought to study gender discrimination in secondary education in 

Ghana, many schools could not be studied for logistical and practical reasons. I chose to 

study in the region because it is one of the three northern regions of Ghana that have the 

lowest enrolment of girls in the country.  

 

As noted earlier, the study school is one of the six senior secondary schools in the Wa 

district. It is a community day secondary school for the catchment area and has a 

population of 189, which is made up of 151 boys and 38 girls as at the 2003/2004 

academic year (WaSecTech 3
rd

 Quarterly Report, 2004). The school has 6 female 

teachers and 15 male teachers with the headmaster and his assistant both being males. 

The school runs three main programmes, which include Technical, Vocational and 

General Arts. From this target, a smaller and more convenient group was selected for 

the study based on the limited time and financial resources available. Most studies on 

gender and educational research in Ghana have tended to draw their sample from a 

relatively homogenous population made up of mainly girls (Grace, 1991; Acheampong, 

1992; Ankoma, 1990). However, this study sought to diverge from this trend by 

including most of the key players in the education sector, hence giving a holistic 

approach to issues of gender discrimination in the Ghanaian education sector. The 

sample population therefore involved both male and female students, teachers, parents 

and educational officials in the region.  
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4.5 The Research Methods and Approaches to data collection  

 

In qualitative research of this nature, the question of access was central since the wealth 

of the data to be collected ultimately depended upon what access was given to what 

resources of data. In addition, people who granted interviews needed to be convinced 

that the research was of some value to them and be given assurances of the researcher‟s 

integrity so that they offer a spirit of co-operation during the interviews. Hammersley 

and Atkinson (1993) comments on the importance of access in conducting research 

point out that:  

 

 The problem of access is not resolved once one has gained entry to a setting, 

since this by no means guarantees access to all data available within it ….not 

everyone may be willing to talk, and even the most willing informant will not be 

prepared or perhaps even able to divulge all information available to him or her 

(p. 76).  

 

I can deduce from this assertion that access therefore has two sides, first, the official 

permission and once in the field the negotiated aspect of potential subjects. These two-

aspects were taken into account in this study. Access to the selected school and 

educational officials was gained by obtaining letters of introduction from my 

department explaining the purpose and importance of the research. The headmaster of 

the school, however, set conditions that I was not to disrupt the classroom activities and 

take up their time, and requested to be furnished with the final findings of the study. To 

fulfil his request an executive summary of my research will be disseminated to 

education officials, parents and students of the study school.  

 

I conducted a pilot study for testing the interview schedules before the main study was 

undertaken within duration of one week, with a cross section of the respondents 

(teachers, students and parents). It should be noted that all participants used in the 

piloting stage were excluded from the main research, to avoid biasing the results due to 

the advance exposure to interview questions. The purpose of this was to test the 
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interview questions, and to make any necessary amendments. Powney and Watts (1987), 

emphasizing the need for piloting interviews point out that: 

 

 Running a few interviews focuses the mind woefully on potential data collection 

problems and gives the interviewer a chance to modify practices, before the 

investigation proper begins (Powney and Watts, 1987: 125).  

 

The objective of the pilot study was to determine the attitudes and behaviour of 

respondents towards the structure and wording of questions and to find out whether the 

interview questions would be able to elicit the required responses. The results of the 

piloting helped in reviewing the research agenda and modifying the approaches to data 

collection. I realised in the pilot study that some students were not fluent in the English 

language even though the medium of instruction in the school is English. Hence, 

students were given the option to speak either English or the local dialect during the 

actual interview since the researcher speaks and understands the local dialect.  In this 

study, the piloting also helped to practice the social interactive skills required in 

interview situation and helped in conducting the fieldwork in a worthwhile manner.  

 

I started the actual research when schools had just been in session for the first term for 

four weeks. I conducted semi-structured interviews with teachers, students, parents and 

educational officials, and engaged in observation from October to 18th December 2005 

when schools went on vacation for the Christmas break. The fieldwork continued in 

Accra after the break from January 4, 2006 to January 21, 2006 where I interviewed the 

national director of girls‟ education unit and also gathered secondary data from 

documentary sources. Documentary sources were an important focus of this study. Yin 

(1994) points out that, documentary information is of importance to every case study 

topic and therefore should be the object of an explicit data collection plan. Furthermore, 

it can serve to corroborate or augment evidence from other sources. Documents that 

were used were policy documents which reflect the incorporation of gender issues in the 

Ghanaian education sector and highlight the current policy of mainstreaming gender 

into the education system in Ghana. Specific documents in this category included 
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educational policy documents, previous studies conducted with schoolgirls at both 

regional and national levels, academic literature at the University of Ghana and the 

institute of social work and reports from Ghanaian government and several NGOs on 

gender equity. These documents helped me to build a comprehensive picture of the key 

concerns and practical strategies in bridging the gender gap in the Ghanaian education 

sector since the establishment of the GEU in 1987. They also helped to develop an 

understanding of the extent to which views and practice reflected policy development in 

addressing gender inequality in the Ghanaian education sector.  

 

The main instruments for the collection of data for this study were face to face semi-

structured interviews, focus groups, life histories and observation (discussed in detail 

below). I undertook observation on a continuous daily basis for six weeks and I became 

absorbed into the school routine with its assemblies, playtimes and lessons. I also took 

the opportunity to incorporate into the study informal discussions with students and 

teachers. Development of interview protocol was an essential aspect of the research 

process. The semi-structured approach to interviewing was used mainly to gather 

descriptive data in the subjects‟ own words so that insight could be gained into teachers‟ 

opinions, values, beliefs, expectations and attitudes towards students from a gendered 

perspective. The semi-structured interview questions were based on issues identified 

from the research questions. The different instruments adopted in this study are 

presented in table 9 and briefly discussed below. 
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Table 9: Table of Research Methods Employed and number of Participants 

 

participants Semi-structured 

interviews 

Focus 

group 

Life history 

interviews 

Observation 

Schoolgirls 22 15  Y 

Schoolboys 10 15  Y 

Female teachers 5   Y 

Male teachers 10   Y 

Education officers 4    

Female dropouts   20  

Male dropouts   10  

Parents 8   Y 

Gender desk officer 1    

Total 60 30 30  

 

4.6 Interviewing  

 

Interviewing involves asking people questions and listening carefully to the answers 

given. Interviews are direct conversation with a purpose and allow the researcher to 

have a face-to-face interaction with the researched (David and Sutton, 2004; Bryman 

and burgess, 1994; Fontana and Frey, 2000). Face-to-face interviewing is the most 

commonly used technique for conducting a systematic inquiry and most social 

researchers regard it as a „window on the world‟ (Holstein and Gubrium, 1999:105). 

Interviewing despite all the textbook guidance is admittedly „not easy‟ (Denzin, 1970: 

186). The various texts on methodology inform us of the „need‟ and dangers between 
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the interviewee and interviewer. However, Ann Oakley‟s (1981) account of 

interviewing women is more to the point when she states “…..interviewing necessitates 

the manipulation of interviewee as objects of the study/sources of data….” (P: 33). I 

was aware of such ethical problems in the interviewing and made attempts to minimise 

manipulation. 

 

The most important sources of data were teachers and students. This took a major part 

of the fieldwork. As stated earlier, the semi-structured approach to interview was used 

to gather descriptive data in the subjects‟ own words to help in drawing insight from 

them. The use of a semi-structured approach also allowed depth to be achieved by 

providing the interviewer the opportunity to probe and expand the participants‟ 

responses (Hitchcocks and Hughes, 1992: 83). During the interview, participants were 

given considerable latitude to pursue a range of issues, which they considered relevant 

to the subject of discussion. This was done to ensure that they got the opportunity to 

shape the content of the interview and to introduce their own agenda regarding the 

discussion. Semi-structured interviews were also used to encourage participants to relate 

their responses to research issues or questions (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Merriam, 

1988). All participants were assured of confidentiality and anonymity at the beginning 

of each interview session.  

 

Bodgan and Biklen (1992), commenting on the disadvantages associated with the use of 

semi-structured approach indicated that with the semi-structured interview approach one 

often loses the “opportunity to understand how the subject themselves structured the 

topic at hand” (p.79). In this study, it was essential to allow participants to shape the 

content of the interview to bring out the complex and intricate issues of gender 

discrimination in the school situation. To achieve this I operated between the semi-

structured and unstructured interview mode but attempted to ensure that issues raised by 

participants were similar to the study agenda even though occasionally other important 

concerns that I was not aware of might come up. In all, 120 respondents were studied 

(see table 9 above). 
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As stated earlier, teachers, students, parents and educational officials were the main 

sources of data for the study. The interviews were recorded mostly by an audiotape 

recording, supplemented by note taking. Audiotape recording, in spite of the fact that it 

provides verbatim documentation on the tape has some recognizable disadvantages. It 

can develop mechanical or technical problems which can lead to loss of valuable 

information.    It can also have an effect on the interviewees by making them „more 

guarded about what they say (and how they say it); especially when sensitive material is 

being discussed‟ (Vulliamy, 1990: 105). Furthermore, it cannot capture important 

characteristics, which give additional layers of meaning to spoken words, like gestures, 

facial expression and postures (Powney and Watts, 1987). To minimize some of these 

problems associated with the use of tape recording, I made note taking and observation 

important part of interview engagements, whether formal or informal during fieldwork. 

To reduce reactivity too because of the use of or presence of the recording machine, I 

used a digital recorder of the size of a mobile phone, which did not require the use of 

cassettes, but interviewees were made aware of it and their permission sought before 

interviews were recorded. 

 

4.7 Teachers’ Interviews 

 

Part of the study consisted of formal interviews with 15 teachers (5 females and 10 

males). I gained many invaluable insights into the prevalence of teacher attitude as to 

“appropriate gender behaviour” (Oakley, 1985), conducting interviews with them, in a 

formal fashion using semi-structured interviews (see appendices 4). Teachers and 

educational officials were selected for this study by purposive sampling. Purposive 

sampling involves selecting respondents who can provide information that answers the 

research questions of the study. Thus, interviewees were selected on the researcher‟s 

own knowledge and opinion about which individual holds relevant knowledge to the 

issue in question (David and Sutton, 2004). Teachers play a significant role in the 

construction of students‟ gender identity because through their interaction with students 

they can perpetuate or change society‟s dominant values. To some extent, the gender 

discrimination in education in Ghana stems from general attitudes of teachers. It is 
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therefore significant to interview them to identify the extent of their gender sensitivity 

in their perceptions, and hence also in their profession in general. These findings could 

help to reveal where and how it is possible to intervene in order to promote gender 

equality and dismantle gender inequalities in the educational system. Interviewing was 

thus used to clarify what the teachers say they do in and outside the classroom, whilst 

observation provided extensive field notes of what they actually did. Whilst 

interviewing teachers about their interaction with students I declined to venture into the 

„pretence of neutrality‟ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995; Punch, 1998; Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2000), and felt that I related to their problems and particularly to the multiple 

work load that most of the female teachers experienced. In fact, the women saw me as 

not too far removed from themselves as I openly discussed my own circumstances, with 

respect to the work/ domestic situation, and found we had many similar „problems‟, 

coping with children, balancing domestic chores with a heavy load paid career  and 

dealing with conflicting emotions that beset so many women in our situation.  Ann 

Oakley suggests, “Where both share the same gender socialization and critical life 

experiences, social distance can be minimal” (Oakley, 1981:  55).  

 

4.8 Students’ Interviews 

 

I interviewed 22 schoolgirls and 10 schoolboys between the ages of 17-22 to explore 

their experiences of schooling using semi-structured interviews (see appendices 1), on a 

one to one basis which made it easier to establish rapport. With a one-to-one 

interviewing, confidentiality could be ensured and the participant was not distracted or 

influenced by the presence of other participants (Haralambos and Holborn, 2004). 

Before the start of the interviews I explained to the teachers in the school my purpose to 

interview a diverse group of students from both genders and all school year groups (first 

to third year students in secondary school) about their views about home, school, 

cultural values and gender division of labour. Purposeful sampling was used to select 

students for individual interviews as teachers selected student they thought were most 

intelligent and articulate to respond to my questions. Hence, I had little control over 

which students were selected for the individual interviews. During the interviews 

however, I found that not all the students were articulate and fluent in the English 
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language therefore I gave the option to those who wanted to speak in the local language 

to do so. The students I interviewed were from both poor and wealthy backgrounds. 

Majority of the participants had parents mainly in low status and low income 

occupations such as peasant farmers, carpenters, masons, auto-mechanics and petty 

traders. A few students had parents who were teachers, accountants, police and army 

officers as well as civil servants.  They were therefore representative of the school in 

general. Most students were day scholars due to inadequate hostel facilities.  All 

students‟ interviews took place in the absence of the teachers and in a quiet classroom 

allocated to the researcher by the headmaster, with little possibility of distraction or 

intrusion. Powney and Watts (1987) point out that being within earshot or eyesight of 

other people significant to the participant, noisy, and spaces liable to constant 

interruption can adversely affect participants involved in educational interviews. For 

this reason, care was taken to locate students‟ interviews or discussions in a comfortable 

environment where they were unlikely to have any interference and students could talk 

freely. With the individual interviews, I conducted more interviews with girls than boys 

and during the period of observation I spent more time with them since my interest was 

more on the girls. All interviews were conducted during lunchtime, playtime or before 

morning assembly and lasted between 20 and 30 minutes.  

 

In addition to one-to-one interviews I conducted three focus group discussions with 

groups of 10 students between the ages of 17-22 (1 mixed sex group and 2 single sex 

groups). After the individual interviews many students volunteered to be interviewed 

and this time round the teachers did not interrupt. I used simple random sampling to 

select students from the various year groups. A random sample is one where the 

researcher insures that each member of that population has an equal probability of being 

selected (David and Sutton, 2004; Chen and Manion, 1994). Students who participated 

in the in one-to-one interviews were not included in the focus group discussions. 

Similar themes were discussed in both individual interviews and focus group 

discussions (see appendix 1).  However, focus group discussions offer a unique 

occasion to collectively interview participants as well as to observe them interacting 

while discussing (Suter, 2000). The purpose of this choice was to generate discussion 

among a group of male and female students about the differential treatment they receive 
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in school. This form of interaction among the students generated more wide-ranging 

information than a one-to-one interview; since there was the possibility of giving them 

greater control and the opportunity to talk amongst themselves, rather than simply with 

the interviewer (David and Sutton, 2004; Fontana and Frey, 2000; Morgan, 1998). 

Moreover, the presence of their colleagues helped reduce the imbalanced power 

relations inherent in adult-child interactions since they felt more relaxed in the situation. 

It is the expectation of some educational  researchers (for example, Vulliamy, 1990) that, 

in interviewing students in groups sometimes students‟ true views would be suppressed 

because they may be contrary to the views of the majority of the group. However, I 

found that interviewing students in groups of about ten generated healthy discussion and 

enriched the data. Supporting this view David and Sutton (2004) state that, “Sometimes 

asking a group of people to discuss a question or set of questions may generate more 

useful and interesting data” (p.92). The disagreement or agreement within a group about 

issues served as a useful check. Other advantages of focus groups include their ability to 

facilitate interaction and give access to informants‟ attitudes and experiences (Suter, 

2000). Rather than providing the best environment for naturalistic observation (as in 

participant observation) or direct probing (as in life history), they were excellent in 

combining the two advantages, which is of unique importance (ibid). Focus groups may 

be relatively structured to generate data that can easily be compared with that from other 

focus group interviews. This enables strong comparison between groups selected to 

participate. However, there is the danger that dominant individuals within the group 

may come to dominate the discussion. This may lead to a discussion in which less 

dominant individuals either do not say very much or tend to go along with the views of 

participants that are more vocal (David and Sutton, 2004; Morgan, 1998). To counter 

this action, I conducted three focus group interviews, one for female students, and 

another for male students and the third, a mixture of both boys and girls.  Although 

researchers such as Stake (1995) comment that the group might be „captured‟ by orators, 

in this research it was different as I found that both boys and girls seemed to enjoy 

participating within the groups. Relying on my experience as a teacher I managed each 

situation to ensure that no individual student dominated the discussions. Boys are said 

to be active and want to take control of an interaction, however, the gender-segregated 

focus group discussion held for both boys and girls afforded each group, particularly 

that of the girls, the opportunity to express views that they otherwise may not have said 
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in the presence of the boys. Overall boys were much more confident about expressing 

their views to me than girls, reflecting the conventional gender norms which socialize 

girls not to express their views and be less confident.  

 

4.9 Parents’ Interviews 

 

I visited and interviewed eight parents individually from eight families (four mothers 

and four fathers) of students in their homes to investigate the types of activities that 

boys and girls were engaged in at home, since what takes place in the family influences 

students‟ experiences of school (Agyeman, 1993; Sharp and Green, 1975; King, 1978). 

I believe that without knowledge of the home, information on the influences of 

schooling is incomplete. Access to parents was through some of the students I interacted 

with in the school. Three of the mothers were involved in petty trading while the fourth 

one was a primary school teacher. Among the fathers were two civil servants, an auto-

mechanic and a farmer. The low occupational status of most parents suggests that their 

level of education is generally low.  Parents were asked about the domestic chores 

which their children perform regularly. The interviews with parents aimed to discover 

and describe their perceptions and expectations as to the appropriate gender behaviour 

of students and the different roles that students perform at home (see appendices 2). It 

was also an attempt to understand how parents‟ views on gender relations expressed 

relate to those of the school. Children form appropriate behaviour and attitudes early 

from parents and peers at home (Oakley, 1985). The school, it has been argued 

reproduces these feminine and masculine stereotypes attitudes and behaviour. 

Interviews with parents were therefore seen as an important part of the study because 

the influence of the family on students is very important in the analysis of gender 

inequality in education. Interviews were held with women in the evening during normal 

routine tasks such as food preparation. However, the men were interviewed in the 

morning during weekends since several attempts to meet during the evening were not 

successful. This gave me an insight into the home situation of students and parental 

attitudes towards gender roles as well as their views concerning their daughters 

attending school. All eight parents‟ interviews lasted between 30 and 45 minutes.  

 



92 

 

4.10 Educational Officials’ Interviews 

 

I conducted in-depth interviews with four educational officials and a gender desk officer 

in their offices at district, regional and national levels. I felt that policies for promoting 

gender equity in education in Ghana could be understood if the views of those entrusted 

with developing the policies and laying the guidelines for its operation were examined. 

The group in this category came from the Girls Education Unit (GEU) of the ministry of 

education. These meetings afforded the opportunity to discuss issues about the policies 

and interventions (see appendices 3) they put in place to eliminate or reduce gender 

discrimination against girls in the Ghanaian education sector. I felt interviewing and 

holding discussions with a cross section of those either directly or indirectly involved in 

promoting gender equity in the Ghanaian education sector provided a rich and 

illuminative perspective on issues under investigation in this study.  

 

4.11 Life History Interviews with School dropouts 

 

Considering many schoolgirls dropping out of school in the study area, it seemed 

relevant to explore the experiences of school dropouts. There is limited research with 

dropouts themselves, even though the problem is prevalent. To gain understandings 

about their lived experiences I conducted semi-structured life history interviews (see 

appendices 5) with 30 school dropouts (20 girls and 10 boys) between the ages of 17 

and 25 years to explore circumstances leading to their dropping out of school. However, 

participants were free to express their views on particular issues as they developed. 

Dropouts willingly recounted their life histories in order to develop a complete family 

history.  

I managed to gain access to school dropouts through a former colleague teacher who 

knew some dropouts during my second fieldwork. She acted as a gatekeeper in 

introducing me to the dropouts and as I interviewed, other dropouts were recommended. 

Thus, convenience sampling which involves the selection of the most accessible 

subjects was employed in selecting school dropouts. Out of the 30 dropouts only 5 were 

former students of the study school. Most of the schoolgirl dropouts were engaged in 
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petty trading, selling all sorts of consumables such as groundnuts, yams, tomatoes, fish, 

ice water, bread and fruits. Some of the girls were also assisting their parents or 

guardian in household income generating activities such as brewing pito (local beer 

made from fermented millet or sorghum in northern Ghana) and processing shea butter 

which are the two most common economic activities for women and girls in the 

research area. A few of were also in apprenticeship training such as dress making and 

hair dressing. Life history interview is an effective instrument in a research process 

employed to capture the unique life experience of an individual as well as the relation 

she/he has with that situation within the past, present and future context (Jung‐ah, 2006; 

Atkinson, 1998). It enables the researcher to better understand the field in which a 

person lived as well as the relation a participant has with that situation.  Thus, life 

history interviews provide an individual with an opportunity to speak about the daily 

activities, explain their experiences and choices and reflect on the consequences 

(Atkinson, 1998). Life history interviews indeed facilitated my understanding of the 

circumstances that led to dropping out of school and how dropping out of school had 

affected their work opportunities and future prospects. By understanding dropouts 

further, there will be greater potential to formulate appropriate strategies to address the 

dropout problem and to improve access and retention. Life history interviews were 

recorded by the use of a digital recorder.  

 

4.12 Observation 

 

Observation is a characteristic of ethnographic research and has been classified as “the 

fundamental base of all research methods” in social research (Adler and Adler, 1994 

cited in Angrosino and Mays de Perez, 2000: 673). Observation techniques enable the 

researcher to note body language and other body movement that provide meaning to the 

words of the participants (Becker, 1999; Angrosino and May de Perez, 2000). 

Observation, according to Bernard (1995), is the foundation of (social) cultural 

anthropology, which involves getting close to the people and making them feel 

comfortable enough with your presence so that you can observe and record information 

about their lives (p. 136). Indeed, since the early twentieth century, social 
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anthropologists have claimed the method of observation as a defining feature of their 

discipline (Mead, 1972; Finch, 1984). 

 

Thus, it was my goal to gather qualitative data through observation. The general nature 

of participant observation has well been described by Becker: 

 

The participant observer gathers data by participating in the daily life of the 

person or the organization he studies. He watches the people he is studying to 

see what situation they ordinarily meet and how they behave in them. He enters 

in conversation with some or all the participants in these situations and 

discovers their interpretations of the events, which he has discovered (Becker, 

1999:  55).  

 

The implications of this involve a number of problems. Some of them are specific to 

classroom research. For example, where does one stand in the role of the observer, 

having decided to avoid observing as a teacher? As I wished to gather data on 

interaction in the teaching-learning process within the classroom, it was clear that the 

major method of the fieldwork was to be observation. I opted for participant observation 

as I felt rigid distance between the researcher and the participants can only be 

maintained in a certain circumstances (David, 2002; Becker, 1999). In addition, I sought 

to gain a „teacher perspective‟ whilst avoiding the actual teacher „role‟ and hence the 

authority that is involved in that position (David, 2002; Hargreaves, 1967). For example, 

I did not engage in teaching as well as disciplining of students. There were two main 

advantages to my reluctance to involve myself in teaching and disciplining of students. 

It meant I extended no authority over the students and was free from the responsibilities 

of classroom control, which helped to establish a trusting and friendship relationship 

with the students as well as teachers. A number of studies on teachers who conduct both 

research and teaching at the same time indicate that combining the two activities limits 

the researcher‟s ability to observe, as the teacher's role is a demanding one (Tabach, 

2006; Magidson, 2005; Labaree, 2003). However, in order to account for the ways in 

which teachers and students behave from a gendered perspective, and to suggest 

interpretations and conclusions, I observed school practices and events as they occurred 
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and the ways boys and girls were expected to behave toward their teachers and towards 

each other for six weeks on a daily basis.  

 

My observation was focused on daily school practices, such as interaction between 

teachers and students and among students during morning and evening assemblies, 

lunch and play time and, particularly in the classroom setting. My classroom 

observation focused mainly on teacher–student interaction in mathematics, science, 

English, home economics and technical lessons, as the literature highlighted significant 

instructional inequities for both boys and girls in these subject areas, and that these 

gender imbalances in teachers' interaction patterns in the classroom result in differential 

learning outcomes for both boys and girls (Maimbolwa-Sinyangwe and Chilangwa, 

1995; Tsouroufli, 2002; Kakuru, 2006; Magno and Silova, 2007). I observed teachers‟ 

distribution of questions among students, especially between boys and girls, teachers‟ 

feedback to students as well as students‟ behaviour, their responses and initiative to 

volunteer answers to questions. 

 

Observation generated extensive field notes of what teachers actually did compared to 

what they said they did. I found, in line with Becker (1999) and David and Sutton 

(2004), that observational research yielded an immense amount of detailed description, 

which enhanced my understanding of how the attitudes and behaviour of respondents in 

the school environment are influenced by gender. Though my observation captured 

actual interactions in the classroom the observer effects might have occurred because 

teachers and students were aware that their behaviors were being observed (Blease, 

1983, Wragg, 1999). Being aware that my presence in the classroom might influence 

teachers and indeed students to attempt to behave in a manner that they thought I 

expected of them, I took steps to minimise my interruption. For example, in order not to 

draw attention to myself I positioned myself at the back of the classroom where my 

presence was less likely to affect events. Also, to reduce my interruption, I made contact 

with teachers before lesson, seeking permission and clarifying the purpose of the 

observation. I made extensive written notes while I observed from the back, which I 

discussed with teachers immediately after lessons. Despite taking these measures to 

minimise my influence on teachers‟ and students‟ behaviour I do not deny the fact that 
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my presence affected both teachers and students. For example, though most students 

reported being ridiculed and sometimes beaten in the classroom, as well as teachers‟ 

reports of students‟ misconduct in the classroom, I did not witness any such incidence in 

all the classes I observed. This could be an indication of the influence that my presence 

had on both students‟ and teachers‟ behaviour in the classroom. Despite these 

observational limitations, the variety of methodological techniques (Tabach, 2006; 

Garner, 1972) I employed in this study, including some formal and informal interviews, 

helped to capture a more comprehensive picture of what goes on in classroom. These 

observations also served as a form of triangulating data obtained from interviews and 

documents and helped to provide a fuller picture of the attitudes and behaviour of 

teachers and students, and how these are influenced by gender. By observing the 

appropriate behaviour applicable to boys and girls and the gendered practices, which 

controlled and regulated the activities and general behaviour of the students according 

to notions of “gender appropriateness”, I captured actual rather than reported behaviour.  

 

4.13 Confidentiality and Informed Consent 

 

Qualitative research by its very nature besets the researcher with specific problems. One 

that has been given a great deal of coverage is the continuing debate between 

„objectivity‟ as opposed to subjectivity (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995; Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2000; Janestik, 2000; Punch, 1998), and the problem of escaping ethnocentric 

bias. It is therefore, important to set clear guidelines on how I conducted myself during 

the research process in order to reduce any unintended influences that might adversely 

affect the validity of the study. Validity can be explained as the degree to which an 

instrument is able to measure what it is intended to measure (Bryman, 1991; David and 

Sutton, 2004). As a researcher I am aware of the ethical questions involved in obtaining 

„informed consent‟, debates over the ethics of disguised research (Davis, 1960; 

Humphrey, 1970) and over initial promises of confidentiality and eventual decisions 

about what to publish (Becker, 1999). In order to gain access to the school permission 

was obtained from the regional director of education. Also, I had to gain informed 

consent from the headmaster and teaching staff. When asking teachers‟ permission to 

record the interview, I stated categorically that no one but the researcher would ever 
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listen to the tapes, and I would change names and personal details in the final write up. 

During classroom observation, the teacher from each class introduced me to the children 

and explained the purpose of the research to students. I did not interfere in the way in 

which the teachers introduced me in the context of observation because I felt it was not 

appropriate and that would have undermined their authority, so I was adhering to the 

school hierarchy. However, during one-to one interview process with students, I did 

explain the purpose of the research and took deliberate steps to assure all participants, 

particularly students, that whatever they said as part of the research was meant for 

academic purposes and completely confidential and would in no way be told to their 

teachers.  Moreover, all participants were encouraged not to answer any question that 

made them uncomfortable. As a result students volunteered and consented to be 

interviewed.  Researchers are in positions of power, particularly in relation to some 

groups of subjects who are relatively powerless to decide whether they should be 

studied. As Barrie Thorne points out:  

 

The doctrine of informed consent does not take account of ethical dimensions of 

the knowledge a researcher may seek. Informed consent applies to individuals, 

each of whom is to be treated the same, and ignores social structure and deep-

seated differences of power (Thorne, 1980, p. 293).  

 

Being conscious of the power imbalances in the research process, especially one 

involving school children I made efforts to create a congenial atmosphere for effective 

interaction between myself and all participants.  

Another way by which information gathered in the study was checked for its validity 

was through triangulation. Lincoln and Cuba (1985) commenting on the importance of 

triangulation in ensuring the validity of research findings state: 

 

 Triangulation of data is crucially important in naturalistic studies. As the study 

unfolds and peculiar pieces of information come to light, steps must be taken to 

validate each against at least one another source (for example, a second 
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interview ) and / or a second method (for example, an observation in addition to 

an interview (p.283). 

 

During this early period of my fieldwork, I engaged teachers and students in informal 

conversations about general issues relating to their school experiences and about the 

community, which provided an insight into some issues to be further explored in the 

formal interviews. Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) point out the value in doing this 

by stating that:  

 

 Especially in the early days of field negotiation, it may be advantageous to find 

more ordinary topics of conversation with the views of establishing one‟s 

identity as a „normal‟ „regular‟; „decent‟ person…..they can throw additional 

and unforeseen light on informants; and yield fresh sources of data (p. 89).  

 

Also, my use of observations and notes taken on the field complemented data gathered 

in the focus group discussions and interviews. Furthermore, information gathered in the 

study was checked for its validity through seeking other opinions on issues in which 

participants seems to contradict each other. For instance, if there were doubts about 

information being given, I repeatedly raised it in subsequent interviews with 

participants to help get to the bottom of the issues. Together these various research 

methods and methodologies provided the means to understand the complex experience 

of schoolgirls, and to identify appropriate measures to reduce the disparities.  

 

4.14 Data Analysis 

 

I envisaged a serious challenge at the analysis stage of this research as far as data 

analysis was concerned. Going through the qualitative research literature, it is clear that 

there is no one exceptional method or „cookbook recipe‟ for analyzing qualitative data. 

Stake (1994) points out, qualitative “method…provides persuasions, not recipes” (P: 77) 

Approaches thus, differ depending on the purpose and design of a particular research 
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study. There is also lack of detailed and comprehensive analysis procedures in 

qualitative research reports to guide one in considering suitable approaches. This 

situation perhaps is in character with the complex and diverse nature of issues 

qualitative research addresses, which also renders its data analysis process equally 

complex and diverse. These problems notwithstanding, there are principles outlined in 

the research literature, which can provide useful guidelines in developing an appropriate 

framework for analyzing qualitative data. Watts and Bentley (1985) claim that in 

developing an approach to qualitative data analysis there is a need for “methodological 

congruence.” By this they argue that the analysis of data should be consistent or 

compatible with the general underlying viewpoint of the research. In this study I 

undertook to ensure congruence between the approach to analysis and the theoretical 

underpinnings of the research as described earlier in this study. 

 

In this study my interest was to determine the nature and causes of the differential 

treatment girls receive in schools, in particular, the perceptions, experiences and values 

attached to its practice. Stake (1994) indicates that with case studies, the main task is to 

come to understand the case through teasing out relationships, probing issues and 

aggregating the data categorically. This basically is a thematic approach of data analysis 

and involves developing themes and patterns from the data (Glasser & Strauss, 1967; 

Guba & Lincoln, 1985).     

 

4.15 Limitations of the study 

 

The interview method was not without its disadvantages as there was the tendency for 

respondents to deviate from the topic being discussed, as indicated by Burgess (1984) 

and Nachmais and Nachmais (1992). This was balanced against the much higher 

response rate provided by this technique, as compared to other survey techniques. There 

was inadequate national and regional gender-disaggregated data which made it difficult 

to examine and contrast the patterns and nature of enrolment, retention and achievement 

between girls and boys. Inevitably, the national statistics mask contradictory patterns 

and levels of gender gap even between schools with similar geographical and socio-
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economic contexts. Furthermore, data is not always made available by relevant 

institutions in Ghana, and as a result it was difficult to gather adequate existing 

information on gender issues in education. Lack of accurate information on critical 

issues such as gender based violence, might have a negative impact on developing 

gender-sensitive intervention for the protection of schoolgirls. The research process was 

also characterized by time and financial constraints. Despite the limitations, this study 

provided insight and understanding of the experiences of schoolgirls in the Upper West 

region of Ghana.  

 

4.16 Conclusion 

 

In summary, I have described and justified the methodologies that were used in this 

study. It examined the procedures and processes that were followed in gaining access to 

the field and choosing the participants, data collection and analysis. The chapter also 

explored the key issues of ethical consent in empirical research methodologies with 

school children such as informed consent, and confidentiality. For example, in 

addressing the issues of confidentiality in the study, participants were promised that 

their identity and the information provided would be used for the purpose of the 

research only and would be treated and maintained as confidential information. 

Participants were also promised anonymity. The researcher‟s identity was critical in the 

research process and therefore, steps were taken to ensure that data collected was an 

accurate reflection of the views of the interviewees and actual practices. Based on 

findings of the interviews, group discussions, life history interviews and observation 

discussed above, I examine in depth students‟ and views, teachers‟ and parents‟ 

perceptions of girls‟ education and more specifically of girls‟ experiences within the 

home and the school in subsequent chapters.  
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Chapter 5: Gender Inequality: Schoolgirl’s Experiences of 

Home 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

In chapter 3, the general background of Ghana, including its geographical and 

demographic, socio-economy and culture, politics and patterns of gender inequalities 

were broadly described. The chapter therefore gave a broad overview of the rural 

economy and its gender issues, which provides the context for this and subsequent 

chapters. As spelt out in chapter 4 empirical data were gathered from WA secondary 

Technical school in the Upper West Region of Ghana between 2005 and 2006.  The 

field research involved classroom and school observations, focus group discussions and 

interviews with 35 students, 10 parents and 15 teachers. Although the main focus of the 

field research was on girls‟ experiences of school life, parents were included in the 

fieldwork phase to provide additional insight into how activities in the home affect 

students‟ performance at school. This chapter therefore analyses data based on formal 

and informal interviews that were collected in the field. It also provides a critical gender 

analysis of the various dimensions of gender related barriers students face in their 

educational experiences at home in the Upper West Region of Ghana. Gender analysis 

is important because it enhances our understanding about how girls‟ experiences of 

schooling are shaped by the socio-cultural framework in which they are located. Results 

in this chapter show that the gender-based issues as well as other social factors form 

part of the complex networks that determine the differential treatments girls and boys 

experience at home and in school, leading to a wide gap between male and female 

school attendance, classroom participation and achievements. 

 

Social construction of gender theory discussed in chapter two acknowledges that the 

societal structures play a major role in determining the types of attitudes that are 

adopted, because the social, cultural, economic and gender relations in a society shape 

its norms and values, which in turn influence the role that a family gives to individuals. 
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Thus, in this first section, I explore briefly the background features of students and 

parents, the gender roles at the household level and the impact these gendered roles 

have on girls‟ education. In the second section of this chapter, I examine the gendered 

socio-cultural practices which interfere more with the education of girls than that of 

boys.  

 

5.2 Socio-economic background of students and parents  

 

Most students I interviewed were aged between 17 and 22, which were above the age 

range of 15-18 years for forms 1-3, which apparently contradicts the national standard 

for secondary education in Ghana.  This is because at age 18, they should have 

completed Senior High School (SHS) and progressed into universities or other forms of 

tertiary education if their schooling had progressed uninterrupted. The reasons 

accountable for this, as the students explained, were late enrolment, repetition and 

delayed transition to secondary school due to lack of admission, poor results and 

poverty. The data shows that the majority of the students from low socio-economic 

backgrounds had large family sizes with parents mainly in low status and low income 

occupations such as peasant farmers, carpenters, masons, auto-mechanics and petty 

traders. A few students come from higher socio-economic backgrounds with parents 

who were teachers, accountants, police and army officers as well as civil servants. Most 

mothers were involved in non-farm activities such as the brewing of pito, processing of 

shea-butter, charcoal and ready-made food. This is due to the fact that in the study area, 

women traditionally have limited control over productive activities like farming. 

Additionally, due to the patrilineal inheritance system in the research area, where land is 

passed on from fathers to sons, daughters are excluded from land ownership, though 

land forms the major source of rural work. Research suggests that women have resorted 

to a wide range of non-farm income generating activities in order to provide for the 

economic and welfare needs of their household members (Manuh, Songsore and 

Mackenzie, 1997; Dunne and King, 2003). However, the incomes derived from such 

income generating activities are usually low and irregular which often makes it difficult 

for most parents to meet the economic and educational needs of their children. 

Interviews conducted reveal that students from lower socio-economic backgrounds 
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faced financial problems and parents were unable to pay, or delayed payment of their 

school fees, to buy exercise and text books, uniforms and other equipment for them to 

undertake practical lessons in the Home Economics (HE) and Technical departments. 

Some students were sometimes sent home for non-payment of the fees and other levies 

imposed by the school. Several girls indicated that in some instances they had to stay 

out of school for one or two weeks in order to assist their mothers to generate enough 

income for their school fees and other educational needs before they could return to 

school. Such girls therefore missed school and lessons during those periods.   Ama
1
, one 

of the students commented on her parents‟ inability to pay her school fees:  

 

„Sometimes I don‟t get my money early enough to pay my fees. Right now I‟m 

still waiting for my school fees to come. My parents informed me that they sent it 

through somebody but I have not received it yet. Because I stay with my uncle 

and he has children to take care of, he is not able to get me all my needs. I, 

being his niece, he is just trying to help so he cannot afford all my needs‟ 

(Female student, 17 years, 08/11/05). 

 

As indicated earlier, most of the students live in large families with siblings ranging in 

number from three to fifteen. This can be attributed to the extended family relations and 

the prestige associated with having more women and children in the study area. 

Supporting up to 15 children places a high demand on household economic resources. A 

number of studies in Africa and other developing countries show that the effect of large 

household size on girls‟ education is that where the income of family is inadequate to 

provide for the members of the household, girls are denied the opportunity of access to 

education, thus widening the gender gap in education (Stephen, 2000; Kadzamira and 

Chibwana, 2000; Rose, and Al-Samarrai, 2001; Colclough et al., 2003).  

 

The low occupational status of most parents in the area also suggests that their level of 

education is generally low. Most mothers from rural areas have had no opportunity of 

                                                 

1
 Not real name; pseudonymous names have been used in this thesis to protect identity of participants. 
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attending school, due the British colonial government‟s discriminatory educational 

policies which excluded women from benefiting Western education in the early 

nineteenth century until the mid twentieth century (Graham, 1971; Quist, 1994). The 

fact that the area is affected by high levels of poverty has also contributed to the high 

illiteracy rate in the study area. I found that the educational backgrounds and 

occupations of parents play important roles in the decision-making process as to which 

of their children will be allowed to attend school. Also, parents, especially mothers‟ 

level of education have an impact on children‟s attendance and performance at school 

(UNESCO 2003; Colclough et al, 2003). For example, educated parents tend to value 

their children‟s education more, buying learning materials and helping them with 

homework. Help with studies and homework is a complement of schoolwork and those 

who receive additional help are likely to do better in school. The low educational 

background of most parents meant that students would not receive the needed support to 

perform well in their education.  

 

5.3 Parents’ and students’ perceptions of gender roles and girls’ 

education  

 

Traditional gender roles within the family expect girls to take up the roles of wives and 

mothers and their socialization at home and school is directed towards providing them 

with experiences that will prepare them to carry out these roles effectively (Gadzekpo, 

2001; UNESCO, 2003; Colclough et al., 2003; Stromquist, 2007). Thus, it is within the 

family that ideas of gender relations are transmitted from adults to children through the 

gender roles that parents assign to them.  In group discussions with boys and girls 

exploring the types of domestic chores students undertake at home to help parents, all 

the students mentioned various household activities which they performed at home. For 

example, girls indicated that they assist parents with most of the reproductive work in 

the household, which involves looking after siblings and sick relatives, preparing and 

cooking food, cleaning the house, washing clothing and dishes and fetching water and 

firewood. Some girls stated that they had to take care of the house on days that parents 

were away attending social functions such as funerals, naming, and marriage 

ceremonies in neighbouring communities. As mentioned earlier, girls were also the ones 
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frequently engaged in petty trading with their mothers to make extra income for the 

family. For boys, on the other hand, domestic work centred mostly on more visibly 

productive work such as farming, gardening, weeding around the house, grazing goats, 

sheep and cows and looking after chickens (Group Discussions, girls and boys, 17-22 

years 12/11/2005). It is important to bear in mind that girls‟ share of domestic chores 

are daily routines that occupy their time all year round while boys‟ activities such as 

weeding, gardening and farming are seasonal in the research area. This is because 

gardening and agricultural activities in the research area are rain fed and therefore 

carried out only during the rainy season from May to October. Hence, in the dry season 

(November to April) boys have virtually no activities to perform on the farm and 

therefore have a lot of time to play and study. It has been noted that girls, whether in 

school or not, spend more time in performing household chores than boys in developing 

countries, particularly in rural areas (Stephen, 2000; Colclough et al, 2000; Ritchie et al, 

2004). Stephen (2000) for example, estimates that school girls under the age of 15 in 

Northern Ghana spend about 17 to 18 hours per week on domestic chores within the 

home. It was also observed that these chores were often performed by girls in the 

morning before school or in the evening after school. Colclough et al, (2000) also 

observes that girls from lower socio-economic backgrounds tend to do more household 

chores than those from higher socio-economic backgrounds because poor parents 

depend more on their children‟s labour in order to supplement household income. This 

was seen to affect girls‟ education in a number of ways. For example poor households 

may decide not to enrol some or all of their children in school. Girls are often late to 

school in the morning as a result of having to complete their household chores. Not only 

would they incur punishment for this lateness but they are likely to miss some of the 

morning lessons. They were also likely to forfeit school whenever there was demand for 

their labour. Consequently, girls perform less well than boys in school due to, among 

other things, gendered divisions of labour at home which place a  high demand on their 

labour, leaving them little or no time to do their home work or study. 

 

It is also significant to note that in the research area, while it is considered inappropriate 

for boys and men to participate in household chores perceived as feminine, it is however, 

acceptable for girls and women to assist men in farm activities such as weeding, sowing 

of crops, harvesting and carting of farm produce to the house and market centres. This is 
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related to differences in social status between male and female gender roles in society. 

According to McCreary (1994) and Sirin et al (2004) male roles generally have a higher 

level of social status and prestige than female roles, consequently men and boys who 

perform stereotypically feminine roles lose status and prestige, whereas women and 

girls who engage in traditionally masculine roles elevate  social status and prestige. As a 

result, boys rather than girls are perceived in a more negative light when they diverge 

from appropriate traditional gender roles. In a group discussion boys mentioned that 

they only helped with house chores when girls were not around. For example, Kofi, one 

of the boys remarked:  

 

„Actually, my mother is a food seller so my sisters help her to cook the food, 

wash the dishes and all those work. Because my sisters are not many, they are 

two and one is not staying with us so when she is not around I do the work that 

girls should do, all sort of work […]. Usually boys don‟t cook and fetch water in 

the house in this community‟ (Male student, 19 years 08/11/05).  

 

The perception of parents regarding gender roles was not different from that of the 

students when I sought their views. Information gathered from parents shows that there 

is gender biased division of labour in which school girls performed both productive and 

reproductive roles. They confirmed that girls spent considerably more time performing 

almost all household tasks while boys only helped out with work on the farm. They 

mentioned that boys were only asked to undertake certain domestic chores when girls 

were not present. In a study of rural women‟s reproductive activities in Uganda, Kakuru 

and Katto (2006) pointed out that it was quite difficult classifying women‟s work as 

only reproductive because women were found to be engaged in both productive and 

reproductive activities. In an answer to a question whether it is fair for boys and girls to 

be assigned to different activities at home, a father replied:    

 

„Definitely yes, because some of the household duties are boys centred and 

others are girls centred. For example, imagine you have a garden in the house 

and there is the need to fence and weed, mostly such work is shifted to the boys 
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but when it comes to household chores like cooking, washing, drawing of water 

from the pond or any other source, mostly it is the girls who do it. If in the 

family you keep some animals, they are being taken care of by the boys‟ (Father, 

35-40 years 24/11/05).  

 

In the research district, though it is accepted that a man may have to do some kitchen 

chores like cooking, sweeping and washing if there is no woman in the house, most men 

and boys try to avoid these chores by requesting a female relative to perform them due 

to the social stigma. Men and boys who participate in household chores considered 

feminine are usually teased and gossiped about. Girls, however, participate in all types 

of domestic work. Adomako Ampofo (2001) and Boateng et al, (2006), exploring 

children‟s and parents‟ attitudes towards household tasks in Ghana, also found that the 

gender division of labour between the sexes in households differentiates boys from girls. 

They mentioned three areas of domestic chores that are considered inappropriate for 

boys to do, such as cooking, washing and sweeping, as being important indicators of  

the transition to manhood. Teenage boys, they said, begin to form notions and 

expectations of their male identity around household tasks and their absence from these 

activities asserts their masculinity. Parents saw the performance of gender roles by 

students as an important part of traditional training that teaches children to be 

responsible adults in the community. A mother pointed out that girls have to be taught 

how to perform some of these domestic chores to make them complete women so that 

when they get married, they would not bring disgrace to the family. Some families are 

therefore reluctant to send their girls to school because of the belief that schooling could 

influence girls to become less inclined to accept domestic work. However, there is 

evidence in my study which suggests that some students were not in favour of the 

gender segregation of domestic tasks for the following reasons.  

 

„We should do the same work (household chores) so that we can all have enough 

time to study and become someone in future‟ (Esi, female student,18 year, 

16/11/05).  

„It is not good not to learn how to cook. In the case of the boys it is not helpful 

because if you are on your own after school and you are not married, how 
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would you cook your own food? It would be difficult and buying food outside is 

very expensive and not good‟ (Kweku, male student 17 years 18/11/05).   

 

While girls complained about their overburdened and time consuming household chores 

which made them too tired to study, boys complained that theirs involve heavy and 

difficult tasks.  Some of the girls also complained that despite all their hard work at 

home parents did not value their contributions to the same extent as that of boys‟.  Akua, 

for example had this say: 

 

„Our parents always insult us that we are lazy because they don‟t consider the 

house chores we do to be any important work but they always praise our 

brothers that they are hardworking because they work on the farm to produce 

food‟(Female student, 18 years 18/11/05). 

 

 Girls‟ domestic chores are not valued as highly as boys‟ in part because most of their 

activities do not produce tangible products which can be visibly counted as economic 

activity (Cockburn, 2000; Ray, 2000; Bhalotra, 2000; Bhalotra and Heady, 2000). 

Though some parents appeared to value their daughters‟ work less than their sons‟, they 

admitted that gender differentiation in household chores affected boys and girls 

differently. I enquired from parents how they would ensure equal distribution of 

household chores between boys and girls and they emphasised that gender divisions of 

labour at the household level are entrenched in the traditional culture of the area and 

indicated that it would take a long time for change to take effect. The following selected 

statements show that some parents see the need for gender balance in the performance 

of household chores but the resistance from boys who benefit from the patriarchal 

socialisation system makes it difficult for the needed changes to come about.  

 

„It comes from the Dagaaba‟s culture that is from the beginning our boys are 

not used to doing household chores that women do. So even though we are 

literates, we are trying to break that cultural barrier but sometimes it is difficult. 

So we have not, just as I was saying, the fact that in our traditional homes girls 
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do household chores, cleaning and cooking and boys only do things when it 

comes to using the hoe to weed‟ (Father, 45-50 years; 24/11/05). 

„This is the tradition here, that women should do the house chores. So it is 

difficult for you to convince a boy to go and wash the dishes, but we are trying 

to let the boys know that there is no work which is specifically assigned to boys. 

Whatever a girl can do a boy can also do and whatever a boy can do a girl can 

also do‟ (Mother, 45-50 years 10/11/05). 

 

Another parent was of the view that to ensure the equal distribution of household chores 

between boys and girls parents should be educated to understand that girls equally need 

more time for their studies if they are to succeed as boys in education. She advised that 

household chores and other activities should be divided equally among boys and girls 

from early childhood before children begin to form notions and perceptions of gender 

stratification around household tasks.  

 

Almost all the girls mentioned in a group discussion that in spite of being over burdened 

with household chores, parents discriminated against them in terms of providing for 

their educational and other needs. A household‟s allocation of resources for 

consumption tends to favour boys due to the nature of the patriarchal household and 

imbalanced power relations in society as a whole (Agarwal, 1997). Power relations 

therefore have an effect on the gendered nature of household roles and resource 

allocation. Girls also complained that boys acquire a larger share of household resources 

such as pocket money, food and other school materials. Thus, for girls, being 

overburdened with household chores does not guarantee them adequate provision of 

household resources. For example, two of the girls complained that their parents sent 

their brothers to a well endowed private boarding school whilst they were put in a day 

school (the study school) because their parents could not afford to pay for the high 

boarding fees for both of them. Sending boys to private boarding school and girls to 

public school can be interpreted as discriminatory. This is especially so in a situation 

where sending a child to private school is seen as socially prestigious in the study area. 

Almost all the girls in a group discussion said that their parents enforced discipline 

more strongly among girls than among boys. They indicated that their movements and 
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activities were greatly restricted and more closely monitored than boys because parents 

saw them to be at risk and therefore in need of more parental control to protect them 

from what was considered threatening to their physical, sexual and emotional safety. 

This view was also the reason why many parents were reported to be reluctant to allow 

their daughters to attend entertainments and extra classes after school as in most cases 

the teachers involved were men and these activities were usually held in the evenings. 

Girls expressed their frustration about the social control imposed on them as it limits 

their participation in several social activities outside home. The following statements 

were some of the reasons some of the girls gave for the differential treatment they 

experienced from their parents:  

 

„My father discriminates against me. He values my brothers more than me. He 

doesn‟t support me in my education. He even told my mother that if a woman 

gives birth to a girl, it is the woman who should take care of the girl but if she 

gives birth to a boy then the man should take care of the boy. It is only my 

mother who has been paying my school fees and also provides for my other 

needs.  My father only takes care of his boys‟ (Adwoa, female student, 19 years 

26/11/05).  

„Our parents value the boys more than the girls because they say the boys are 

future family heads, they would take over from our fathers and take care of the 

family. They say girls would marry and go to a man‟s house and whatever they 

acquire would belong to their husbands but the boy would earn money and take 

care of them [parents]. Sometimes they even withdraw girls from school and give 

them out for marriage. They say girls only waste the family resources‟ (Afia, 

female student, 19 years 26/11/05).  

 

Though uncomfortable with their parents‟ discriminatory attitudes, the girls were not 

prepared to question their parental authority because they did not want confrontation 

with their parents. Interviews with parents confirm the above statements given by girls 

as reasons for the low regards parents have for their education and contribution to the 

family. Parents tend to invest more in boys‟ education than they do in girls‟ due to their 

perception of benefits which is linked to the cultural expectations concerning children‟s 
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role in the family (Rose and Tembon, 1999; Rose and Al-Samarrai, 2001; Colclough, et 

al. 2003). In patrilineal descent systems such as in the research area girls are 

incorporated into their husband‟s family once married, while boys stay with their 

parents after marriage. Many parents expressed the belief that boys would take care of 

them in their old age, thus providing a sense of security about the future, while girls 

would be expected to take care of those in the families they marry into. Thus, in order to 

ensure that their sons will be able to carry out this responsibility, parents felt that they 

should provide their sons with quality education so that they can in turn get good jobs 

and be able to look after them and their future families. One of the education officials I 

interviewed pointed out that, in sensitising the community about the need for girls‟ 

education they try to demystify the traditional notion that sons provide greater economic 

benefits to their parents than daughters, albeit with recourse to naturalising discourses, 

she explains:  

 

 „In our sensitisation program we try to disabuse their minds on this, because we 

rather feel that female by nature is soft hearted. Whether married or not the 

feeling she has for her parents still remains. So she can marry and still take care 

of them. Unlike some of the boys who when they grow up and then they travel 

out, that ends it, they never would think of their parents and they never would 

send anything to them. So we are trying to let them realise that really marriage 

shouldn‟t be any stumbling block to their relationship with their daughters or 

their daughters‟ relationship with them. They should allow the girls to go to 

school, get a good standing and take care of them better‟ (Female municipal 

director of education, 50-55 years 24/11/05). 

 

Unfortunately, the perception, however problematic, that sons provide greater economic 

benefits to their parents than daughters continues to have influence throughout 

Ghanaian society and beyond. However, such beliefs about gender roles are debunked 

by women‟s active labour force participation worldwide and the fact that about 20% of 

all households globally have women as the sole breadwinners (Pessar, 2005).  A study 

in Toronto reveals that Ghanaian migrant women support their families economically by 

sending a considerable amount of their earnings as remittances home (Wong, 2006).  
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The study noted that family members regarded women as more reliable remitters than 

men because of their greater responsibility for the maintenance and support of more 

dependent relatives. Additionally, recent research in Ghana  reveals that  with the 

current economic situation many women not only work but  also share the breadwinner 

role with their husbands and in instances when they are either single parents, divorcees, 

or when they lose their husbands, they become  the sole breadwinners (Gedzi, 2009). It 

is important to envisage the fact that most households have multiple breadwinners of 

both sexes. It is also significant for parents to gain the awareness that the gender of a 

child is far less important than the opportunities the child is given in life, especially the 

opportunity to have quality education. 

 

Despite efforts by education officials to create the awareness that girls‟ education is 

equally important as that of boys, the majority of the parents interviewed conceded that 

in a situation of limited resources their priority would be to send their sons to school. 

For example, the following statements made by parents during interviews show that 

parents attached more importance to their sons‟ education compared to their daughters‟ 

 

„Okay, it is important to send both to school but where you do not have enough 

money then the boy should be considered since they would take over from us. 

You know it is the responsibility of man to marry and take care of his wife and 

children so in the situation of limited resources I would send the boy to school‟ 

(Father, 35-40 years 18/12/05).  

„A boy; this is because if it is the matter of choice due to economic reasons, I 

would advise that boys be rather be sent to school.  Girls can help, I mean they 

can stay at home and take care of children, I mean they give birth, take care of 

children, then the men can also go out and work since the girls already have 

something to occupy them at home‟ (Mother, 40-45years 14/11/05). 

 

Interviews with parents and students confirmed research in Ghana and elsewhere 

(Clocoulgh et al, 2000; Stephen, 2000) in suggesting that one of the major factors that 

works to the disadvantage of girls‟ enrolment in school is economic but this is 
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compounded by socio-cultural norms (as I explore later in the next section). Some 

parents also believed, evoking patriarchal naturalising discourses, that girls were not as 

intelligent as boys, thus, sending them to school was considered more likely to be a 

waste of time and money. Despite girls doing well in school in many contexts, parents 

continue to hold stereotypical views about their abilities relative to boys. The above low 

expectations explain the negative attitude of parents towards girls‟ education in the 

study district and are indicative that parents in the research district do not value girls to 

the same extent as boys.  

 

5.4 Impact of Social norms and Traditions on Girls’ Education 

 

Apart from barriers posed by gender roles and the lower perceptions of girls‟ worth and 

abilities there were other reasons why it appeared harder to enrol or complete school as 

a girl than a boy in the research area. There are various social, religious and cultural 

reasons preventing girls from getting to school or causing them to drop out from school. 

In mixed sex group discussions students mentioned several socio-cultural practices such 

as early marriages, betrothal, „elopement
2
‟, Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), dowry 

system, polygamy
3
, inheritance system  and funeral ceremonies  as  factors that tend to  

impact  negatively on girls‟ education in the study area. Several studies have showed 

that these cultural practices have a detrimental effect on girls‟ education and health 

(Wolf and Odonkor, 1997; Casely-Hayford, 2000; Chapman et al, 2003, Yakin Ertürk, 

2008). Among all the traditional practices, early and forced marriages were commonly 

cited by all respondents as a major cultural barrier to girls‟ education and development. 

Ghanaian traditional culture perceives marriage as a social status and expects all men 

                                                 
2
 Elopement is a type of marriage arrangement in northern Ghana. It is also practiced among some 

communities in Africa. In this type of marriage the girl is usually persuaded or may be seized by her 

admirers‟ kinsmen /colleague and forcibly brought to her perspective husbands‟ home. Resistance to 

elopement marks the beginning of negotiation between the girls‟ family and the husbands‟ to complete 

the courtship and marriage processes (Alenuma, 2002; Rose and Al-Samarrai, 2001; Goody, 1967). 

3
 The 1992 constitution of Ghana recognizes three different types of marriage: customary marriage, 

Islamic marriage and civil marriage. Both Islamic and customary marriages encourage polygamy which 

permits a man to marry more than one wife. 
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and women to marry and have children by a certain age. From a gender perspective, 

however the cultural pressure to marry early weighs more on women and girls than men 

and boys. Lamenting about the practice of early and forced marriages two Girls‟ 

Education Unit (GEU) officials remarked:  

 

„We have been having a lot of problems particularly with elopement [abduction] 

cases in the Bulsa area and the Nadowli district. We have a lot of elopement 

cases; yes a lot of them have been reported to the police. A lot of them are 

teenage pregnancies and elopement. Sometimes they impregnate a schoolgirl 

and the moment they impregnate a school girl they go according to the law. 

Sometimes some of them go in for 6 to 7 years just to deter others from doing it. 

Many people fear to come out with such cases because of relations. If I‟m 

related to you and I do that to your son, it will not be nice, but we are finding 

ways, but that is our major problem especially in Wa. In Nadowli, there are a lot 

of elopement cases and then as for teenage pregnancies, they are everywhere in 

the whole region, but it is not on the increase, but the increase is the elopement 

cases‟ (Female regional GEU officer, 55-60 years 24/11/05). 

„When I go round communities and talk to them, in the end they heed to what 

I‟m saying and then they agree to enact by-laws safeguarding the education of 

girls. In such a case if, a boy impregnates a girl there is punishment issued for 

that, if he defiles a punishment and if he elopes, a punishment. So, all the 

communities have prepared their by-laws safeguarding their girls' education. 

And this is helping a lot because formally almost every day there used to be 

reports about elopement and then defilement and what have you‟ (Female 

municipal GEU officer, 45-50 years 15-11-05).   

The Upper West regional GEU officials revealed that the rampant kidnapping of school 

girls and forcing them into marriage was wide spread in most districts and a source of 

great worry to educational authorities in the region since it is a hindrance to the 

promotion of gender equality in education and a violation of the human rights of the girl. 

They explained that girls, especially at the upper primary and JSS level are often 

kidnapped by their admirers with or without their consent, from the market place, 

funeral grounds, street or as they walked to school or home. Also, in a focus group 
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discussion, Abena, one of the girls confirmed the widespread of elopement reported by 

GEU officials and clearly explained what it entails;  

 

 „My problem is about elopement [abduction], like boys running away with girls, 

like if you have a boyfriend he would plan with his friends to come and pick you 

on your way to the market or on your way to fetch water and run with you to the 

south [southern part of Ghana]. Sometimes you may not even know the boy and 

they would just take you and run away and unless you are pregnant or give birth, 

he would not bring you back. Sometimes your parents would not be aware of it‟ 

(Female student, 18 years 08/11/05). 

 

To avoid any resistance from the girl or her family the abductors usually escape with 

them to the southern part of Ghana, only to return when they were pregnant or had 

given birth to a baby. This seems to explain the restrictions being placed on girls‟ 

movement, particularly on their freedom to attend school for fear of their safety. Rose 

and Al-Samarrai‟s (2001) study of household constraints on girls‟ education in Ethiopia 

found that schoolgirls were abducted for marriage and girls as young as 8 years old 

married off to avoid pregnancy outside marriage. The concern for the plight of the girls 

led to interventions such as girls‟ education officials‟ collaborating with traditional 

leaders to enact by-laws as a punitive measure to safeguard girls‟ education and to curb 

the prevalence of elopement, defilement and teenage pregnancies in the study area. With 

the enactment of the by-laws those implicated in any of these practices are reported to 

the police for prosecution and as indicated in the above statement offenders are 

sentenced to 6 to 7 years imprisonment to deter others. However, the officials noted that 

„though, it is the communities‟ members themselves who have set their bye-laws‟ (Upper 

West Regional GEU officer 24/11/05), they were not cooperating in the implementation 

by shielding culprits or instigating them to run away when the police go to arrest them. 

Moreover, in situations where they succeed in arresting a culprit with police, his family 

becomes embittered and threatens the lives of the education officials.  Another problem 

was that these acts were usually perpetrated by family members and people did not want 

to report for fear of straining family relations. This attitude of the communities, they 

said, was working against the effective implementation of the by-laws. The 
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communities‟ resistance to the enforcement of the by-laws they themselves have 

enacted is indicative of society‟s indifference to violence against girls and women. 

Three students explained the effects of early and forced marriages in a mixed sex group 

discussion in the following statements;  

 

„Early and force marriages don‟t allow the girls to stay longer in education, just 

16 years and they would be forcing her to marry. Most of these girls are 

normally primary or Junior Secondary School pupils; this means they cannot 

continue their education‟ (Akosua, female student, 17 years 08/11/05).  

„Child betrothal is like giving a small girl to elderly man so that when she grows 

up the man would marry her; this prevents many girls from going to school‟(Fati, 

female student, 20 years 08/11/05).  

„Early marriage do not encourage young people to go to school, especially girls, 

they always say that because they would eventually marry and go to a different 

family, they encourage them to marry early to cut down cost‟ (Yaw, male 

student, 19 years 14/11/05). 

 

With the betrothal system the husbands of girls are sometimes determined at birth which 

requires the girls to withdraw from school at an early age and be married off to their 

prospective husbands. All GEU officials interviewed indicated that many parents 

favoured early marriage for their daughters because they believe marriage will protect 

them from promiscuity and premarital pregnancy. To avoid the shame of premarital 

pregnancy, sexual violence and to ensure submission to their husbands many girls who 

do enrol in school are often pulled out of school as soon as they reach puberty and given 

out for marriage (UNICEF, 2006). In most of these marriages, the girls have little say in 

who they want to marry which constitutes an infringement on their human rights (Yakin 

Ertürk, 2008). According to the officials, another traditional belief that works against 

the promotion of girls‟ education was the perception that educated girls are not 

submissive, not prepared to undertake difficult household chores and may be too old to 

find a husband.  One of the officials explains;  
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„Another thing that probably inhibits female education is this idea that the 

educated females don‟t submit themselves to men, some say they don‟t accord 

men respect [laughs] they want the females to bow before them and of course, 

the educated females know their rights. Once I know my right and you  want me 

to bow before you, kneel before you, squat before you and I don‟t do it, you take 

it as disrespect, you see. So I would like to say that if we are able to get a lot of 

sensitisation, especially on our male counterparts here, to realise that the female 

is not a second rate human being but should be a partner so that in partnership 

we bring better development. But if they continue to think that the female is a 

second rate being and must always say yes to whatever the male counterpart 

says, whether right or wrong is not the best‟ (Female municipal director of 

education, 50-55years 18/11/05). 

 

This perception of educated women and girls not only affects girls‟ enrolment and 

retention in school, but also discourages them from pursuing careers that take a long 

time to accomplish. Women who are empowered through education still face 

overbearing cultural pressure to marry in Ghana and they continue to endure constant 

ridicule and embarrassment until such time they find a husband. Some men do not like 

educated girls, not because they cannot make good wives, but because they fear that her 

educational prospects and awareness may challenge their authority and threaten existing 

patriarchal norms. The fact that educated girls are more likely to become aware of their 

human rights and may be more able to resist discriminatory social, religious and cultural 

practices can be interpreted within the existing patriarchal socio-cultural framework as 

„disrespectful‟. In general, these findings support those of other studies on schooling in 

Ghana, as well as elsewhere in developing counties (Rose and Al Samarrai, 2001; 

Srinivasan and Bedi, 2007; Yakin Ertürk, 2008). For example, Ertürk‟s (2008) survey in 

Ghana confirms that cultural practices such as early and force marriages undermine 

girls' confidence and ability to negotiate imbalance power relations to their advantage.  

All GEU officials including some teachers and parents associated the low enrolment of 

girls with some religious practices in the study area. They observed that the practice of 

child betrothal, early and force marriages were particularly widespread among Muslim 
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communities. The regional girls‟ education officer explained the situation in the 

following statement:  

 

„The Moslem communities, they don‟t like sending children to school. And even 

when they do, at a certain stage, they would withdraw them and give them to 

men for marriage. It‟s really a big problem, especially, in the Wa district […]. 

They would just say this particular girl is for this man and if she is educated she 

may not want not marry the man. If you want to give a young girl after she is 

educated to an old man about 50 to 60 years, automatically the girl would not 

want to marry the man. So because of that fear they would not want the girl to 

be educated, they would prefer to give the girl out for marriage‟ (Female 

regional girls‟ education officer, 55-60 years 24/11/05).  

 

In support of the regional girls‟ education officer‟s assertion that Muslim communities 

do not encourage their children to go to school, the national director of girls‟ education 

in the statement below explained that to some extent the prevalence of the Islamic 

religion in Northern Ghana accounts for the low enrolment and high dropout rate of 

girls in the area.   

 

„There are so many factors that account for this [low enrolment of girls]. I think 

especially in the Moslem community where they don‟t encourage girls‟ 

education, even if they do enrol a lot in the beginning at the primary school, as 

they progress, you know the system about betrothal and early marriages take 

them out of school. So that by the time they get to the secondary school, you find 

that some of them had become wives [Laughs]. And even among the non-

Moslems, some people think that women should not go too far in education, just 

enough education is okay for you, settle down and have a family‟ (Female 

national director of  GEU, 45-50 years 14/12/05).   

 

Most respondents attributed the reluctance of Muslim parents to send their children to 

school to the fear that formal education would influence the children to reject Islam. 
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Many Muslim girls are therefore allowed to attend school up to a certain level, at which 

time, they are withdrawn to marry. Lamba‟s (1999) study of education for African 

Muslims confirmed that Muslim parents in Malawi were suspicious that formal 

education will inculcate Christian values and beliefs into their children and eventually 

convert them to Christianity. He noted that Muslim parents prefered Koranic schools for 

their children where only Koranic verses in Arabic were taught as they feared that 

western education might convert their children to Christianity. Similarly, in the study of 

child labour and schooling patterns in Ghana, Canagarajah and Coulombe (1997) 

observed that religious groups have significant influence on the values of education in 

societies. The authors found that Christian families were more likely to send their 

children to school than Muslims.  

 

The strong adherence to traditional practices in the study area can also be attributed to 

the high illiteracy rates among parents. Cultural practices tend to hamper the education 

of girls more than that of boys because of the traditional belief that a woman‟s place is 

the kitchen and that her roles as home maker and mother do not need education to 

perform. Early and forced marriages violate the fundamental human rights of girls and 

deny them their rights to education, which is crucial for their personal development and 

their effective contribution to the future well being of their families and societies 

(Ertürk, 2008). In Ghana the Children‟s Act of 1998 criminalizes child marriages and 

sets 18 years as the minimum age for girls to marry (ibid). However, many girls below 

18 years continue to be forced into marriage because the law is not enforced. Available 

statistics reveal that about 25% of young Ghanaian girls are married before their 

eighteenth birthday and about 4.5% are married under 15 years (ibid).   

 

Another reason why parents consent to early and forced marriages for their daughters is 

the expensive bride price system in the region, through which parents of the girl receive 

cash, livestock (3 to 6 cows in some communities), cowries and other gifts. 

Commenting on the dowry system the municipal director of education said:   
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„You know this part of the country there are certain factors that inhibit girls‟ 

education, especially in my locality we give items like animals or cows, cowries 

and what you, for a girl as a dowry, so parents are tempted to give out their 

girls for the monies and the cows, you know all the drinks they will get, yes they 

prefer giving out these girls to spending money in educating them‟ (Female 

municipal director of education, 40-45 years 18/11/05).  

 

Writing about the marriage systems in northern Ghana, Alenuma (2002) explains that 

„in general, the bride wealth received for a daughter is used to get a wife for a son‟ (p: 

8). For this reason poor families who lack adequate economic resources rely solely on 

their daughter‟s bride price to pay for a son‟s wife, thus putting more pressure on girls 

to discontinue their education and marry early so that their brothers can have wives. 

Also, some families in the patrilineal northern Ghana see the dowry system is a means 

to amass wealth which encourages them to marry off their daughters at an early age for 

wealth. The educational officials noted that the payment of such expensive dowry 

system gives men the false impression that they bought their wives and thus increase 

their dominance over them. The bride wealth system somehow contrasts the bride 

wealth system practised in some countries, such as in parts of South Asia. For example, 

in some parts of India, it cost families too much wealth to marry off their daughters 

(Srinivasan and Bedi, 2007). The authors noted that the high cost of dowry is the main 

reason for the increase in female infanticide and sex selective abortion and that some 

girls are denied the right to education in order to save money for dowry for her future 

husband and his family.  

 

As noted in chapter three, a significant proportion of marriages in Ghana are 

polygamous (44.4% in Upper West Region), which has important implications for the 

wellbeing and status of children within polygamous families (Yakin Ertürk, 2008). In a 

mixed focus group discussion, students defined polygamy as a practice of one man 

having several wives. As illustrated by the responses of two students below, it was 

mentioned as a factor making it difficult for polygamous families to provide adequately 

for their children‟s school requirements, since the current economic situation places 
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greater pressure on large families and husbands are no longer able to provide for several 

wives and their children.  

 

„If a man marries many women he would have so many children to take care of 

and that affects us the girls because when it comes to education they would 

prefer to educate the boys to the girls, because in our tradition boys are valued 

more than the girls‟ (Sala, female student, 19 years 08/11/05). 

 „I want to contribute on the polygamy practice that is a man marrying more 

than one wife. For instance when my father married another wife and my mother 

left, any time my father goes for peace keeping  abroad and I go to my step 

mother to get my school fees she would tell me she has no money. Sometimes I 

have to come to school and wait until he returns from abroad before I can get 

my school fees. So if the school were to harass me, by this time I would have 

dropped out of school‟ (James, male student, 21 years 08/11/05). 

 

As suggested by the second respondent, his mother divorced his father when he brought 

in another wife which is an indicative that polygamy is no longer acceptable to some 

women in Ghana. Polygamy appears to have a significant impact on the stability of 

many households because it causes jealousy and conflict among wives which leads to 

divorce and discrimination against step children. The students indicated in the group 

discussion that children whose mothers stay or are loved are given special attention 

while those whose mother is divorced or are disliked and maltreated.  Some of the 

students suggested that the maltreatment by step-mothers could affect children‟s 

educational performance as illustrated by the second respondent above. Moreover, the 

difficulty of a husband to provide sufficiently for a number of wives and their children 

places a huge burden on women who lack control over the household resources thus, 

making it impossible for them to send all their children to school. As a coping strategy 

girls in such families may be encouraged to marry early. Polygamy is therefore one of 

the discriminatory cultural practices that reinforces women‟s subordination and 

predisposes them to many problems that stem from poverty (Furusawa, 2006). 
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Some of the students in a mixed group discussion cited patrilineal inheritance as a 

cultural and family related barrier that impedes access to education. The patriarchal 

culture and the patrilineal inheritance system in Ghana as well as other African 

countries give the right to own and inherit properties only to sons and male relatives 

(Gedzi, 2009; Fenrich and Higgins, 2002). The subordination and marginalisation of 

women and girls in the research area can also be associated with the traditional 

inheritance system. Commenting on some of the negative effects of the discriminatory 

patrilineal inheritance system Peter, one of the students said:   

 

„In the northern part of this country we are patrilineal so for instance, if you 

lose your father your uncle inherits the property, nothing goes to your mother 

and when that happens your uncle uses the property to rather take care of his 

children‟s education whilst neglecting you‟ (Male student, 19 years 14/11/05 ).   

 

With the patrilineal cultural system in the research area, not only are women and their 

daughters denied inheritance rights in the event of a husband/father‟s death but they are 

also denied property rights in the event of divorce. Indeed, in the research area the 

widow herself is seen as a property to be inherited, however the practice is now on the 

decline. Moreover, the patrilineal cultural system guarantees that the custody of the 

children remains with the father or his family members in the event of divorce, 

separation or death. The terrible effects of this discriminatory inheritance and property 

rights on women and children is that their vulnerability to poverty, violence and 

exploitation is further exacerbated (Fenrich and Higgins, 2002). As a result of such 

discriminatory property and inheritance rights, women and their children may be left 

poor and homeless upon the death of a spouse, making it difficult to provide for 

themselves and their children. Though there is now a constitutional provision (Intestate 

Succession Law, PNDC Law 111) that allows a woman to inherit from her dead 

husband even if he did not state this in a will or died intestate, many women in Ghana 

still get thrown out of their homes by their spouses‟ relatives because customary 

inheritance law is the most influential law in family matters, especially in rural 

communities (Fenrich and Higgins, 2002; Gedzi, 2009). For example, Gedzi‟s (2009) 

study of the patrilineal property inheritance system suggests that the PNDC Law 111 
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has not been successful in addressing the inheritance problems of women and the most 

affected people are female children, widows and divorced women.  

 

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) is a destructive traditional practice that some 

respondents noted hinders girls‟ education as they are considered ready for marriage 

once circumcised. It involves the excision of a woman's clitoris and surrounding tissue. 

A number of past studies suggest that FGM is harmful to the health of women and girls 

and contributes to the low enrolment of girls in education (Adongo et al 1998; U.S. 

Department of State, 2001; Akweongo et al, 2001; WHO, 2008). FGM is practiced 

among many societies; especially in Africa and an estimated 100 to 140 million girls 

and women worldwide have experienced it (WHO, 2008). In Ghana it is particularly 

common in the three Northern regions and an estimated 15-18 percent of all Ghanaian 

women undergo FGM as part of the initiation rites preparing girls for womanhood, 

while the Upper East Region alone has  about 36 percent of women and girls who have 

been subjected to the practice (U.S. Department of State, 2001).  In a focus group 

discussion Ajata, one of the girls explains:   

 

„What is also harming our northern sector is female genital mutilation (FGM) 

where the girls are forced to have their clitoris cut away. One thing they believe 

is that if a girl is not passed through the practice she is not really a woman‟ 

(Female student. 19 years 08/11/05). 

 

In a focus group discussions and interviews both girls and boys condemned FGM which 

they said is a harmful traditional practice and mentioned some of the harmful effects as 

heavy bleeding, infertility, difficulty in passing urine, complications in child birth and 

painful sexual intercourse. As the above statement suggests, girls who fail to undergo 

FMG are not considered to be real women. Some girls consent to the practice in order to 

be accepted amongst their peers and in the community (ibid). Reasons given by the 

students for the practice were that FGM signified the bravery of womanhood and if a 

woman was able to endure the pain associated with FGM then she would be able to 

withstand the pains during childbirth.  The students also indicated that FGM is designed 
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to suppress girls‟ sexual desire and to remove the temptation to have sex before 

marriage. All focus groups of students were aware that it was against the law for FGM 

to be performed in Ghana, and said their parents were against the practice for their 

daughters. Some of the boys in the group said that they would not like to marry a 

circumcised girl who was likely to have many health problems as a result and suggested 

that one way to discourage the practice was for men to refuse to marry them. These 

findings mirror that of Akweongo et al (2001) which suggest that FGM is harmful and 

that girls who do not consent to FGM are regarded by their peers and family members 

as unclean, less attractive and less desirable for marriage. Akweongo et al.‟s (2001) 

study of FGM in Damango Health Research Centre in Upper East Ghana noted that 

some uncircumcised women lied in the interviews that they were circumcised in order 

to avoid being stigmatised.   

 

FGM constitutes a serious human rights and health violation against girls. There have 

been several initiatives undertaken by government, NGOs, District Assemblies, Human 

Rights activists and many other women‟s organisations aimed at the total elimination of 

FGM. For example, the Ministry of Women and Children through its educational 

campaign in rural communities emphasises the awareness of the harmful effects of 

FGM to change people's attitudes about the practice. Additionally, in 1994 Ghana 

abolished all harmful traditional practices that threaten the health and welfare of women 

and girls and again in 2007 strengthened the law against FGM by increasing the 

maximum penalty from 5 to 10 years of imprisonment (U.S. Department of State, 2001). 

Despite the ban and criminalisation, FGM is believed to be secretly performed in some 

communities in the three Northern Regions. A recent report by the Ghanaian media 

indicates that as a result of the widespread secrecy about the practice, informants have 

been recruited in rural communities to report FGM offenders to the police for legal 

action to be taken against perpetrators (GNA, 2007).  

 

Also in the group discussions, girls reported that the performance of ceremonial funeral 

rites were a cultural practice that affects girls‟ school attendance.  In the study area, 

though funerals are occasions to mourn the death, there are festive activities like eating, 

singing and dancing to celebrate the life of the deceased. The celebration is usually 
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expensive and involves a considerable display of wealth which lasts for several days.  

Abiba, one of the girls explained that:  

 

„Attending funerals can affect our education, our parents always insist that it‟s 

part of our custom to be regular at funerals and you know funerals rites can last 

for at least a week or two and if one is to stay away from school to attend 

funerals it would affect our performance at school‟ (Female student, 18 years 

08/11/05). 

 

The celebration aspect of it is also intended to encourage courtship between unmarried 

members of the community. As part of the socialisation process the youth are 

encouraged to attend funerals to learn the rituals that go with the celebrations and 

possibly, in the case of girls, expose them to potential suitors. Being absent from school 

for a week or two obviously will have an impact on a student‟s performance, especially 

girls who already have multiple tasks in the household, resulting in poor school 

performance and drop out (a major theme to be discussed in chapter eight).  

 

4.5 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I have showed that the opportunity to attend and complete school is 

lower for girls than for boys in economically constrained households and especially in 

the case of parents who also have limited or no educational background. The results 

indicate that the deeply entrenched cultural concept of unequal distribution of gender 

roles places a heavy demand on girls‟ labour, leaving them with less time for study 

which impacts negatively on girl‟s performance and participation in education. The 

higher value placed on boys‟ education as a result of their perceived future role as 

family leaders and bread winners encouraged parents‟ discriminatory attitudes against 

girls (such as their willingness to allocate more household resources for boys‟ education 

at the expense of girls‟) whose future roles were perceived to be that of wife, mother 

and home maker in another family. Additionally, girls‟ education was also found to be 

more constrained by some discriminatory and harmful traditional practices such as 
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Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), „elopement‟, betrothal and early and forced marriage. 

These socio-cultural practices and beliefs in the research area in general do not promote 

education for all because they  marginalize women and girls and reinforce gender 

inequality in education and society as a whole. Harmful cultural practices constitute 

serious violence against women and children and violate their human rights. The low 

value parents give to girls‟ education is therefore a reflection of both cultural practices 

and girls‟ perceived traditional roles in the study area. Availability of schools, therefore, 

does not necessarily imply that girls would have access to education because decisions 

to send children to school are strongly influenced by the economic, religious, social and 

cultural contexts in which they find themselves (Clocoulgh et al, 2000; UNESCO,  

2003/4 ; Colclough et al. 2003). Therefore girls in the study area do not have the same 

opportunity as boys to access education due to the negative perceptions of parents about 

the overall benefit of girls‟ education.  These perceptions and expectations, being 

constantly reinforced within the home environment, certainly influence girls‟ 

experiences at school. Parents‟ attitudes therefore contribute to the persistence of gender 

inequalities in education. Similarly, the UNESCO Education for All Global Monitoring 

Report 2003/4 indicates that the persistence of gender discrimination against girls in the 

family is one of the greatest constraints to achieving gender equality in education. The 

next chapter examines gendered practices in the school environment. 
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Chapter 6: Schoolgirls’ Experiences of the School 

Environment 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

In the previous chapter I explored girls‟ experiences of home such as the unequal 

distribution of gender roles in the household, the low expectation of girls‟ education as a 

result of their perceived future roles as mothers and wives, as well as the discriminatory 

traditional practices and beliefs that bestow low status on girls and limit their 

opportunities to educational access. The problems that confront girls in relation to their 

education are not confined to the home situation alone; the school, being one of the 

important agents of gender role socialisation in students‟ lives, also perpetuates the 

entrenched gender inequality in society. This chapter therefore provides a critical gender 

analysis of the various dimensions of gender-related barriers students face in their 

educational experiences at school in the Upper West Region of Ghana. I examine the 

quality of the school infrastructure in terms of providing a gender friendly environment 

for effective teaching and learning and the general wellbeing of girls in particular. I also 

explore the gendered school environment, daily school practices, reward and 

punishment.  

 

6.2 Gender Inequality and Schooling: Inadequate School Facilities 

 

As noted in the previous chapter, Wa Secondary Technical School is a community day 

secondary school with 151 boys and 38 girls as of the 2003/2004 academic year (Wa 

Secondary Technical 3
rd

 Quarterly Report, 2004). The school has good classroom 

buildings. However, the school lacked several other facilities such as hostels, furniture, 

drinking water, proper urinals and toilets and adequate materials to facilitate good 

teaching and learning. It is the requirement for government to provide quality education 

for all, but the research revealed that the study school lacked gender friendly facilities to 

provide a favourable environment for students, particularly for girls to learn.  
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As a day school, it did not have hostel facilities to accommodate students from the rural 

catchment communities. Although the study school is located in the regional capital, 

most students come from surrounding villages. A few students had also travelled from 

the southern part of Ghana where their parents had migrated to in search of better 

farmlands due to the poor nature of farmlands in the research area. Such students were 

required to arrange their own accommodation, pay school fees and other school levies 

and cook their own meals. Hence, most of the students were staying with relatives, 

friends or living on their own in rented rooms in compound houses. This situation made 

girls particularly vulnerable because they could be exploited by guardians or men in the 

community due to imbalanced power relations between men and women. The assistant 

head master of the school mentioned that one of the challenges of day school students 

from rural areas was finding comfortable accommodation in the city and indicated that 

some of the girls living in compound houses have virtually become second wives to 

their landlords. Accordingly, the board of directors of the study school made a petition 

to the District Assembly for the provision of hostel facilities for girls due to their 

vulnerability in the community. Fortunately, the District Assembly responded by 

building two blocks of hostel accommodation for the school but argued that boys from 

distant villages were equally vulnerable and should be assigned one of the hostels. As a 

result, only about half of the female population stayed in the school hostel supervised by 

the senior housemistress. One of the female teachers lamented about the problems 

female students face as day scholars: 

 

„In this particular school because it is a day school most of the students here 

stay with relatives and therefore, coming to participate in extra-curricular 

activities like sports after school is difficult for them. You realise that most at 

times it is the boys that really want to participate, some of the girls want to, but 

it would mean they have left house chores behind for those they are staying with 

to do, and they don‟t take it kindly. So me personally I‟m happy that they are 

trying to put up a hostel for them but as at now only a few have been 

accommodated and they are even living under constraints‟ (Female teacher, 45-

50 years  20/11/05). 
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A visit I made with the senior housemistress to the girls‟ new hostel revealed that the 

girls were still living in appalling conditions. There was no furniture in the long 

sleeping hall and girls were lying on very thin mattresses and mats on the floor. The 

small kitchen provided for them was also not furnished. Girls were cooking on firewood 

and charcoal outside the kitchen. There were also men loitering around the unfenced 

hostel which has implications for their safety. The girls complained that they were 

constantly being harassed by men from the community and were still not secured in 

their new accommodation which was meant to grant them security. The lack of fenced 

walls to the girls‟ hostels and scattered nature of the school facilities such as the toilet 

and urinals made supervision difficult, therefore students could easily escape to town 

without permission and not being detected. According to the housemistress one of the 

girls failed to return to the school after vacation and it was rumoured among the 

students that she was pregnant. 

 

Most secondary schools in Ghana are boarding institutions which provide more 

dormitory facilities for boys than girls (Casely-Hayford, 2002; Quist, 2003). Boarding 

schools provide a more favourable environment and more time for study which is in 

great contrast to day secondary schools. Students from rural homes who are day 

scholars, especially girls, face multiple constraints when it comes to studying at home. 

They study late in the night only after completing their evening chores. Their study is 

done under poor lighting, provided by a kerosene lamp or candle. Girls from poor 

homes in boarding schools may enjoy facilities ordinarily absent from their homes such 

as water, proper furniture, sanitary facilities, and regular meals. Hence, boarding 

schools overcome many factors within the households and communities that have 

negative influences on girls‟ participation and performance in school (Casely-Hayford, 

2002). Most of the girls expressed their desire to be in boarding school so as to escape 

the heavy domestic chores they perform in the house. However, due to the high fees 

charged by boarding schools most poor parents tend to send children to day schools. 

Community day secondary schools were introduced by the government in the past two 

decades to make secondary education more affordable and accessible to students in rural 

communities (Quist, 2003). In all classes that I observed in the study school there were 
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clear gender differences in classroom participation as girls made up less than half the 

number of boys. As stated earlier in the context of Ghana, the education system since 

the British colonial administration period discriminates against girls by offering them 

fewer boarding facilities than boys at secondary schools. Lack of adequate boarding or 

hostel facilities for girls could be one of the reasons for girls‟ low enrolment in 

secondary high schools in Ghana and other African countries (Croft, 2000; Casely-

Hayford, 2002; Quist, 2003). 

 

For the majority of students who were not staying in the school hostel, time taken to 

travel to school often made them tired and affected their punctuality and performance at 

school. The Upper West region is noted to have the highest percentage of children 

walking over 30 minutes to school each day (Ghana Core Welfare Indicators Survey 

Report, 1998).  For example, most students walked 1-3 kilometres from their homes to 

school daily. Although the length of journey to school affects the attendance of boys 

and girls, the effects of distance are more severe for girls who have to perform many 

household chores in the morning. In an interview with the district director of education, 

she indicated that parents were not comfortable with sending their daughters away from 

their rural homes to go and live alone in the city without any supervision. Therefore, in 

most cases distance hinders enrolment and attendance, especially of the girls. Issues of 

safety and the fear that girls may be sexually harassed are concerns for parents and they 

are less likely to allow their daughters to attend school if they have to travel long 

distances (Casely-Hayford, 2002). This could then be noted as one of the many 

obstacles for girls‟ enrolment, retention and completion of school especially at the SHS 

level where most schools are located in towns and cities to the disadvantage of rural 

communities.  

 

Besides the accommodation problem, the school did not have its own drinking-water 

facilities and students had to fetch water from a nearby community borehole. This made 

life difficult for both teachers and students, and students often dodged to town with the 

pretext of going to drink water. The inadequate provision of water in schools can have a 

negative effect on the achievement of high learning outcomes. Another uncomfortable 

situation teachers and students had to face in the school was lack of proper toilet 
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facilities. There were only two urinals and one toilet provided by the District Assembly 

near to the school for both teachers and students. These facilities were also made use of 

by the neighbourhood communities since the school was not fenced. The urinals and 

toilet were partially enclosed, dirty and in poor state of repair and were particularly 

unsuitable for the girls to use. Some girls complained of the discomfort they face, for 

example not being able to clean themselves in school during menstruation. Female 

teachers similarly expressed the need for separate toilets for girls. The lack of water and 

inadequate toilet facilities provide further reason for girls to be absent from school, 

especially during their menstrual period. These findings confirm results of several 

studies which have showed that girls who experienced menstruations without adequate 

sanitary facilities were regularly absent or even dropped out of school (Brock and 

Cammish, 1997; Rose et al., 1997; Tembon et al., 1997; Chowdhury et al., 2002; 

Kasente, 2003; Tomasevski, 2006; UNICEF, 2008). According to the 2003 UNESCO 

report, the provision of gender sensitive infrastructure can be extremely important for 

ensuring girls‟ full participation in education. The usual embarrassment and 

consequences of the schoolgirls in schools without water and toilet facilities cannot be 

over emphasized. Adequate provision of these facilities in schools will go a long way to 

improve the sanitation and hygiene of students and encourage students‟ particularly 

girls‟, enrolment and retention at school.  

 

Lack of teaching and learning materials was another problem faced by the school. The 

science laboratory, Home Economics and Technical departmental workshops were not 

adequately equipped for effective and efficient practical lessons to be undertaken. The 

supply of text books and exercise books was also inadequate. Inadequate supplies meant 

that two to three students shared a textbook.  In most situations boys sat closer to the 

book than girls since they  tended to be the first to get them from the store room and this 

hindered most girls‟ freedom to read and learn comfortably. An interview with the 

assistant head teacher later revealed that the school actually had adequate textbooks but 

said the students lost them when the books were given to them for studies at home.  
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6.3 Teachers and daily school practices  

 

Teaching staff in the study school were predominantly male with a small proportion of 

female teachers. Out of the sixteen teachers in the school only five were females. The 

predominance of male teachers in the study school is a common phenomenon in most 

secondary schools in Ghana.  One explanation for this disparity is connected to the 

cultural beliefs of the people of the study area where girls receive less encouragement to 

embark on higher education. The low representation of female teachers in senior high 

school perpetuates gender differences because it does not provide girls with sufficient 

role models. The educational system at all levels in Ghana and other countries is male 

dominated except in primary schools where there are more female than male teachers. 

The global feminization of teaching, particularly at primary education level is related to 

societal perception that women have better nurturance capabilities which make them 

better teachers of young children  (Driessen, 2007; Smith, 2004; Boyle, 2004; Skelton, 

2002; Coffey and Delamont, 2000; Acker, 1994). Unfortunately, the feminization of 

primary teaching has contributed to teaching's low status and low wages. 

 

Though the number of female teachers has increased gradually in Ghana, the proportion 

remains extremely low in most rural schools partly due to the lack of social amenities. 

Female teachers tend to accept posting to urban schools for a range of reasons, but also 

where travel conditions or accommodation may be more secure. A study investigating 

the needs of female teachers in Ghana found that many married female teachers want to 

live with their husbands who most likely have a job in urban areas while the unmarried 

ones are reluctant to go to rural areas because they worry about not finding a suitable 

husband (Casely-Hayford with Wilson, 2001). This could have an impact on girls‟ 

access to educational opportunities in rural communities. The presence of female 

teachers is important to provide girls with role models they can identify with and to 

provide counselling, especially on issues related to puberty and career choice. Also, the 

presence of female teachers as role models would expand the aspirations of girls, and 

show that barriers to girl‟s progress in education are usually socially constructed rather 

than reflecting their innate abilities or interests. A number of studies have also noted the 

importance of achieving equal distribution of female teachers as a means of improving 
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girls‟ retention, performance and achievements in schools. (Croft, 2000; Casely-

Hayford with Wilson, 2001; Hedges, 2002; Casely-Hayford, 2007; Colclough et al. 

2003; John Pryor et al., 2003; Sefa Dei, 2004; Akyeampong, 2004).  

 

The data on teacher qualifications showed that all teachers were well trained in teaching, 

holding undergraduate university degrees with a few of them undertaking part time 

postgraduate studies. Observations in the study school showed that the relatively high 

professional qualifications of the teachers was often not manifested in their professional 

attitudes, as many teachers arrived late and in some cases, where they were punctual to 

school, some did not teach their lessons at all. Teachers often delegated their 

responsibilities to students while they engaged in conversations in the staff common 

room or attended to other private matters outside the school. Students were often seen 

supervising classes, always with a cane in hand.  They were also made to write copious 

notes on the chalkboard for their classmates to copy without the benefit of an 

explanation. Most students complained that they were particularly unhappy with the 

unprofessional attitudes of some teachers such as absenteeism, lateness and not teaching. 

One of the students remarked: „Some teachers don‟t teach when they come to school, 

they give excuses‟. The senior boys‟ prefect equally retorted: 

 

„I may say my problem is supervision of teachers in this school is poor. Some of 

the masters [teachers] are doing their best but others don‟t do their work. When 

it‟s time for them to teach they would be somewhere else and nothing is being 

done about it‟ (School boy prefect, 22 years 12/11/05).   

 

Information gathered from teachers revealed that most of them were poorly motivated 

due to poor conditions of service such as low salary and lack of accommodation. Out of 

the 16 teachers, only 4 were housed in the teachers‟ bungalows on the school premises. 

The staff common room was also too small and inadequately furnished for teachers to 

relax and go about their work effectively, hence the poor teaching culture which 

impacted negatively on students‟ performance and achievements in the school.  
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I spent six weeks observing the study school. Daily activities began at 6 am with 

students weeding, sweeping and cleaning the school compound and classrooms, which 

is the usual practice in many Ghanaian schools. This suggests that girls who usually 

have many chores to perform had to wake up as early as 4 to 5 a.m. if they were to be in 

school on time. The cleaning of the school compound was followed by a morning 

assembly at 7 a.m. and it was compulsory for all teachers and students to attend. 

Morning assemblies on Mondays were usually supervised by the teacher on duty and 

the senior boys‟ prefect and addressed by the head teacher or his deputy, subsequent 

ones were supervised by the teacher on duty and the school boy prefect. With the 

exception of the Monday morning assemblies, most teachers often did not attend 

morning assemblies and usually left the school before the closing assembly at 2 pm. 

Male prefects were most often left alone to supervise both morning and closing 

assemblies when the teacher on duty was not around. Queues at assembly were 

segregated by gender with girls standing in the front while boys stood at the back of the 

queue. Student attendance and punctuality was strictly checked and punishment given to 

latecomers in the form of caning. Plots allocated to students for weeding and sweeping 

to keep the compound clean were also inspected before the morning assembly and those 

found not to have cleaned their plots punished (punishment is discussed later in this 

chapter). School uniforms were compulsory and inspected every morning during 

assemblies and those found not to be in neat uniforms punished while those in tattered 

uniforms or unspecified uniforms sent home. The colour and style of uniforms were 

also specified according to gender and authority. While male prefects were allowed to 

wear brown trousers and white shirts, the other boys were required to wear brown shorts 

and blue shirts. Unlike the male prefects, female prefects were not allowed to wear 

trousers; they wore blue skirts and white blouses while all other girls wore blue dresses 

with gathers at the waist.  

 

6.4 Gendered School Environment 

  

As indicated in the introduction, the differential treatment boys and girls experience at 

home does not end at the household level. Girls continue to suffer gender inequalities 

and unequal power relations in education because schools are shaped by the society in 
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which they are situated (Nussbaum, 2003; Colclough, 2004; Wilson, 2004; Kakuru, 

2006; Stromquist, 2007). However, teachers who could play a leading role in 

dismantling traditional constructions of gender are themselves still playing a major role 

in socializing children into the normative adult gender roles they will be expected to 

play in society. Therefore teachers‟ attitudes and practices in the school environment are 

important in promoting gender equality as well as reproducing gender inequality in 

education. This is because teachers‟ attitudes affect students‟ performance and therefore 

can shape students‟ perceptions and aspirations. My interviews and observations reveal 

a school culture that was not divorced from the wider social structure. The school 

administration, duties and responsibilities were differentiated on gender lines. Male 

teachers dominated the school management and administration; both the headmaster and 

his deputy were males. Similarly, the senior house master and all head of departments 

were also males except the home economics department which was headed by a woman. 

Though a female teacher occupied the position of senior house mistress her authority 

was limited to the girls. There were also more male student prefects than female 

prefects. With the exception of the senior girls‟ prefect, the rest of the female prefects 

were usually appointed as assistants to their male counterparts with different 

responsibilities and lesser authority. While male teachers and male prefects seem to 

exercise control over the whole school, female teachers and female prefects seem to 

control only girls‟ and „feminine activities‟ in the school. What students see and hear 

about their environment all affect their perceptions. Thus, students see that men and 

boys dominate leadership and management positions whereas women and girls play the 

subordinate role. This is of particular concern because students receive messages about 

appropriate gender roles simply by the way that leadership positions are allocated in 

schools. These findings mirror the study of Dunne et al., (2005) in Ghana and Botswana. 

The gendered structures in school, the household and the larger society therefore, 

contribute to the subordinate role that women and girls play in the educational system 

(Dunne et al., 2005; Kakuru, 2006). This clearly has an impact on girls‟ education and 

occupational aspirations and their future role in society.  

 

In terms of subjects taught, female teachers were concentrated in the home economics 

department, teaching food and nutrition, clothing and textiles and management in living 

perceived as feminine subjects. With the exception of one female teacher who taught 
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maths and two others who handled English, the remaining subjects, including general 

science, agricultural science, mathematics and technical subjects, were all seen as 

masculine and were taught by male teachers. The female maths teacher pointed out that 

when she had first arrived in the school, she was assigned to teach maths to only first 

year students while second and third years were taught by her male colleague. Similarly, 

the two female English teachers taught English to the first year students while their 

male colleague taught the third year students. Female teachers are usually assigned to 

teach in lower classes whereas male teachers tend to teach in the higher classes. This 

reinforces the idea that female teachers are not as intelligent as the male teachers and so 

were not able to teach in senior classes (Kadzamira and Chibwana, 2000). The gender-

based association of teachers with particular subjects strongly communicates to students 

which subjects are appropriate for their sexes and contributed to the gender differences 

in students‟ choices of subject (discussed later in this chapter).  

 

General school activities were also gender segregated. Female students, in particular, 

were in charge of cleaning classrooms and offices, fetching water for the head teachers‟ 

office and the staff common room and washing of the school‟s sports jerseys.  Male 

students on the other hand took responsibility for activities that were perceived to 

require greater physical effort such as sports, cutting trees and flower hedges, weeding 

and digging the school compound. Female teachers were mainly involved in activities 

such as supervising the cleaning of offices and classrooms and welcoming and 

entertaining visitors, whereas male teachers were mainly responsible for organising 

school debates and quizzes and sports activities. Issues of discipline, especially corporal 

punishment were in the hands of male teachers and male prefects. Dunne and Leach et 

al (2005) observed that female teachers were not interested in corporal punishment and 

sometimes asked their male colleagues to cane students for them because boys usually 

resist female teachers‟ attempts to beat them. Male students‟ non-acceptance of female 

teachers‟ authority can be seen as a way of defending the gender boundary which is 

related to the wider patriarchal society where men are perceived to be superior to 

women. It was also observed that teachers regularly asked students to perform certain 

activities for them, in ways that perpetuate gender differentiation. For example, girls 

were often asked to buy and serve food to teachers and wash the dishes when they had 

finished eating. Some girls reported that male teachers, particularly the unmarried ones, 
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sometimes ask them to perform chores such as cooking, washing of clothes and fetching 

water for them in their house. Other studies have suggested that teachers were more 

likely to give more domestic tasks such as cleaning, washing and sweeping to girls, thus 

reinforcing commonly held gender stereotypes (Magno et al., 2002; Colclough et al., 

2003; Dunne et al, 2005). However, when teachers were asked whether they behave 

differently towards boys and girls in the school, most of them said that there were no 

differences in the way they treated students. For instance, one of the female teachers 

remarked:  

 

„Personally I don‟t discriminate, because [...] I see them as equals. Because in 

my house, I have children, I don‟t discriminate as far as work is concerned, you 

know anybody at all can do any type of work at any particular time [….] so in 

school too, if it is sweeping, I don‟t care whether you are a boy or a girl, and 

everyone must do it‟ (Female teacher, 45-50 years 17/11/05). 

 

Two other teachers however, admitted that the gender of students was an influencing 

factor in the manner that teachers behaved towards students and indicated that when 

students behaved contrary to expectations she or he is reprimanded or cautioned. The 

following were their responses: 

 

„Sister [referring to the researcher] you know that one is just normal, sometimes 

when they [students] do certain things, you say I expected you to behave as a 

man or a woman to have done it in a better way than you are doing now‟ 

(Female teacher, 45-50 years 08/11/05). 

 

„Yes, because these are two different sexes, they should be handled differently to 

some extent but to a large extent we give them equal treatment‟ (Male teacher, 

35-40 years 15/11/05). 
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From general interviews and observations, most teachers seem to view gender 

differentiation as normal and natural and therefore did not appear to realise that their 

attitudes towards students were   discriminatory. They also failed to recognise that 

female students were more involved in the extra-curricular duties of the school than 

male students. As teachers saw their attitudes as the accepted norm in the study area no 

effort was made to address the gender differences in the school culture. The findings of 

this research are in line with those of a range of other studies which show that teachers‟ 

attitudes have an effect on every day practices within schools, influencing students‟ 

formation of their gender identities (Walkerdine, 1990; Walkerdine et al, 2001; 

Colclough et al., 2003; Colclough, 2004; Magno and Silova, 2007; Stromquist, 2007).  

 

Furthermore, teachers‟ interviews and observations also reveal that students were not 

passive in the formation of their identities. Teachers indicated that both boys and girls 

actively defended these gender boundaries in the school environment and those who try 

to cross these boundaries are most often teased or intimidated. It was observed that boys 

and girls had little interaction with one another both in and outside the classroom. 

Teachers detailed several activities that boys do not like doing, for example, sweeping, 

cleaning and fetching of water. Girls, they said, are not enthusiastic about engaging in 

sports, weeding and taking leadership positions. The statements below show how active 

students guided these gendered roles to avoid intimidation or being laughed at. 

 

„The boys normally do not want to sweep, and they feel women are suppose to 

sweep. When it comes to hooking [cutting grass with a machete], you see the 

girls standing aside and asking the boys to do it‟ (Female teacher, 40-45 years 

09/11/05)  

 

„Sometimes when you look at certain activities in this school, for example, when 

it is time for school elections you see more boys vying for more positions than 

the girls‟ (Male teacher, 35-40 years 08/11/05).  
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„When it comes to things like football, the girls feel that it‟s for boys and when it 

comes to something like keeping the classroom tidy, the boys feel that it should 

be the work of the girls who should sweep the classroom. That is the perception 

of the society and even from the homes; because the family feels that a girl 

should not take part in sports, for instance if a girl wants to go and play football 

the parents would say what kind of football? They would say that it‟s the reserve 

of boys. If a boy too wants to sweep whilst girls are around the parents would 

say how, can‟t the girls sweep?‟(Male teacher, 45-50 years 19/11/05) 

 

The analysis of students‟ interviews suggests that they did perceive the differential 

treatment from teachers as discriminatory but accepted it as normal and did not seem to 

consider gender as an important factor in their interactions with teachers. For example, 

„They are fair to us‟. „I feel that the way they treat us is normal‟. „As far as the boys are 

different from the girls, it is normal to treat us differently and I think they are treating 

us well‟ (Group discussion with boys and girls, 09/11/05). In a study by Magno and 

Silova (2007), examining school-based gender inequities in central Europe and the 

former Soviet Union, similar results were found. Secondary students did not perceive 

gender as a significant factor but they did stress the fact that sometimes boys are treated 

differently from girls for the same actions, which to some extent was justified due to the 

differences in the behaviour of girls and boys. I would suggest that the students‟ belief 

that gender is not an important factor might be related to the fact that they focused 

mainly on direct discrimination and not on indirect discrimination.  

 

6.5 Teachers’ expectations of students’ behaviour 

 

In terms of the behaviour of students, teachers expected boys to be less likely to 

conform to the demands of classroom control. Teachers‟ expectations for students‟ 

behaviour seem to be related to gender, with teachers expecting more positive 

classroom and social behaviour from girls. Both male and female teachers 

recommended girls for their good behaviour in class and said that girls are easier to 

control both in and outside the classroom than boys. Like parents, teachers described 
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girls as being simple, timid, submissive, dynamic, obedient and hardworking. They 

mentioned that „girls are not so noisy, arrogant and they more easily succumb than 

boys‟ (Male teacher, 45-50 years 23/11/05). Unlike girls, boys were said to be 

masculine, aggressive, active, fast, boisterous, strong, rowdy and superior to girls. 

Pressure from friends to conform to expectations in terms of gender in the classroom 

was the reason most commonly suggested for boys‟ misbehaviour. As boys tend to be 

more disruptive and demanding in classrooms, teachers‟ attention is generally focused 

on them at the expense of girls. The assistant head teacher explained that boys behave 

the way they do because they have a problem of wanting to be recognized. Describing 

the behaviour of the students some male teachers said: 

 

„I can say [...] the girls actually pay attention but the boys when you are 

teaching, you see the boys trying to be talking to each others, destructing lessons 

but as for the girls the moment you say please pay attention, they are very 

attentive, they fear that they would be punished but the boys don‟t fear. Girls are 

easier to control; generally, girls behave better than boys because the boys are 

robust‟ (Male teacher, 50-55years 23/11/05).  

 

„From my point of view, it is easier to control girls than boys because girls are 

vulnerable by nature and they are easily intimidated, put a little threat, the girls 

can conform, but sometimes you would have to go an extra mile before you can 

tone the boys down. So in terms of control it is easier to control the girls. In fact, 

the boys are more rude and recalcitrant than the girls‟ (Male teacher, 45-50 

years 17/11/05).  

 

Teachers‟ expectations seem to suggest that most of them have stereotypical ideas about 

the abilities and the behaviour of students. The majority of both male and female 

teachers explained the differences in boys‟ and girls‟ behaviour in terms of biology. 

Most of them did not see gender as an important factor in children‟s socialisation and 

schooling. However, the responses of a few teachers seemed to perceive students‟ 
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behaviour as a result of the way they have been socialized in the patriarchal 

environment. The home economics teacher for instance said: 

 

„The boys, some of the boys are so difficult, I don‟t know whether it is, they are 

very difficult, very difficult to control, I don‟t know why. People come from 

different houses so it is difficult, may be some training or some behaviour that 

some of the boys come to school with are from their various houses, they think 

they can carry it here; therefore some of them are actually very difficult to 

control. You give them work to do and they don‟t want to do it and they want to 

do something else. But with the girls when they are given some work to do, they 

go straight away to do it without any difficulty. So you can also see again that; 

you see the girls are more or less in bondage, you know, therefore you can 

control them. They are not that free to do certain things but the boys are, you 

know, they are left free in the houses. With that background you cannot control 

them‟ (Female teacher, 45-50 years 10/11/05). 

 

As the teacher rightly points out the home experiences of students (highlighted in the 

previous chapter) shape their behaviour to large extent. In the research area, girls are 

usually socialised into being more reserved and submissive whereas boys are expected 

to be assertive and aggressive. There is evidence from this and other studies that 

students carry to school strong gender notions from family and society (Stromquist, 

2007; Francis and Skelton, 2001).  The effects of patriarchal socialisation are related to 

the classroom interaction process and associated consequences for academic potential. 

Other studies in Western countries have suggested that teachers apply different 

standards of behaviour to students and often prevent girls from participating in activities 

that are considered „natural‟ for boys (Reay, 2001; Mills, 2001; Francis, 2005b). 

Teachers‟ expectations therefore are a reflection of the deeply rooted wider 

communities' gender biases against girls which impact negatively on their educational 

prospects.  
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6.6 Reward, Punishment and School Based Gender Violence 

 

Teachers indicated in interviews that students are rewarded or praised for good 

academic performance and good behaviour in and outside the classroom. They 

mentioned that neatness, punctuality and good behaviour were important attributes that 

attracted praise or reward and that there were not significant differences in the amount 

of praise that girls and boys received from their teachers. The following statements from 

two male teachers describe how students are selected for reward in the school:  

 

„We have a whole lot of reinforcement we use in this school. In terms of neatness, 

usually the senior house master in particular, at morning assembly, would just 

come out and look through the students and select from both sexes who are 

neatly dressed to come out and stand in front of the assembly for everyone to see 

them and give them praises [….] When they are able to keep their uniforms neat 

they are praised and when they are punctual, we praise them‟ (Male teacher, 40-

45 years 15/11/05). 

 

„We reward students who do well in quizzes and give right answers to questions 

in class with remarks like, very good, well done, and excellent and so on. If you 

look at the classroom situation sometimes when a student answers a question 

nicely, they may clap hands for the student and the master can give all sorts of 

praises, that is also equally for both sexes‟ (Male teacher, 45-50 years 22/11/05). 

 

Data gathered from interviews and observations prove contrary to teachers‟ assertion 

that there was no discrimination in the ways that students were praised in the school. As 

boys were more active in participating in the teaching-learning process, they were more 

likely to answer questions correctly and receive more praise or positive feedback than 

girls. However, reinforcement for a few girls who made efforts and provided correct 

answers was much more exaggerated as the whole class was asked to clap for them.  For 

this reason some boys thought girls were getting more teacher attention in class than 

boys. For   example, Akwasi, one of the boys stated:  
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„Girls get more attention in the classroom by way of motivation, for instance, in 

terms of exercises being given in class, females are not all that good but they 

encourage the girls by praising them in certain ways to motivate them to learn‟ 

(Male student, 19 years 17/11/05). 

 

Overall, boys got more praise in the classroom for their active participation in lessons 

while girls were praised for their good behaviour and neatness. General observations 

show that teachers were more concerned about students‟ misconduct than their good 

behaviour and tended to punish students more than they praised them.  

 

A range of research confirms that corporal punishment as disciplinary practice in 

schools makes school environments uncomfortable for students (Dunne and Leach et al, 

2005; Leach et al, 2003; Agbenyega, 2006). When students were asked which aspect of 

school life made them uncomfortable, most of them mentioned corporal punishment, 

sexual harassment, insults, teasing, favouritism, and gossip as some of the aspects of 

school life they disliked. The research showed that corporal punishment was commonly 

used by both teachers and students as a disciplinary measure in the school. Students 

expressed dislike for corporal punishment and said they were particularly unhappy 

about being beaten by their fellow students, usually male prefects, for minor offences 

and sometimes for no apparent reason. It was a common sight as one observes male 

prefects carrying canes and using them freely on fellow students even for minor 

offences like lateness, failure to sweep or weed one‟s plot, bring a broom or garden 

sticks to school and clean the classroom. Moreover, students were sometimes punished 

not only for unacceptable behaviour but for reasons entirely beyond their control such 

as lacking learning materials, failure to pay school fees or levies and poor academic 

performance. They complained that giving wrong answers or being unable to answer a 

question within the classroom sometimes attracted corporal punishment and that 

sometimes a student who answers a question correctly is asked to cane those who get it 

wrong. As indicated earlier, although there were sixteen teachers in the school, usually, 

only the teacher on duty managed to turn up early enough before morning assemblies 

and needed the support of prefects to maintain order in the school. Male prefects 
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confirmed that teachers authorised them to use the cane but when teachers were 

questioned, they totally denied that such a practice exists and promised to carry out an 

investigation.  Appointing prefects to assist school authority to maintain order is a 

common practice in schools; however, I would argue that the practice that allows 

students to use the cane on their peers in the name of punishment for breaking school 

rules or giving wrong answers in the class must be discontinued immediately. This is 

because learning does not thrive in a hostile environment and students are unlikely to 

ask questions or challenge the views of their teachers if they live in fear. Students also 

reported that corporal punishment was a common practice in their homes and that their 

parents support the use of the cane in school. Some students mentioned that there were 

instances where some parents came to the school to request teachers to beat their 

children for misbehaving at home. Some of the students approved of some corporal 

punishment, provided it was given in proportion to the offence committed and for 

justifiable reasons. However, it should also be understood that it was the wish of the 

majority of the students to be treated with respect, to have teachers listen to them, and to 

better understand the teachers‟ view of their offence. 

 

I observed gender differences in the way that students were punished. Girls were often 

punished by being ordered to undertake tasks that relate to domestic chores, such as 

sweeping, fetching water and cleaning toilets whereas boys were often punished by 

having to do ground work which usually involved the use of a cutlass or a hoe. With 

regard to corporal punishment, girls received caning on their hands while boys received 

a disproportionate share of caning on their buttocks, back and legs. In their study 

examining children‟s experience of corporal punishment in Swaziland Clacherty et al. 

(2005) also found significant gender differences, with boys being beaten more often 

than girls. When I asked about the differences in punishment, teachers explained that 

girls ought to be treated more gently than boys because girls have a more delicate and 

sensitive body. It seems clear to me that the discriminatory use of corporal punishment 

on the basis of gender stereotypes is unfair. While some teachers confirmed the use of 

corporal punishment in the school for various offences others denied caning students 

but mentioned several other ways of punishing them, for example, weeding and digging, 

sweeping, picking up litter around the school and cutting hedges. The following 

statements were made in regards to punishment in the school.  



145 

 

 

„Yes, caning is done though we are not supposed to do it because Ghana 

Education Service (GES) does not encourage it. But we are compelled by 

necessity‟ (Male teacher, 40-45 years 14/11/05).  

„Personally, I would like to punish a recalcitrant student by sometimes giving 

him some manual work to do. From my observation we are individuals, 

sometimes I see some masters holding canes but when they are caning the boys, 

they cane the girls too. That is what I see but personally, I don‟t like caning‟ 

(Female teacher, 45-50 years 06/11/05).  

„If the offence is the type that involves cheating or stealing, we administer one or 

two canes to let the person refrain from doing that kind of thing. It would not 

make an impact if you give him a place to weed because the friends may not 

even know why he is weeding, but if you give him instant justice in front of the 

others, that would make an impact. On the other hand, if it is just minor, minor 

offences we just ask them to do some weeding. In fact, the weeding seems to be 

more beneficial to the school as a whole because it keeps the environment clean‟ 

(Male assistant head teacher, 45-50 years 24/11/05). 

 

Despite the fact that corporal punishment is banned in Ghanaian schools, the law is 

often not effectively enforced.  The common use of corporal punishment violates the 

Ghana National Education Code of Discipline established in the late 1970s which 

allowed head teachers or their deputies to administer caning up to six strokes to children 

as a last resort (Agbenyega, 2006). Additionally, it violates the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (UN, 

1989). Excessive caning can deter students from classroom participation and also 

encourage students to play truant which can eventually result in dropout. These findings 

are consistent with those of past research such as Brown (2003) study on sexual abuse 

and Agbenyega‟s (2006) study on corporal punishment in Ghana.  Attempts to abolish 

corporal punishment in schools must therefore seek to change people‟s attitudes towards 

disciplining children at the household and community levels, in addition to reform of 

the national legislation, which permits corporal punishment in schools, under special 

circumstances.   
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Teachers and prefects indicated that there was no differential treatment in punishing 

students in the school but their claims were contradicted by many boys who complained 

of favouritism, declaring that girls and school prefects were given better treatment and 

sometimes escaped punishment that would have been given out had the offender been a 

boy. As Kwame explained: 

 

„Some of the senior boys favour their girl friend when they come to school late 

while punishing others for being late. When students commit the same offence 

with prefects, for example, being late to school, the student is punished while the 

prefect is set free‟ (Male student, 18 years 21/11/05). 

 

For example, they said both teachers and prefects caned them harder on their heads, 

hands, backs, buttocks and legs while girls were caned only in the palm of their hands. 

Additionally, where the punishment involved weeding, cutting of hedges, or any other 

difficult task, boys received larger portions than girls. Girls admitted being favoured at 

times by both teachers and male prefects, explaining that teachers treated them 

differently sometimes because they considered them to be weak.  

 

Most students, especially the junior boys and girls felt that they were not treated with 

respect in the school. They complained bitterly about the widespread bullying in the 

school which made school life uncomfortable. In mixed group discussions, girls 

especially stated that teachers and prefects often verbally abused and insulted them. 

They mentioned that boys especially tease girls when they make mistakes in class, for 

example, mispronouncing a word during reading or questioning time in class. Even the 

most academically able boys were not left out of this; they were also ridiculed for 

participating actively in class. As Paul lamented:  

 

„One thing too is that, in class, for instance, if you are fond of answering 

questions or contributing in class; they would start calling you names like, book 
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long, too known and all sort of names and that may discourage one from 

contributing in class‟ (Male student, 20years 17/11/05).  

 

Other forms of bullying girls said they suffered were being given nicknames, being 

shouted at, being asked to kneel down, crawl or run. Girls on their period who get their 

dresses soiled were also mocked. Most teachers and prefects denied the practice of 

bullying in the school, explaining that it was usually a joke or fun they had with the 

girls. One of the male prefects responded: „There is nothing like that, we don‟t bully 

juniors; it is only sometimes when they are lazy that we normally punish them‟ (Adamu, 

male student, 22years 18/11/05). Girls stated that they often do not report bullying 

because teachers do not take them seriously and often fail to take action. Bullying can 

have negative impacts on student behaviour, performance and encourages some students, 

especially girls, to drop out of school. 

 

Apart from corporal punishment and bullying, another issue that made girls in particular 

uncomfortable in school was sexual harassment. The issue came up suddenly in focus 

group discussions with boys and girls about issues that make the school environment 

hostile to students‟ learning. Information gathered suggests that sexual harassment was 

still prevalent in the school. Several studies on gender violence both in Ghana and 

several other developing countries show that students, especially girls, experience 

sexual abuse and harassment by male students and male teachers in the school 

environment (Humphreys, 2008; Leach and Humphreys, 2007; Mirembe and Davies, 

2001; Shumba, 2001; Dunne et al 2003; Brown, 2003; Afenyadu and Goparaju, 2003; 

Leach, et al, 2003; Dunne et al 2006). Girls are particularly at risk of sexual violence 

and abuse due to the power imbalance between girls and boys. Girls have been 

socialised in a strong patriarchal Ghanaian culture to be respectful, obedient and 

submissive to elders, especially men. This accounts for the passive and apathetic 

attitude that is common among girls which make them lack confidence to resist abusive 

situations. This behaviour of girls is exploited by some male teachers who lure them 

into their houses and sexually abuse them. In the following statements, some girls in the 

interviews admitted that male teachers sometimes ask girls to carry exercise books or 

other items to their house, ask them to perform certain house chores for them or invite 
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them for a visit and when they get to the teachers‟ house they propose to have sex with 

them.  

 

 „Some masters [teachers] would call you after closing and tell you to come to 

his house in the evening and because he is a master you can‟t refuse, if you 

refuse you are in trouble. Sometimes he would do something to you, which you 

don‟t like, but you cannot say it. The next day if you see him in class you can‟t 

look at his face, you can‟t pay attention because you are embarrassed; you 

never expected that from him‟ (Falila, female student, 19years 08/11/05). 

„Some of the male teachers may propose to you, if you don‟t accept, they would 

mistreat you, they would be harsh on you at the least offence, so due to that you 

would not be comfortable in school‟ (Mary, female student, 17years 08/11/05).  

 

The girls explained that some teachers take undue advantage of the situation and cane 

girls who have refused to accept their sexual advances unnecessarily. Some female 

prefects also reported that girls, particularly the form one girls become the target of 

sexual harassment and offensive sexual jokes by male teachers, prefects and senior boys 

in the school environment. As one of them mentioned; „When the form ones come, there 

is always a rush by the senior students to befriend them‟ (Female prefect, 20years 

08/11/05). The girls indicated that both male teachers and male students target them for 

punishment and insults if they refuse to accept sexual proposals from them. For 

example, they mentioned that „during examinations no matter how well you perform, 

they [teachers] would either fail you or give low marks‟ and „they [teachers] ignore and 

isolate you during lessons‟ (Female student, 18years 11/11/05). They complained that 

male teachers‟ and boys‟ aggressive behaviour is a source of worry which makes them 

lack concentration in the classroom. The following statements from boys were in 

response to girls‟ claims of sexual harassment by male teachers and schoolboys in 

which they suggest that girls deliberately act in ways that draw male teachers‟ and boys‟ 

attention to themselves.  
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„I want to oppose some of the points that the girls have made. Like the masters 

[teachers] cannot just see you and call you to his house, some of the girls when 

they see a master the way they behave makes the master think that the girl is 

interested in him, and so they go ahead to propose to them or invite them to his 

house‟ (Bawa, male student, 19years 19/11/05).  

„Some of the girls if they show interest in you and you don‟t mind them, they 

would gossip about you, and some of them would come back and tell you about 

it, and you know, when you hear it you would be frustrated, so the girls too that 

is what they do‟ (Mathew, male student, 20years 13/11/05). 

 

The girls denied all these allegations, explaining that sometimes when they try to be 

courteous to the boys or teachers, they misinterpret their courtesy to mean showing 

interest in them. This is a clear example of the double standard often set for girls. As 

indicated earlier, it is culturally expected that girls should be „polite‟ towards people in 

the study area, yet this same attitude when exhibited towards men and boys is often 

misinterpreted possibly to mean girls are deliberately seeking sexual favours from men. 

Even if the girls deliberately seek to have sexual relationship with a teacher, he should 

not encourage it because of the power imbalance between them as well as the adverse 

consequences for girls.  

 

Most boys confirmed that some of their peers behave in sexually aggressive/assaulting 

ways towards girls. As James explains „sometimes the way some boys do play with the 

girls is not good; they would be touching their buttocks, breast and some other parts 

which are not good‟ (Male student, 21years 10/11/05). Boys in the group discussions 

also reported that some teachers were in sexual relationships with girls in the school. 

They said girls engaged in sex with teachers for favours such as extra tuition, award of 

higher marks in exams, leakage of exam questions and being spared punishment for 

misconduct.  Additionally, both boys and girls agreed that most girls gave in to sex with 

male teachers and other men in the community due to economic hardships and their 

desire for money to buy basic necessities such as uniform, books and for school fees.  
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However, Peter suggested that boys‟ and girls‟ desire to engage in sexual relationships 

could also be attributed to peer group pressure and the belief that having girlfriends or 

boyfriends is being „modern‟ and raising one‟s ego among peers. He explained: 

 

„In this school there are a lot of lifestyles, here some students think that 

following girls is being modern, so if you are not interested in girls they make 

mockery of you, they give you all kinds of nick names like angel Gabriel but we 

are not here for that, we are here to study‟ (Male student, 19years 14/11/05). 

 

Boys indicated that there was always peer group pressure on them to assert their 

masculine identity and having many girlfriends was a way of affirming ones‟ popularity 

and authority among their peers. It is rather unfortunate that some students associate 

having many sexual partners to masculinity, modernity and civilization. Their desire to 

be famous among their peers often pushes them into unhealthy competition for girls. In 

some cases, they clash with male teachers who are also seeking to extract sexual favours 

from the girls which have serious consequences for them. It was also revealed in the 

group discussions that boys also become the target of ridicule „if a male teacher 

befriends a girl and a boy is also a friend to that girl, the teacher would be punishing 

the boy unnecessarily, thinking that the boy might have sexual interest in the girl‟ 

(Female prefect 08/11/05). In a group discussion some boys said it was not good for 

male teachers to befriend girls they were supposed to teach and protect in the school. 

They added that sexual relationships between teachers and girls usually divert the 

attention of such girls from studies. A recent study by Plan Ghana (2009) indicates that 

100% of girls who suffer sexual abuse do not enjoy school again, 73% become afraid of 

the perpetrator and 58% are unable to concentrate on studies after sexual abuse in 

school. Sexual abuse has been found to be a very serious issue that clearly impacts 

negatively on students‟ physical and mental wellbeing as well as leading to poor 

performance, poor participation in class, irregular attendance and dropout (Humphreys, 

2008; Mirembe and Davies, 2001; Dunne et al., 2005; Dunne, Leach et al., 2003).  
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Significantly, all teachers interviewed denied the fact that girls were being sexually 

harassed or abused in the school but most of them said that they had heard or read about 

instances where schoolgirls have been sexually abused in other schools from the media. 

All girls in the discussion said they never reported their experience of sexual abuse to 

school authorities because they were of the view that they would not be taken seriously. 

Also, girls risked becoming pregnant and contracting sexually transmitted infections 

and HIV/AIDS.  Afenyadu and Goparaju‟s (2003) study of the sexual health status of 

400 students in Ghana found that premarital sexual activity was common among them. 

Most of them reported being sexually harassed by boys and teachers. 5% of schoolgirls 

said male teachers had forced sex with them while 14% reported being raped by boys 

familiar to them. 24% of boys admitted raping girls. Furthermore, 29% of the female 

adolescents reported that they had been pregnant at some time. Other studies have 

linked sexual harassment and abuse to the high incidence of unwanted pregnancy, 

abortion and STI transmission (Meekers and Ahmed, 1999; Jewkes et al. 2001; Human 

Rights Watch 2001).  

 

6.7 Conclusion 

 

The discussion about the general school environment in Ghana focused on key issues of 

concern which reinforce gender inequalities and negatively impact on girls‟ education.  

This chapter has shown that the study school infrastructure was not sensitive to the 

needs of girls, for example, the lack of water and inadequate toilet facilities served as a 

disincentive to their school attendance. The results also reveal a school environment 

where the daily school practices and activities were defined along gender lines and 

where male teachers and schoolboys dominated the administration and leadership 

positions. Thus, teachers were seen enforcing a binary gender system by encouraging 

students to take on gendered roles such as girls being responsible for sweeping 

classrooms and offices, perceived as feminine roles.   

  

Furthermore, sexual harassment, corporal punishment and bullying within the school 

environment were found to create an oppressive and hostile environment for girls in 
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particular to learn. This situation is worsened by the unprofessional attitudes of teachers 

such as allowing students to cane their peers, frequent absenteeism and lack of teaching 

which impact negatively on students‟ performance. Sexual violence in schools places 

girls at risk of HIV/AIDS, unwanted pregnancy, abortion and dropping out of school 

which is the focus of the next chapter. Despite these serious health implications, the 

schools tend to normalise gender based violence against girls and play down its effects 

on them. It is also a violation of their human rights and the lack of action to prevent this 

is an indictment on school authorities and the Ghanaian government.  
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Chapter 7: Gender Discrimination in the Teaching-Learning 

Process 

 

7.1 Introduction  

 

The previous chapter examined the quality of the school infrastructure in terms of 

providing a gender friendly environment for effective teaching and learning and the 

general wellbeing of girls in particular. It also discussed how daily school practices such 

as students‟ dresses, cleaning of the school, assemblies, leadership positions and 

punishment were organised and controlled on gender lines. In this chapter, I investigate 

the gendered experiences of girls inside the classroom in relation to the teaching-

learning process, choice of subject and future aspirations and how these experiences 

affect their participation in the classroom.  

 

7.2 Unequal attention in the classroom 

 

Several studies have noted that the behaviour and attitudes of teachers influence 

students‟ performance and achievements in the classroom (Francis, 2000; Francis, 

2000b; Mungai, 2002; Tsouroufli, 2002; Aikman and Unterhalter, 2005; Kakuru, 2006; 

Magno and Silova, 2007). Therefore the attention teachers give to students in the 

classroom is of great significance if boys and girls are expected to achieve on equal 

terms. When teachers were asked whether boys and girls demand equal attention in the 

classroom, they responded that girls require more attention than boys and gave several 

reasons why they thought girls should be given special attention. For example, most 

teachers said that girls have more problems than boys due to their different body 

compositions which make them menstruate monthly. They explained that girls in their 

period worry about abdominal disorders and how to keep themselves clean. Girls, they 

said, also face a greater risk of becoming pregnant and the consequences of dropping 

out of school, and therefore needed special attention in the form of „pieces of advice 

here and there, so as not to fall into teenage pregnancy or be lured into early marriage 
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which could affect the progress of their education‟ (Male teacher 13/11/05). Some of 

the teachers also stated that girls need more attention than boys because of the heavy 

workload parents give them at home which makes them tired, sleepy and less active in 

the classroom. The assistant head teacher also expressed similar opinion about the need 

for girls to be given special attention in the classroom:  

 

„They demand different attention because, for example, the girls, the problems of 

girls are more than the problems of the boys. For example, a girl may be in her 

menses and that alone, depending on how she feels about it, may not be able to 

come to class which may not be the same with the boy. Secondly, some of the 

girls are more sensitive to issues than the boys […] Therefore […] the girls need 

special and more closer attention as you deal with them. Sometimes they find it 

difficult to tell you their problems, you know […] they are shy to say it and 

therefore it is when the teacher gets closer to them that, and talk to them 

privately or separately then you get to know and, when you realise that they 

need something special you can deal with it. For the boys, some of these 

problems that I have mentioned they don‟t have it, they don‟t face it. The 

problem that a boy may face is that perhaps he is hungry; he didn‟t eat before 

coming to school. This of course may apply to the girls too, but that adds to the 

girls‟ problems and that is it‟ (Male assistant head teacher, 45-50 24/11/05). 

 

Although most teachers acknowledged the fact that girls face many challenges in their 

experiences of school life in addition to the inequalities they suffer from their families, 

there was no evidence in my classroom observation to suggest that they specifically 

encouraged girls to participate in lessons in the classroom. It was observed that most 

teachers focused more on boys by calling on them more frequently to perform 

classroom activities than they did to girls. These activities usually involved reading 

passages from text books or words written on the chalkboard, solving mathematics 

problems on the chalkboard, answering questions or asking questions about things that 

were not clear to them. Boys were found to participate actively in lessons by raising up 

their hands to answer or ask questions and in most cases they shouted out answers to 

teachers without the teacher‟s permission to speak. Girls on the other hand, were less 
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active; occasionally, a few of them volunteered to answer rather than ask questions. 

Though most students regardless of gender did not show active involvement in the 

learning process throughout the observation, teachers did less to encourage both girls 

and boys who were less active in the classroom. They allowed a few boys to dominate 

the learning process. For example, in an English Literature lesson, the teacher only 

called on boys who raised up their hands. In another lesson, a male history teacher, after 

calling on three boys  who raised up their hands but could not get the answer correct, 

pointed at one of the girls and said „Yes, they say gender equality, girls also contribute‟, 

the girl reluctantly stood up and answered the question correctly. This is an indication of 

lack of confidence on the part of the girl which can be attributed to the way girls are 

socialized in the family. The teacher‟s attitude also suggests he lacks gender awareness 

skills to encourage girls‟ classroom participation, hence, failing to understand the ways 

in which gender is an influencing factor in classroom interactions.  

 

However, in a  few classes teachers tried to involve the whole class but most of the boys 

and girls they called upon often stood up without uttering a word or just said „No idea‟. 

The attention teachers give to boys encourages them to participate actively in the 

classroom while their lack of attention for girls has serious consequences. Several 

studies have noted that teachers concentrate on boys by involving them in many 

teaching-learning activities, which gave boys better learning opportunities than girls 

(Maimbolwa-Sinyangwe and Chilangwa, 1995; Tsouroufli, 2002; Kakuru, 2006; Magno 

and Silova, 2007).  Also, studies in the more developed world where girls achieve the 

same or surpass boys in education have confirmed the finding that girls tend to receive 

less attention in class than boys (Spencer, 1982; Stanworth, 1981; Kelly, 1988; Francis, 

and Skelton, 2005; Francis, 2002). 

 

In mixed group discussions I asked boys and girls whether teachers give students equal 

opportunities to participate in the teaching-learning and most girls responded that 

teachers concentrated their attention on boys more than girls. They contended that in 

most cases teachers ignore them even when they raised their hands.  When I probed why 

they thought teachers involved boys more than girls in classroom participation, they 
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explained that teachers thought boys gave more sensible answers to questions and asked 

more reasonable questions than girls. Afia had this to say:  

 

„When a question is asked and a girl should raise the hand, sometimes they 

don‟t always call the girl; they always call the boys to be answering the 

questions and that if they call girls, they don‟t always ask reasonable questions. 

Sometimes they concentrate on the boys, especially when it is maths. Most of the 

girls don‟t know maths and the boys are always ahead, During maths lessons 

teachers get annoyed with girls when they don‟t understand and ask questions 

but because the boys have understood and we the girls don‟t understand,  he 

would just tell you to ask a friend‟ (Female student, 19years 16/11/05).  

 

When girls were asked why they do not contribute to lessons in the classroom they 

explained that both teachers and students usually tease and ridicule them when they 

make mistakes in their attempt to contribute towards lessons. For example, Alima 

pointed out that: 

 

„Some of the teachers if they are teaching and what he is teaching is not clear 

and you ask for more explanation; he would tell you that we the girls don‟t pay 

attention in class, all we do is to think about our boyfriends and that is why we 

don‟t understand anything, and the boys would be laughing at us and that 

discourages us from asking questions in class even if we don‟t understand what 

the teacher is teaching‟ (Female student, 17years 13/11/05) . 

 

Some girls also complained that teachers caned them if they got the answers wrong, 

hence, their refusal to participate in class for fear of being punished or ridiculed by 

teachers and male students. There were also complaints of being called names and made 

fun of by male students in particular when they mispronounce words in class. Though 

most students reported being ridiculed and sometimes beaten for making mistakes in the 

classroom, I did not witness any such incidence in all the classes I observed, except in 

one form three classroom where a boy was asked to stand at the back of the class for 
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disrupting the lesson. This could be an indication of the influence that my presence had 

on both students‟ and teachers‟ behaviour in the classroom. However, many studies in 

both developing and developed countries have showed that girls‟ experiences in the 

classroom have been characterised by insult, teasing, ridicule and sometimes beatings 

(Stanworth, 1981; Mungai, 2002; Kakuru, 2006; Dunne et al, 2005). After each class 

observation I held a discussion with the subject teacher in which most of them denied 

focusing attention on boys in class and insisted that both boys and girls were given 

equal chances to participate in lessons but girls simply refused to get involved. By 

failing to call on girls simply because they did not volunteer suggests that teachers 

lacked gender sensitive methods in the teaching-learning process to encourage girls‟ 

participation. The responses below indicate that teachers seem not to recognise the fact 

that their attitudes discriminate against girls and could discourage them from 

participating in lessons in the classroom. 

 

„I don‟t give them different attention. I give them equal attention because they 

are my students under my control. I don‟t see why I should separate them, if I‟m 

giving orders I give to all of them‟ (Male teacher, 45-50years 18/11/05).  

 

„No, for me I try to treat them equally because I have taught for so long, I can 

say since 1969 up to now. I‟ve been teaching them and I try to teach them evenly, 

expecting them all to achieve greater heights in the same area of aspiration‟ 

(Male teacher, 55-60 years 16/11/05). 

 

Information gathered from the interviews suggests also that both male teachers and boys 

blamed girls for their poor participation in the classroom, accusing them of 

concentrating on their physical appearances, being materialistic and chasing men for 

money instead of focusing on their studies. Girls on the other hand attributed their poor 

performance in school to the heavy demand for their time at home which does not give 

them enough time to study and the general lack of support for their education. Blaming 

girls instead of understanding the numerous discriminatory practices they face both at 

home and in school may suggest that teachers are not aware of how their own attitudes 
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and that of parents‟ influence students,  particularly, girls‟ behaviour. These attitudes of 

teachers and male students often discourage girls from being active in the classroom and 

their coping strategy of not participating usually has negative consequences on their 

academic performances. Several girls expressed similar views to the following 

statement made by Jane: „some teachers encourage us to be serious with our studies; 

they advise us not follow boys because they would not be able to solve our problems for 

us and that they would only deceive us‟ (female student, 17years 14/11/05). Teachers in 

my research seem to have the opinion that paying attention to girls in school means 

advising them on what is good or bad for them. Though, it may be helpful to advise 

girls on moral issues, the same could be said for boys but this does not seem to happen. 

Despite the fact that most often it is boys who sexually harass girls they are not seen as 

the problem. The fact that girls are subject to constant advice is an indication of the 

higher moral standards expected of them by society. These social expectations exist 

because of the significance of the Ghanaian notion of the virtuous woman which calls 

not only for passive obedience but for living up to higher behavioural standards, with no 

such expectation existing for men and boys. In fact, some of the girls confided in me 

that they were bored with the constant advice of teachers and female prefects, which in 

most instances ended up in insults.  Whether knowingly or unknowingly, teachers treat 

girls and boys differently, by allowing boys to dominate classroom participation simply 

because they volunteered, teachers not only deny girls opportunities to improve their 

performance and achievements but also opportunities and the confidence to speak and 

express their ideas (Tsouroufli, 2002; Magno and Silova, 2007).  

 

During discussions and interviews with teachers they were asked to give their views on 

students‟ performance in school. The results revealed that most teachers have low 

expectations for girls, believing that they are intellectually inferior to boys. Male 

teachers had more positive views about boys‟ performance and achievements, whereas 

female teachers tended to have more positive views about girls than boys.  The majority 

of male teachers held the view that boys were academically more intelligent and were 

more interested in learning than girls. A female teacher who supported the idea that 

boys generally do better than girls at school suggested a social reason, explaining that 

boys do better because they tend to have more time than girls at home for studies. She 

considers that girls may be as clever as boys but their engagement in numerous 
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household chores impacts negatively on their school performance. The following 

statements were their views: 

 

„Traditionally, we expect the boys to perform far better than the girls and 

coincidentally in this school; the boys are performing far better than the girls in 

almost all the subjects except may be Home Economics‟ (Male teacher, 35-

40years, 06/12/05). 

„Indeed, when you look at the trend of the achievement of boys and girls in the 

class, it‟s not very regular in terms of boys attaining high marks than girls 

attaining low marks. There are a few shining examples of girls who will do well, 

but generally, I don‟t know what should be the factor but you find the boys 

achieving more than the girls‟ (Male teacher, 40-45 years 28/11/05). 

„People think that boys are more intelligent than girls but that is not the case. 

With my experience in the classroom, it‟s not as that, girls are also, they rub 

shoulders with the boys. But mostly because girls are shy in the classroom, some 

of them don‟t participate actively, but when you go to them and get them open 

up, they can be intelligent‟ (Female teacher, 30-35 13/11/05).  

 

In an interview with the municipal director of education in the study area, she expressed 

her disappointment at the behaviour of some teachers who, despite the effort to create 

gender awareness in the classroom, still undermine girls' confidence by comparing them 

to boys on academic performance. 

 

„[…] even though we are giving sensitisation, but we still have some teachers 

thinking that a girl cannot really perform as much as the boy. We get this 

through comments that they make, that even a girl too, you have allowed a girl 

to pass you in exams, I mean, why this statement? Even a girl too, I think this 

statement discourages a girl. It makes the girl think that yes, even if she is bright 

she cannot surpass the boy in academic work which is very wrong, very very 

wrong‟ (Female municipal director of education, 50-55 years 24/11/05). 
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On the general school performance in the various programmes they indicated that the 

school performed well in home economics and that it was the second highest 

programme after the Arts programme, which gave the school excellent results at the 

final West Africa Senior Secondary School Certificate Examination (WASSCE).  

According to the assistant head teacher boys at the technical department do not achieve 

good results and attributed their poor performance to the technical nature of the subjects 

and lack of adequate facilities at the technical workshop. Thus, the poor performance of 

boys in the technical programme was blamed on the technical nature of the subjects and 

not on boys‟ ability. Even though, teachers confirmed that girls‟ achievements in the 

home economics programme was better than boys‟ achievement in the Technical 

programme they did not perceive them as equally intelligent.  Many teachers and 

parents not only believe that girls are academically less intelligent than boys, they also 

believe that girls are less interested in academic issues and more interested in unrelated 

issues like their physical appearance.  Past studies reveal a widely held prejudice among 

teachers that boys are more intelligent than girls, and that girls were only able to do well 

by working extremely hard (Maimbolwa-Sinyangwe, and Chilangwa, 1995; Colclough 

et al, 2000; Lackland, and De Lisi, 2001; Magno et al., 2003). For example, Colclough 

et al.‟s (2000) study on teachers‟ attitudes towards students in schools in Ethiopia and 

Guinea show that teachers were more positive in general about the participation, interest 

and intelligence of boys rather than girls in schools.  

  

7.3 The influence of gender on students’ choices of subjects  

 

I have emphasized in Chapter Four that the present gender inequality in the Ghanaian 

education system and curriculum is derived from the early education introduced by the 

British colonial government whose aim was to educate girls to be good mothers and 

wives rather than training them for careers outside the home (Prah, 2002). As will be 

shown in this section, five decades after independence and the Ghanaian educational 

system still channel girls towards subjects or careers that are perceived to complement 

their roles as mothers and wives.  

 



161 

 

As a secondary technical institution, the study school runs programmes mainly in Home 

Economics and Technical subjects. The home economics programme involves subjects 

such as clothing and textiles (dress making), food and nutrition (cookery) and 

management in living. The technical programme includes subjects like woodwork, 

metalwork and building and construction. The school also admits a few students for a 

general Arts programme which includes English literature, religious studies, history, 

geography, economics, French and Dagaari (the local language). All senior high school 

(SHS) students, irrespective of the programme they pursue, take core subjects which are 

mathematics, integrated science, social studies, and English. Overall, students are 

supposed to present eight subjects for the final West Africa Senior Secondary School 

Certificate Examination (WASSCE). Evidence from the interviews suggests that female 

students chose English, social studies, economics, biology, religious studies, and home 

economics (cookery, dress making, management in living) as their favourite subjects. 

On the other hand, boys‟ favourite subjects were mathematics, science, geography, 

economics, agriculture and technical subjects (building and construction, woodwork 

(carpentry) and metalwork). In a group discussion girls complained that mathematics 

and science were more difficult, involved a lot of calculations and were less interesting 

than the home economics and arts subjects, while the technical subjects, they said, were 

male centred and demanded physical strength and thus they tended to avoid them. 

Traditionally, mathematics, science, and technical courses, have been perceived as 

masculine subjects and are associated with high status and income, while the general 

arts and the vocational subjects such as home economics have been constructed as 

feminine subjects and are associated with low-status occupations and income (Harris, 

999; Baryeh et al, 2000; Prah, 2002; Francis, 2002). These findings are supported by a 

number of studies in both developed and developing countries which show that girls are 

concentrated in subjects leading towards careers in sectors such as education and health, 

whereas boys dominate in science, maths and technical courses related to engineering, 

medicine and architecture (Harris, 999; Baryeh et al, 2000; Prah, 2002; Francis, 2002; 

Magno et al., 2002).  

 

In the maths and science department teachers, particularly male teachers pointed out 

that „most girls, except a few daring ones don‟t want to go in for maths and science for 

the fear of the calculations aspect involved in them‟ (Male assistant head teacher, 45-50 
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years  24/11/05). However, one teacher acknowledged that generally, mathematics and 

science are problems with both sexes in the school, but emphasized that girls show more 

dislike for mathematics than some boys do. The following excerpts were in response to 

a question as to why students, especially girls find mathematics and science difficult 

and less interesting: 

  

„The fear is from the background. If the foundation were not solidly laid 

definitely it would affect the candidate throughout his or her life. On the other 

hand, if teaching is not properly done, then that can also be the cause. 

Sometimes a teacher‟s attitude can demoralize a student‟s interest in a subject. 

So, a teacher‟s attitude can discourage a girl, you see, sometimes it is wrong to 

tell a student that you will fail‟ (Male teacher, 45-50 18/11/05). 

„Indeed, it may probably stem from the fact that certain subjects are not well 

introduced to students from the beginning. I don‟t want to use the IQ to argue 

this point, no, far from that, but it is really that sometimes our home situations 

also make us not get well introduced to certain subjects‟ (Male teacher, 40-45 

28/11/05). 

 

Both teachers and students complained about the way that science and maths were 

taught in school and felt that many teachers were not properly trained, had a weak 

subject knowledge base and lacked the motivation necessary to teach these subjects 

effectively. It is therefore possible that the fear that students, particularly girls, ascribe 

to mathematics and science may arise out of the perceived difficulty of teachers in 

teaching it, particularly where schools lack the laboratories and resources needed to 

teach properly. Several studies have shown that much of the problem with mathematics 

and science lies in the way they are taught. Teaching usually places emphasis on the 

abstract aspects of the subject, which may seem easier to teach but which the students 

often find boring (Harris, 1999; Kitetu, nd; Baryeh et al, 2000; Francis, 2002). Some 

teachers also ascribed the phobia girls have for maths to the home situation where girls 

are confined to the kitchen while boys are allowed to explore their environment and 

indulge in activities that enhance their understanding of maths and science. In his 

address to the Ghana mathematics society (GMS) Anku (2009) called on teachers to 
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make maths teaching livelier to enable students to enjoy learning mathematics. He also 

urged mathematics teachers to demonstrate the connection of mathematics to every 

facet of life to remove the myth surrounding its learning in the country. The only female 

mathematics teacher on her part attributed girls‟ lack of interest in mathematics to 

societal perception about the subject: 

  

„Some girls are very good in maths but I believe it is the perception, it is the 

perception people have about maths. Generally people think that maths is 

difficult and should be for boys, because of that girls shy away from the subject. 

I see that they all have the ability but as I said, it is the societal perception. You 

see everything you do it is the interest that makes you put in efforts. But because 

the society has already created the impression that maths is difficult and should 

be for boys, the girls also relax…the interest is not there, they don‟t put in any 

efforts, and they think they cannot do it so there is no need trying. If they had 

interest and put in the efforts they could do it‟ (Female Mathematics teacher, 30-

35 years 28/11/05). 

 

Girls live in a situation where they are considered less competent than boys in 

mathematics, science and technical fields. Teachers and girls themselves do not believe 

that they are capable of pursuing these subjects. There are often, therefore, deliberate 

and unintended efforts to discourage girls‟ participation in these subjects both from 

home and school. Effah (2003) and Prah (2000), report of a wide gender gap in female 

representation in mathematics and science programmes in Ghanaian tertiary institutions. 

In the 1999/2000 academic year the University of Cape Coast admitted 696 students for 

its Science programme, out of this number only 116 (17%) were girls while the 

remaining 580 (83%) were boys (Prah, 2000). The phobia for mathematics and science 

leads to women and girls taking fewer courses in maths and science, which leads to a 

few girls found in these areas at higher academic levels and acquiring high status 

careers in society (Croft, 2000). The recent high achievement of girls in maths and 

science in some developed countries such as the UK and America (Francis and Skelton 

2005; Smulyan, 2004) indicate that girls everywhere can equally do well in science and 

mathematics, if conditions are conducive and the necessary support is given. 



164 

 

 

In the home economics department there were only two boys undertaking the home 

economics programme while the technical department had  only one girl who, as the  

wood work teacher explained in our discussion, was wrongly placed in wood work by 

the new computerized school selection placement system (CSSPS) (which will be 

discussed later). All the three female teachers in the home economics department 

lamented the lack of interest boys have in the vocational subjects. The head of the home 

economics department indicated that boys do not like the vocational programme 

because they believe it is a feminine subject and a few of them who take it are often 

teased by their peers. She attributed the gender segregation in the subject choice to the 

socio-cultural background of the study area. She explained that because it is the cultural 

belief of the people that „the place of the woman is the home and the kitchen‟ (Female 

teacher, 50-55years 12/11/05), they perceive home economics subjects to revolve 

around traditional feminine chores like cooking, cleaning and sewing which they 

perceive as inappropriate for boys to do. Two of the home economics teachers explained 

that:  

 

  

„The boys don‟t like doing it [home economics], they feel it is a girls‟ course‟. 

But I personally, I feel it is for everybody because in the university some male 

lecturers taught us home economics and they were very good. So I think a 

course like this should be open to everybody, both male and female. Down south, 

[southern Ghana] the boys are doing home economics but here, you know our 

background, our northern background, even in our houses the boys don‟t cook, 

they don‟t do anything, they don‟t sweep, but in the home economics class these 

activities are there for them to perform. When the other boys see them in the 

home economics class which they perceive to be female course they laugh at 

them. Just recently, we have a girl doing technical and she not happy about it‟ 

(Female teacher, 50-55years 12/11/05). 

„We teachers find problems with the boys in the home science class. Because the 

interest is not there, they don‟t pay attention and they try to cause problems, 
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they don‟t go for practical lessons, it makes the teaching difficult and they don‟t 

participate effectively in the teaching‟ (Female teacher, 45-50years 12/11/05). 

 

In an interview with the only girl in the technical programme she gave two reasons why 

she was not comfortable with the course. First, she said boys laughed at her anytime the 

teacher asked her to undertake a task during practical lessons.  Second, she said she had 

not seen or heard of any female undertaking wood work or a technical programme as a 

course of study. She was therefore reluctant to cross the boundaries to accept woodwork 

which she perceived traditionally as men‟s work because to do so calls her identity and 

sexuality into question. There is the need for female role models in subjects or careers 

perceived traditionally as masculine to motivate girls to cross over to accept them. This 

also applies to the boys too. The school could also consider making the technical and 

home economic programme compulsory for all as is done at the junior secondary school 

level where both girls and boys study the same subjects.  

 

Information gathered from the study shows that students‟ choice of subject was strongly 

influenced by their occupational expectations. For example, „I want to do law after 

school that is why I chose general Arts‟, „Since from my childhood I had always wanted 

to be a community health nurse that is why I chose home economics , with the biology I 

can go into nursing‟ (Female students 16/11/05). Beside the occupational interest there 

were other factors that influenced students‟ choices of subject. The prospect of being 

self employed after their studies was one of the reasons many girls and boys gave for 

choosing home economics and technical programmes respectively. For example, „I 

chose Technical so that I can become self employed after school and be on my own and 

not depend on anybody‟ (interview with male students 17/11/05), „I chose food and 

nutrition so that I can be self-employed since we learn about food and nutrition I can 

prepare some food and sell‟ (Female students 16/11/05). Additionally, in the home 

economics department where I observed and interviewed some girls, most of them 

pointed out that the cost of the various courses were an influential factor in their choices. 

This view was equally shared by some students in the arts department who had wanted 

to take science but avoided it because their parents could not afford the high fees 

associated with it. Similarly, most boys at the technical department preferred woodwork 
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to metalwork due to the high costs involved in carrying out practical lessons in 

metalwork. Schools in Ghana often charge subject-specific fees for practical subjects. 

This amount is intended to be used for purchasing raw materials for practical work. 

Generally, because technical, vocational and science programmes are practical-intensive, 

they tend to charge higher subject-specific fees than general arts. This was the case for 

most students from poor family background. Abiba taking a home economics course 

explained: 

 

 „I looked at my background before choosing my course, like food and nutrition 

like this; it involves buying many things such as cooking utensils, ingredients 

and other things but with clothing and textile we don‟t buy many things. If your 

parents are not rich they cannot afford to pay more money for your education. 

That is why I considered that and I chose clothing and textile‟ (Female student, 

18years 15/11/05). 

 

The effect of family background on the choice of subject was significant in that those 

whose parents could not afford the high fees charged for practical lessons had to go in 

for programmes that cost lower. Girls are particularly disadvantaged when it comes to 

the cost of education because of the lower value parents place on girls‟ education in the 

research area.  

 

 Some students‟ responses in the interviews show that teachers systematically 

discriminate against girls according to what they perceive as appropriate subjects for 

boys and girls. For example, one of the girls reported that; „When I first came here I 

didn‟t know much about these courses and I wanted to offer general arts (GA) but the 

Senior House Master advised me to do home economics (HE), he said that is good for 

me‟ (Female student 16/11/05).  Another important influencing factor of students‟ 

choice of subject mentioned earlier in this chapter is the male and female teachers‟ 

concentration in particular subject areas, for example, there were neither male nor 

female teachers in the technical and home economics departments respectively. 

Students may therefore choose a subject on the basis of what they believe is appropriate 
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for their gender resulting in gender difference in students‟ choice of subject. However, 

there were some students who said they were forced to change their choice of subjects 

when they realised that the school was not offering the subjects they had wanted to do. 

Kwabena, for example said: 

 

„Actually my best subject was auto mechanics but after my Junior Secondary 

School my application came to this school and when I came in I wanted to do 

auto mechanics, but this school they are not offering it so I was forced to divert 

my course to General Arts, but it is an interesting course alright‟ (Male student 

18years, 19/11/05). 

 

The above statement suggests that some students did not receive adequate information 

on which secondary school they could go to, to pursue the subjects or programmes of 

their interest. Guidance and counselling now forms part of Ghana‟s teacher training 

education but teachers scarcely offer proper services to students. In the research school, 

the senior house mistress and the senior house master were responsible for providing 

students with guidance and counselling services on various issues but neither of them 

had specialist training in that respect. Also, due to the imbalanced power relations 

students may find it difficult to approach teachers for help. There were suggestions by 

teachers for an improvement in the guidance and counselling services offered to 

students at the JHS level where students select the courses they want to pursue at the 

SHS level so that students can make better informed choices. All the above evidence 

shows that students‟ choices are the result of expectations of parents and teachers as 

well as their relations, peers and Ghanaian society in general, about appropriate roles for 

men and women. 

 

When teachers were asked what part they play in the choice of students‟ subject, they 

contended that they did not have any influence in the choice of students‟ programme of 

studies at the secondary school level because students already chose their courses or 

programmes at the Junior High School (JHS) before they even write their final Basic 

Education Certificate Examination (BECE) examination for selection into senior 
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secondary.   However, at the senior high school there are subjects listed under each 

programme as electives and students are expected to choose three or four subjects, in 

addition to the four compulsory ones mentioned earlier. Therefore, teachers' 

involvement tended to be in a form of orientation, aimed at guiding students to choose 

the right subject combination and to discuss the job opportunities available for their 

course of study. The current selection process into the various programmes at the 

secondary school level, according to the teachers, is done at the national level by the 

new computerized school selection placement system (CSSPS). As one of the teachers 

explained: 

 

„The administration does it, and more so now with the new computerised system, 

nobody has that influence. Here, it would be difficult to play any part because 

the subjects are already chosen at the JSS [junior secondary school] level before 

they come here. At the JSS level they can be guided to choose the subjects and 

the school‟ (Female teacher, 40-45years 14/11/05).  

 

As the teachers explained, they used to play a role in the previous manual system of 

selection and placement of BECE graduates to Senior Secondary Schools or Technical 

Institutions where students could change their course of study after gaining admission 

into a SHS. However, due to a number of problems characterized by the old system 

which included parents and guardians travelling from school to school in search of 

placement for their wards and the under enrolment and over enrolment in rural and 

urban schools respectively, the government introduced the CSSPS which is a 

centralized selection process which places students in schools according to merit to 

ensure fairness. It was, therefore, the new CSSPS that placed the female student in the 

technical programme which the teachers thought was a mistake because they perceived 

technical as a masculine subject and therefore inappropriate for the girl. Hence, there 

was no effort on the part of the teachers to persuade the girl to accept the wood work.  

At the time of my survey at the study school, efforts were being made by the head 

teacher to have the girl transferred from the technical programme to the home 

economics department. It is important for teachers to encourage boys and girls to pursue 

subjects perceived inappropriate for their gender. Even though teachers claimed their 
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influence was minimal, evidence proves that they continue to channel girls towards the 

arts and home economics subjects while boys are directed towards the scientific, 

mathematics and technical subjects which in turn leads boys and girls to gender 

differentiated career paths after school, with girls being concentrated in lower incomes 

and lower status jobs which contribute to their subordinate position within families and 

society as a whole. These findings are consistent with similar studies conducted in the 

UK by Clisby et al, (2007), Smulyan, (2004) and Francis, (2002). 

 

7.4 Gender and occupational aspirations 

 

Data collected from students in the study indicate that most female students chose 

professions that are viewed as feminine in Ghanaian society. Most girls opted for 

nursing, catering and petty trading. The reasons for their choices reflected the 

expectations and assumptions of girls and women‟s role in society, such as offering 

services and caring for others: „I want to become a nurse so that I can help people‟, „I 

like to be a nurse so that I can help my parents at the village‟ (Female students 

16/11/05). When probed further as to why they did not want to be doctors, they replied: 

„Okay, as a girl I think nursing is good for us‟, „If you want to be a doctor, you may end 

up not succeeding because it takes a long time to finish‟, „I prefer the lady‟s own, 

nursing to doctor [Laughs] because most at times doctor is for men and nurse is for 

ladies‟ (Female students 16/11/05). Among the girls, a career in medicine was the most 

popular choice, but not necessarily as a doctor. A few girls however, showed interest in 

other careers such as being a journalist, a lawyer and a fire officer. The majority of the 

male students on the other hand were interested in becoming medical doctors, engineers, 

lawyers, architects, police and army officers. Responding to my question as to what 

they would like to be in future, some of them said: 

 

„I would like to be an architect. In fact I have a friend who is an engineer so he 

is my role model. I do normally ask him questions about the course and he told 

me that if I do technical course I can become an architect so when I came to this 
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school I decided to do building and construction which can lead me to an 

architecture course at the university‟ (James, male student, 21years 11/11/05). 

  

„For me I‟m basing my plan on three places so that if one does not hold I would 

go to the other. The first one is I‟m planning to join the army after secondary 

school as my father is an army officer. If I don‟t get the army I will go to the 

polytechnic or the university to do mathematics and, become an engineer in 

future‟ (Paul, male student, 20years 14/11/05). 

 

Responses received from boys show that most of them had great ambitions for the 

future and were more confident in what they wanted to do after school than girls who as 

a result of their social conditioning and the job opportunities available for them, have 

lower aspirations for their future. Smulyan (2004) suggests that most women and girls 

shun careers in science and mathematics because of the worry that they might be too old 

to marry by the time they complete the long training periods usually associated with 

such professions. Interestingly, none of the students wanted to be a teacher. Though, 

teaching is considered a relatively feminine occupation, no girl opted for it and the 

reasons were that of poor remuneration and the low status of teachers compared to 

women working in the health sector and other occupations. This does not augur well for 

future educational development in Ghana. The overall effect of the differential 

treatments girls experience from both parents and teachers is reflected in their chosen 

occupations. The gender inequalities identified in the households and schools tend to 

limit girls‟ occupational choices.  

 

Teachers‟ expectations of student‟s career choices were also gender biased. It was the 

expectation of most male and female teachers that girls go into professions viewed as 

feminine while boys go into those considered masculine. The following excerpts were 

captured from teachers‟ interviews.  
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„OK, girls as being mothers, I think that they should go into occupations or 

careers like nursing, teaching, then vocational work because this will help them 

to plan the home well‟ (Female teacher, 50-55years 16/11/05). 

 

„It is my expectation that the boys should always take up very good and 

responsible positions such as teaching, medical doctor, engineer, pilot and law 

because we believe that these fields are so hectic and it is the believe that it is 

only boys who can do that better, because the chance of boys succeeding is 

greater than girls‟ (Male teacher, 35-40 years 07/11/05).  

 

Teachers saw boys‟ and girls‟ occupational potential differently, appropriate careers for 

boys were those that were  high status and well-paid, such as doctor, pilot, a politician 

or soldier whereas low income jobs such as nursing, teaching, nutritionist, cateress, 

hairdresser or secretary were seen as more appropriate for girls. One of the female 

teachers even viewed marriage as a career for girls. She suggested that girls who were 

less academically inclined could go into marriage. Most teachers and parents thought 

that girls could not go into jobs such as metalworker, carpenter, doctor, lawyer, or 

piloting which require technical skills because they thought that girls were not brave 

and strong enough to take up these jobs they considered masculine. They expected girls 

to go into careers that would help them in their expected future roles as housewives and 

mothers. These views often arise from deeply held socio-cultural beliefs and perceptions 

in the society. Students‟ choices therefore are a reflection of their desire to identify 

themselves with the presumed gender appropriate careers.   

 

Analysis of students interviews show that their occupational choices had been 

influenced by teachers, parents, siblings, friends and other relatives. A few students also 

indicated that they had developed a strong interest in their career since childhood. 

However, the majority of students said the practical aspects of the vocational and 

technical subjects influenced their decision on career choices because they believed the 

practical skills acquired would make them self sufficient to establish small businesses. It 

seemed, therefore, that students were aware that the dwindling Ghanaian public sector 
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which employs about 18% of the population may not be able to offer them employment 

(Ghana Statistical Service, 2005). It was also the view of teachers that students in the 

Home Economics and Technical programmes would be able to establish independent 

enterprises if they took their practical lessons seriously. Students‟ career aspirations are 

also strongly influenced by expectations of what opportunities are likely to be on offer 

in the labour market. Teachers‟ and parents‟ expectations also channel boys and girls 

into occupations that are deemed appropriate for their sexes. This expectation goes 

beyond the borders of Ghana. For example, recent studies in the United States and the 

United Kingdom indicate that though many girls now choose a wider range of 

professional jobs, requiring higher qualifications than in the past and even outperform 

boys in schools, they are still concentrated in the arts and traditional female jobs while 

men dominate the sciences and masculine occupations due to cultural beliefs and 

institutional barriers (Smulyan, 2004; Francis, 2002; Clisby et al, 2007).  

 

7.5 Conclusion  

 

Within the classroom, girls received less attention in the teaching-learning process due 

to the low expectations teachers have about their academic abilities whereas boys‟ 

active participation was encouraged because of the higher expectations for their success. 

These classroom discriminatory practices of teachers limit the academic potential of 

girls. It is clear also from the discussion that girls were encouraged to choose subjects 

and careers that corresponded with society‟s expectations of their future roles as wives 

and mothers. For example, when a girl was selected for woodwork, which was 

perceived as inappropriate for her gender, all efforts were made by the school to put her 

in home economics where they (and she) thought she belonged.  Girls‟ choice of home 

economics, biology and the arts leads to „feminine‟ careers in education and the care 

professions which are accorded lower status and salaries than those careers and 

occupations deemed „masculine‟. Boys on the other hand dominated the science, 

mathematics and technical, leading to higher incomes and professional careers which 

position them in high statuses in society. 
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Chapter 8:  Factors Affecting Female Dropout Rates in School  

 

8.1 Introduction 

 

In the last three chapters, I explored the differential treatment girls experience both at 

home and in school, resulting in the persistence of gender inequality the Ghanaian 

educational system. The household situation looked at the unequal distribution of 

household chores, the low value placed on the girls‟ education as a result of their 

perceived future roles as mothers and wives, as well as the persistent traditional customs 

that are biased against girls and women in general which restrict educational access for 

girls. The school context examined the gendered social practices within the school 

where teachers encourage students to undertake gendered activities and allow boys to 

dominate the learning process within the classroom, all of which impacts negatively on 

girl‟s participation in education. The school based factors may work together with wider 

socio-cultural and economic factors to influence retention and dropout of students, 

especially girls. As indicated earlier in my methodological chapter, dropout emerged as 

a major theme in my interviews with teachers, educational officials and parents in my 

first fieldwork which encouraged me to embark on a second period of fieldwork. This 

chapter therefore focuses on the life history interviews I had with school dropouts 

themselves (20 females and 10 males) in my second field work period to explore 

reasons for dropping out. By understanding dropouts further, there will be greater 

potential to formulate appropriate strategies to address the dropout problem and to 

improve access and retention.  

  

As mentioned earlier in previous chapters, the Government of Ghana has put in place 

several educational reforms and introduced new policy interventions in its effort to 

achieve Universal Primary Education (MDG 2) by ensuring that by 2015, both boys and 

girls will have access to primary education. These policy interventions and initiatives 

(as discussed later in chapter 9) led to considerable increases in total Gross Enrolment 

Rates (GER) in primary education from 74% in 1991/92 to 86.5% in 2003/2004 and 

then to 92.1% in 2005/2006 nationwide, exceeding even the Ghana Poverty Reduction 
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Strategy (GPRS II) target of 90.9% in 2006. In the same period the GER for boys rose 

from 89.5 to 95.3 while the GER for girls rose from 83.1 to 88.8 (MoES, 2006). 

Primary net enrolment rate which represents the number children enrolled in schools as 

proportion of total number of children in the relevant age groups also increased from 

45.2% in 1991/92 to 69.2% in 2005/06 (MoES, 2006). Available provisional data shows 

an improvement of the Gender Parity Index (GPI) a measure of the level of girls‟ 

participation in education which also increased from 0.93 in 2003 to 0.95 in 2006.  

 

However, despite recording remarkable progress, the overall increase in school 

enrolment has not been able to meet the MDG target of achieving gender parity by 2005 

(UNICEF, 2007). The educational system in Ghana is challenged by problems of late 

entry, grade repetition, and early dropout (UNESCO, 2003). Many children who enrol 

in school do not complete the last grade of primary school. Ministry of Education data 

reveal that of the 75% of school children who attend school, 25% drop out before 

completing the first six years of basic education, and another 20% drop out after 

completing the nine years of basic education (Care International, 2003). Nationally, the 

repetition rate was 6.0% and that of dropout was 3.2% in 2006 (Akyeampong et al, 

2007). They are often forced out of school prematurely for one reason or another. The 

dropout rate tends to be higher for girls than boys, for example, girls‟ enrolment in the 

study school was less than half the enrolment of boys, yet between the periods 1999 and 

2005 a total number of nine girls dropped out of school while that of boys was only two.  

As a result, school dropout has become a major concern of the education system, 

especially at the primary school level where parents‟ financial responsibility is less. 

There is, therefore, the need to identify the factors responsible for the drop out of 

children in the research area.  

 

8.2 Gender, poverty and school dropout  

 

Through life histories of school dropouts and interviews with educational officials 

several factors such poverty, pregnancy, low academic performance, death of parents 

and divorce were identified as reasons why most students, particularly girls, drop out of 
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school in the study district. As will become apparent throughout this chapter, drop out is 

not caused by one single event but by a range of interacting factors. Though none of the 

school dropouts interviewed mentioned gender as an influencing factor, my analysis of 

their narratives indicates that gender intersects with a wide range of these factors that 

lead to their drop out. Despite the fact that the dropouts were randomly selected, most 

turned out to be Junior High School (JHS) dropouts which suggests that it is at this 

stage most girls are taken out of school to assist with household chores and supplement 

family income. The majority of school dropouts mentioned lack of financial support 

from parents or relatives as the main reason for dropping out of school. The following 

excerpts from two female school dropouts indicate that they left school due to their 

parents‟ inability to pay for their school expenses.   

 

„[…]. My father did not have money to support me to complete and I could not 

get help from any relative. After dropping out in form one in 2003 I stayed with 

an aunt as a house help to earn money‟ (Memuna, female dropout, 22 years 16-

01-07). 

„[…]. My parents were supportive of my education but later on money became a 

problem for them and they could no longer support me so I had to withdraw in 

2003 in my third year‟ (Amina, female dropout, 20 years 19-01-07). 

 

Most school dropouts reported that their parents were largely subsistence farmers who 

depended on crop cultivation and animal rearing for food production and income. Many 

parents therefore, could not earn enough income to pay for their children‟s education. 

Interviews with teachers and officials threw further light on the issue of the parents‟ 

inability to provide for the educational needs of their children. One of the Girls‟ 

Education Officials vividly described the poverty situation in my research area as 

follows: 

 

„You know our problem in the three northern regions. Our problem is poverty in 

reference to food because we have one rainy season. Therefore, our feeding 

depends on the weather. It is one crop for the whole year so in the twelve months 
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if the harvest is poor it means that we are going to be hungry all through the 

year. Another reason is the geographical factor; some years the rains are fine so 

we have good harvest, some years the rains are poor or too heavy, we have poor 

harvest. When we do not get good harvest, we have a problem. Because it is 

from the same crops that parents will sell and feed themselves, take care of the 

family problems and buy uniforms. Therefore, that is why the three northern 

regions have the problem‟ (Female regional girls‟ education officer, 50-55years 

02-11-05).  

  

She explained that parents‟ livelihoods are threatened by long dry seasons in the three 

northern regions and most households found it extremely difficult to provide for the 

basic needs of their families as well as meet the financial obligations towards their 

children‟s education. With poor agricultural produce parents are unable to earn enough 

income to keep their children in school as they progress through the educational system 

and as the cost of education becomes expensive. Poor parents are particularly affected 

by the direct and indirect costs of education. Direct costs refer to what parents are 

expected to spend directly on educating their children such as school fees, uniforms, 

food, transportation, pocket money, and learning materials while indirect costs are the 

opportunity costs which are defined in terms of the loss of children‟s income or work 

contribution to households as a result of attending school (Patrinos and Psacharopoulos, 

1995). The opportunity cost of schooling tends to be higher for girls than for boys due 

to their multiple roles within the household. In the event of financial difficulties most 

poor parents tend to depend on their children‟s labour. Many poor children in Ghana 

normally combine schooling with income generating activities in order to contribute to 

family income. Students, who combined work with school, were likely to be regular 

latecomers and have irregular school attendance, leading to drop out. Girls enrolled in 

school are therefore more likely than boys to be withdrawn from school to assist their 

mothers with general domestic tasks and income activities. Household poverty therefore 

has more negative effects on girls‟ school retention than boys‟. These findings are 

supported by Amin et al‟s (2005) study on factors that discourage Bangladeshi children 

from attending school. The authors found that school children contributed as much as 

one third of household income through market work and household work and that work 

tends to be a deterrent to schooling. A number of past studies also emphasized the link 
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between poverty and dropping out from school, revealing that high cost of schooling is 

one of the most important causes of non-attendance and early drop out (Okumu et al, 

2008; Swainson et al, 1998, Patrinos and Psacharopoulos, 1995; Boakye et al 1997; 

Colclough et al, 2000; Otu-Danquah, 2004; Ministry of Education, 1995; UNESCO 

2001).  

 

8.3 Pregnancy, poverty and school dropout 

 

The issue of teenage pregnancy has been highlighted in the literature (chapter three) as 

well as in my discussions in chapter six. Teachers and education officials frequently 

mentioned the issue of teenage pregnancy as a major social problem and a great threat 

to the promotion of girls‟ education in the study area. The majority of schoolgirl 

dropouts also reported that they dropped out at the Junior High Secondary school (JHS) 

level due to pregnancy. Only two schoolgirls dropped out at the Senior High Secondary 

school (SHS) as a result of pregnancy. The following are excerpts from two pregnancy 

related school dropouts.  

 

„I became pregnant and dropped out of school when I was in JSS 3 in 2002 and 

decided to marry the man and we now have two kids. My parents were in fact 

very annoyed with me when I became pregnant. I regret my action now. I wished 

I had concentrated on my education because I have now realized that education 

can make one‟s life better. With this awareness, I will do well to invest in my 

children‟s education, especially the girls because they have sympathy for 

parents. I am now a pito brewer. I hope to expand my trade if I get some 

financial assistance; and save money towards my children‟s education‟ (Martha, 

female dropout, 20 years 12-01-07). 

 

„I went to Wa secondary Technical school but dropped out in form two due to 

pregnancy in 2005. I did home economics. Even though I did not stop school due 

to lack of finance, my parents did not find it easy getting all my needs for school‟ 

(Lydia, female dropout, 19 years, 06-01-07). 
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Girls‟ Education Officers pointed out in interviews that most schoolgirls end their 

schooling before reaching SHS and thus rarely have opportunities for higher education. 

They indicated that the high rate of schoolgirl pregnancy in the study area is one of the 

reasons for the low transition from JHS to SHS level. They also added that as a result of 

the prevalence of teenage pregnancy in the study area most parents felt that it is not 

worth investing in their daughters‟ education even if they are aware of the benefits of 

educating their girls. Additionally, in conversation with most respondents, they 

attributed the high incidence of teenage pregnancy to men‟s and boys‟ promiscuous 

behaviour, such as the numerous rape and defilement cases reported by the educational 

officials. All the pregnancy related schoolgirl dropouts said that their families were in 

economic difficulties and could not provide them with essential necessities such as 

learning materials, clothes and pocket money for school. Their survival strategy was to 

turn to men for support to allow them to continue their education. Other studies in 

Ghana by USAID (2004) and Ankomah (1996, 1999) revealed that some parents who 

are unable to procure school materials for their daughters encourage them to engage in 

sexual relationships with rich men in order to get money for their educational needs, 

which often results in pregnancy. Girls from poor economic backgrounds who are 

responsible for their own educational costs are often exposed to threats of sexual 

exploitation with high risk of pregnancy, early marriage and dropping out of school. 

These findings correspond with that of Stephen (2000), who suggests that it is poverty 

that leads to the circumstances in which girls become pregnant and not some „moral 

weakness‟ on their part. While pregnancy may appear to be a biological issue, 

institutional and structural discriminatory practices both within the school and home, 

such as sexual harassment, normative gender roles and expectations, and traditional 

practices such as early and forced marriages highlighted in previous chapters, also 

contribute to the high rate of pregnancies among girls. These findings corroborate other 

studies that related schoolgirl pregnancy to structural barriers such as the socio-cultural 

and economic situations, parental influence and school practices and policies (Grant and 

Hallman, 2006; Hallman, 2004; Mensch, 2001; Meekers and Ahmed, 1999; Kaufman et 

al., 2001).  
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The high incidence of teenage pregnancy among schoolgirls suggests that sex education 

in schools and the numerous sex education campaigns given through non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) and gender advocacy groups are inadequate and ineffective. As I 

have highlighted in the literature, sex education tends to focus on sexual abstinence and 

the dangers of sex rather than how to practice safe sex and birth control. Many parents 

and even some teachers believe that contraceptive knowledge encourages the youth to 

indulge in promiscuity, as such they tend to resist sex and reproductive health education 

within schools and the communities.  With very limited access to vital information on 

sexual and reproductive health, including HIV/AIDS, both at home and in the schools, 

schoolgirls rely heavily on potentially inaccurate or harmful information about sex from 

peers, the media and the internet and as a result are exposed to the risks of pregnancy 

and other sexually transmitted diseases. My observation was that nearly all the 

pregnancies of the girls were unplanned or unexpected. Although all the girls who 

dropped out as a result of pregnancy said they knew about contraceptives, they failed to 

make any conscious effort to prevent the unwanted pregnancy, the reasons being that 

they were reluctant to buy contraceptives from the chemist shop because they didn‟t 

want to be dubbed as promiscuous (as sexual intercourse is considered illegitimate 

outside marriage in Ghana) and the cost of contraceptives was an inhibiting factor. 

Similar findings were made by Awusabo et al‟s (2004) and Hallman‟s (2004) studies on 

adolescent sexual and reproductive health in southern Ghana and South Africa 

respectively. The authors suggested that low contraceptive usage among adolescents 

was because most of their sexual activities were unplanned. They also indicated that 

many girls were not comfortable obtaining contraceptives from the chemist shop or 

talking about their sexuality with their partners. In Ghana, pregnant schoolgirls do not 

have the opportunity for abortion because abortion is not freely available and society 

disapproves of it. Abortion is only legally permitted on the grounds of rape and incest or 

if a doctor can prove that having the baby would harm the woman's mental or physical 

health or there is a high risk that the baby would be seriously disabled (Adanu et al, 

2005; Morhee and Morhee, 2006; Cook and Dickens, 1981). Consequently, most 

women and girls resort to unconventional means to terminate unwanted pregnancies. 

Unsafe abortion has been noted as one of the major cause of death among young girls in 

Ghana (Ahiadeke, 2001; Ampofo, 1970). 
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Commenting on the Ghana Education policy on schoolgirl pregnancy in Ghana, the 

Municipal Director of Education stated that, until recently, schoolgirls who became 

pregnant were either dismissed from school or they voluntarily withdrew from school 

with no chance of returning to school after delivery. The policy, she said, has now been 

amended to allow pregnant schoolgirls to temporarily withdraw from school and return 

to school to continue their education after weaning their babies.  

 

„The policy now is that when a girl gets into the family way along the line, she 

can go and deliver and come back to school, hither too that was not the case. 

The girl will get pregnant, drop out, deliver and that ended her education. Now, 

the policy is that when you are pregnant, go home, deliver and come back and 

continue with your education, so all such measures would bring about gender 

equity in education (Female Municipal Director of Education, 45-50years 25-11-

05).   

 

The policy also requires schoolboys implicated in schoolgirl‟s pregnancy to temporarily 

withdraw from school for a specified period but this is not often enforced. Hence, in 

practice the policy only affects girls, meaning dropout for girls is much higher than for 

boys as a consequence of pregnancy. The education official however revealed that, 

despite the new policy only a few girls return to continue their education due to school 

and community resistance to the re- admission of schoolgirl mothers. Many pregnant 

girls, she noted, still withdraw from school the moment their pregnancies becomes 

visible because they are often ridiculed by their peers in school and members in their 

community and shamed into dropping out. The failure of many schoolgirl mothers to 

return to school seems to suggest that adequate support services such as baby-care 

facilities and financial support are lacking in both the community and school to 

encourage their return to school.  The discriminatory practice of dismissing pregnant 

girls from schools dates back to the British colonial era where most African schools 

were run by Christian missionaries who considered pre-marital pregnancy as immoral 

and schoolgirls who became pregnant were forcibly dismissed (Chilisa, 2002). 

Moreover, this dismissal policy is supported by the traditional beliefs in the study area 

which view pregnancy outside marriage as shameful and illegitimate.  As a result, some 



181 

 

pregnant schoolgirls seek marriage, or are compelled to get married by their parents, as 

a way of making the pregnancy and childbirth legitimate. Other studies on schoolgirls‟ 

pregnancies found only a few successful cases of girl mothers who returned to school 

after delivery (Njau and Wamahiu, 996; Chilisa, 2002; Dunne et al, 2006; Yakin Ertürk, 

2008). For example, Chilisa (2002) observes that in Botswana and Ivory Coast where 

the new policy allows schoolgirl mothers to return to school there were less than 20% 

and 30% successful cases respectively. While evidence in Kenya also shows that less 

than 10% return to school (Njau and Wamahiu, 996). The action of the educational 

institution to dismiss pregnant schoolgirls is a violation of their fundamental human 

rights since it restricts their access to education. Facilitating schoolgirls who get 

pregnant to continue with their education is one of the strategies to give girls and boys 

equal opportunity to educational access and participation.  

 

8.4 Poor Academic Performance and Dropout  

 

Several studies in developing countries as well as Ghana associate the poor academic 

performance of students with the low quality of schools, particularly in rural and some 

poor urban areas (Akuffo, 1987; Ngau and Wamahiu, 1996; Gachukia, 2004; Pryor & 

Ampiah, 2003; Etsey, 2005). My analysis of the life histories of school dropouts shows 

that some of them left school because they lost interest in schooling as a result of their 

poor performance. Some of them were asked to withdraw after they had repeatedly 

failed to meet the minimum required academic standards of their respective schools 

while others dropped out because they were made to repeat their class or grade for 

failure to master the curriculum for promotion to the next grade. Though grade 

repetition or withdrawal is not an official policy in the Ghanaian educational system, it 

is quite common for teachers or parents to request students to withdraw or repeat a class 

on grounds of poor academic performance. Some of the dropouts attributed their poor 

academic performance to lack of teachers, poor tuition, inadequate textbooks, lack of 

furniture and other teaching materials in their schools. Some of the school dropouts 

explained their reasons for leaving school in the following statements:   
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„I went to Tuna SSS and after the first year I dropped out of school in 2005 due 

to poor performance and lack of interest in schooling. I did technical studies but 

did not like the theory aspect of auto mechanic. My parents and sisters were 

ready to assist me financially but I wasn‟t doing well in class. I wasn‟t 

academically good so I left school in order not to waste further my parents‟ 

money on school fees. My teachers were teaching well and students who 

misbehaved were punished but punishment wasn‟t the reason for my leaving 

school, I just decided to leave because I wasn‟t good‟ (Adamu, male dropout, 20 

years 12-01 07). 

 

„I was so much interested in school and used to do well in mathematics and 

science. Though we were sometimes punished when we disobeyed school rules 

but that didn‟t deter me from school. What actually killed my interest was that 

the teachers were not regular and teaching was not effective at school and that 

contributed to my poor academic performance and dropping out of school‟ 

(Rose, female dropout, 18 years 14-01-07).  

 

The inadequate supply of qualified teachers, lack of furniture and other teaching and 

learning materials in the study area and other parts of Ghana poses a considerable 

challenge to the country‟s commitment to making quality education available to all 

children of school-going age. My interviews with educational officials confirmed that 

most schools in the study area, particularly rural communities were in poor conditions 

and poorly resourced. They lamented the inability of Ghana Education Service to train 

adequate numbers of teachers for schools in the district. They were also particularly 

worried about the low morale and lack of commitment of teachers, which they identified 

as the major cause for the low quality of education. Explaining the many challenges 

faced by schools in the region the Regional Girls Education Officer had this to say:  

 

„Other problems are also from GES (Ghana Education Service). That is lack of 

teachers, for instance, if there are no enough teachers in the classroom and 

when children come to school and they have no teacher to teach them, they 
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would not come again. Sometimes it is the poor performance of teachers. Some 

teachers will go to school but they will not teach so parents would prefer to keep 

their children to work for them than sending them to school and they would not 

be taught. So, lot of problems‟ (Female regional girls‟ Education Officer, 50-55 

12-11-05). 

 

Teachers play an important role in the development of students‟ potential; therefore 

their qualifications, experience, competence and commitment to the teaching and 

learning process is crucial in shaping the students‟ experiences of schooling, their 

motivations and the move towards dropping out. However, officials interviewed noted 

that most teachers frequently absented themselves, reported late to school or refused to 

teach when in school. Absenteeism, lateness and lack of tuition on the part of teachers 

often reduces the amount of contact hours of interaction between them and students for 

effective learning, making it difficult for students to master the instructional objectives 

of the syllabus, leading to poor academic results, repetition and dropout. These findings 

correspond with a study on instructional time loss in four countries including Ghana 

from 2004 to 2005 (Abadzi, 2007). In the study, Ghanaian students were found to have 

the least number of contact hours (39%) of effective learning while Tunisia, Morocco 

and Brazil had 78%, 71%, and 63% respectively. The study also identified teacher 

absence as one of the major causes of time loss resulting in poor academic performance 

and school dropout. FAWE (2000) also describe how some Ghanaian teachers in rural 

communities regularly forced students to work on their individual farms and school 

farms, perform chores and run errands instead of engaging them in the classroom. Most 

of the teachers I interacted with, particularly the young male teachers expressed 

dissatisfaction about their poor working conditions and expressed the desire to leave the 

classroom if an opportunity came their way. Many teachers no longer see teaching as a 

financially rewarding career and as such lack the motivation to commit themselves to 

the profession. The poor academic performance and increasing unemployment of school 

leavers in the formal sector has made education less attractive to both parents and 

students (Wynd, 1999; Abadzi, 2007). In my interviews with officials they pointed out 

that most parents had no great desire to encourage their children to continue schooling 

as a result of the low quality of education. In particular, when girls perform poorly in 

school, there is no incentive to continue to support them in education since their labour 
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is needed more in the household. Such parents became disappointed and discouraged 

with the low returns of education and would prefer engaging their children in 

agricultural production, petty trading or one of those low paying jobs to continuing with 

an education that has no relevance to them. Good quality education affects access and 

the willingness of parents to make financial and other sacrifices to send their children to 

school. Poor parents in particular see the relevance of education only if it provides their 

children with well paid jobs and thus helps break the cycle of poverty in the family. 

Thus poor academic performance is linked to poor school infrastructure, lack of 

teaching material, lack of trained teachers and the poor teaching culture in schools, and 

this parallels the results of other studies in Ghana and other developing countries 

(Boakye, 1997; Akuffo, 1987; Ngau and Wamahiu, 1996; FAWE, 2000; Pryor and 

Ampiah, 2003; Otu-Danquah 2004; Etsey, 2005). For example, Pryor & Ampiah‟s 

(2003) study in a Ghanaian village revealed that pupils, academic performance was 

unacceptably low in both mathematics and in the official English language due to the 

poor teaching culture in the village school. Similarly, Ngau and Wamahiu‟s (1996) 

work on grade retention and dropout in Kenya cited children's inability to read properly 

as the most common cause of students‟ grade repetition and drop out. Addressing the 

school quality and efficiency problem is certainly one important means of reducing 

school dropout and ensuring high enrolments and retention of children in school.  

 

8.5 Family Break up, Death and Dropout  

 

The occurrence of certain events such as divorce or bereavement amongst family 

members, particularly parents, often makes children more vulnerable to dropout. 

Evidence from a few school dropouts shows that they left school on the death of a 

parent or both parents. Only Theresa said she lost both parents.  

 

„ My father died when I was in primary six and my mother too died when I was 

about completing JSS 3.  There was no one to take care of me so I could not 

continue schooling after the JSS. I have a brother who also completed JSS but 
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due to the death of our parents he too could not continue his education‟ (Female 

dropout, 17 years 14 01-07). 

„My father was a butcher but he is dead. My mother is a trader. I have four 

sisters and a brother but he is also dead. I attended Queen of Peace SSS and 

completed in 2005 but I could not further my education because my mother 

alone could not afford the high cost of secondary school fees‟ (Felicia, female 

dropout, 21 years 11- 01-07) 

  

The death of one parent places a heavy burden on the single parent alone to bear, 

particularly if the surviving parent is the mother. This is because in Ghana, as in many 

African countries, (as I have explained earlier in chapter 4) widows and their daughters 

have no right to inherit property from their husband‟s estate even when the property was 

acquired during the marriage. Under customary law, the successor inherits most of the 

deceased‟s estate with a moral responsibility to maintain the widow and her children, 

including their education, but in reality most of them do not (as the above narrations 

indicate) and the widow and children, have no legal right under customary law to 

enforce these obligations, which are legally enforceable rights under the constitutional 

law (Fenrich & Higgins, 2001). Another problem is that most women, particularly the 

uneducated rural poor, lack knowledge about the law or may have difficulties in using 

the services due to poverty or too much bureaucracy in the system. Similar studies on 

educational access in Ethiopia by Rose and Al Samarrai (2001) and in South Africa by 

Grant and Hallman (2006) also unsurprisingly, show that children whose parents were 

dead were more likely to have dropped out of school than those whose parents were 

alive.  

 

The life histories of the school dropouts also revealed that some were living with one 

parent because the parents‟ marriage had broken up. Many children whose parents have 

separated or divorced can find themselves at risk and in danger of leaving school due to 

the uncooperative attitudes of the parents after divorce. As Veronica, one of the 

dropouts noted: 
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 „The separation of parents can affect our education; like if your parents are 

divorced they cannot come together to cater for your education and sometimes it 

is difficult for a single parent to get all your needs for school and this can affect 

our education‟ (Female dropout, 18 years 12-01-07).  

 

In the event of divorce, it is often difficult for the divorced parents to collaborate in 

providing for the social, economic and educational needs of their children. Traditionally, 

in the research area fathers are responsible for their children‟s educational and other 

expenses because they control the household economic resources. However, evidence 

from my interviews indicates that some fathers were abrogating this responsibility, 

leaving mothers alone to cater for the children‟s education. It is usually difficult for 

women to receive financial support or for properties to be distributed equitably in 

divorce in Ghana (Fenrich & Higgins, 2001; Bond, 2005; Gedzi, 2009). In the study 

area a women‟s obligation in marriage is to support her husband in his endeavours, 

however her work in the house is not counted as a contribution in the acquisition of 

marital property. Lack of property rights in the event of divorce often result in some 

women withdrawing their children from school because they singly do not have 

adequate financial resources to pay for their educational costs. These findings are 

consistent with those of past research carried out by Obeng‟s (2006) and (Ham, 2003). 

Obeng‟s (2006) study of dropouts in Ghana observed that it is children whose mothers 

stay in a marriage who are catered for by their fathers. Those whose mothers are 

divorced may be ignored and not provided for at school to serve as a punishment to the 

divorced wife. Additionally, Ham‟s (2003) study in a district in Colorado (USA) found 

that children who experience divorce among parents are much more likely to become 

school dropouts than their peers whose parents stay together. The study also observed 

that parental divorce affects schoolgirls more than it affects their male peers.  

 

8.6 Present occupation of dropouts and their future Career Aspirations  

 

This section briefly explores the lives of the dropouts after dropping out of the 

educational system without obtaining any relevant school certificate or skills for 
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employment and what their future aspirations were. The school dropouts I spoke with 

were twenty females and ten males, aged between 17 and 25 years old. Most of the 

schoolgirl dropouts were engaged in petty trading to make money for themselves and 

for their family by selling all sorts of consumables such as groundnuts, oranges, yams, 

tomatoes, fish, ice water, bread and fruits. Some of the girls were also assisting their 

parents or guardian at home in income generating activities such as brewing pito 

(sorghum beer) and processing shea butter which are the two most common economic 

activities for women and girls in the research area. A few of them said they were in 

apprenticeship training
4
 such as dress making and hair dressing with the latter being the 

most common choice because of its low training costs and less initial capital needed to 

establish one‟s own enterprise.  

 

Two of the girls at the time of the interview had finished their apprenticeship training in 

hair dressing and were operating their own small salon on the corridors of their rooms 

because they did not have money to rent a shop. Only two girls who dropped out in their 

second year of SHS said they were day nursery attendants. It is also significant to note 

that most of the schoolgirl dropouts who had left school for reasons other than 

pregnancy were married with children while others had babies but were not married. 

Only one schoolboy dropout was married at the time of the interviews. Two of the girls 

had the following to say: 

 

„I was really sad when my father said he could no longer afford to pay my fees 

because of the high fees at the SSS level. Hence I was asked to withdraw. When I 

                                                 
4
 Traditional or informal apprenticeship training is on-the-job training and accounts for about 80–90% of 

all basic skills training in Ghana. It prepares trainees for direct entry into a particular traditional craft, 

trade or occupation and is impacted by master craftsmen and women who are experts of their own skills 

and vocations. Training depends entirely on what is produced and is the most common source of further 

training for dropouts and youth who cannot afford secondary schools or formal Technical and Vocational 

Education and Training (TVET). It is easily accessible to the poor due to the low training cost, but at 

times no fee is charged if the apprentice is known to the master (see Palmer, 2007; Government of Ghana, 

2004; Amankrah, 2001). 
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stopped schooling I traded in fish but, I am now married and have two children‟ 

(Ramatu, female dropout, 21 years 12-01-07). 

„As at now, I am not working, I am married as a housewife and have a baby. My 

plan is that, I still want to further my education and I look up to both  husband 

and father for my future development‟ (Cecilia, female dropout, 22 years 12-11-

06). 

 

Schoolgirl dropouts face a higher risk of early marriage or becoming pregnant than their 

peers in school. Most of the boys I interviewed were engaged in farming while a few 

were in apprenticeship training such as auto-mechanic, carpentry, masonry, welding and 

tailoring. Some of them were engaged in washing of cars, shining of shoes, and worked 

as market porters for income.  Alidu had this to say: 

 

„After I had dropped out I went to be an apprentice in an auto mechanic shop. I 

am about eight months on the job and I plan to set up my own shop after 

completion and also help to train others‟ (19 years old Male dropout, 14-11-06). 

 

Apprenticeship training seems to be gender biased, with girls learning only traditionally 

female activities, like dressmaking and hairdressing while boys had several activities to 

undertake. As indicated in chapter 4, the educational reform in 1987 at junior secondary 

school level was meant to offer basic knowledge and skills in practical subjects like 

carpentry, masonry and dressmaking, yet school boys and girls are opting out of the 

formal education system to learn these same skills in apprenticeship training. As 

mentioned earlier on most JSS in rural communities lacked both human resources and 

physical infrastructure to train students in vocational and technical skills (Akyeampong, 

2005). This raises issues about the efficiency of the JSS education curriculum. 

 

When asked what their future aspirations were, most dropouts, particularly girls 

hawking on the street and those assisting parents at home, stated that they would like to 

go back to school or undertake an apprenticeship training if they had the financial 

support. Similarly, schoolboy dropouts engaged in unskilled jobs and those in farming 
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activities asserted that they would stop working to go back to complete their education 

or learn a trade when they had saved enough money. Dropout boys seemed to have 

more specific aspirations by comparison with girls. Boys‟ responses seem to suggest 

that they have control over their income and could therefore save money to go back to 

school. Girls on the other hand, would need the financial support of parents they work 

for, as gender inequality and imbalanced power relations in the research area do not 

allow girls full control over their income. When asked why they would not want to 

continue with their current job they responded that they felt burdened by such work, and 

wanted to do something different. Their wish to go back to school is an indication that 

they value academic education much more than their current jobs and also because of 

their awareness that education promises to offer better employment opportunities in the 

future.  

 

Both boys and girls in apprenticeship indicated that they would set up their own shops 

upon completion of their training. When I probed further how they would get the 

financial resources to establish their businesses, most of them responded that they were 

looking to family members and friends for financial support. Without such support 

many of them would graduate from apprenticeship training unable to use their newly 

acquired skills to earn a livelihood since government lacks adequate credit facilities to 

support small scale business. A few girls however, mentioned that they wish to get 

married soon after their training so that their husbands would help them establish their 

own shops. Many girls seem to perceive marriage as an escape from family poverty.  

However, the response from one of their peers seems to suggest that marriage comes 

with a responsibility and may not necessarily be a solution to one financial problem. 

The excerpts below confirm this assertion.  

 

„[…] my parents pressurized me to get married.  I am now married and my 

husband is a teacher but marriage does not solve one‟s problems, rather it adds 

to it. I wanted to rewrite my exams and improve upon my results so that I can 

look for government employment since that guarantees regular income but my 

husband suggested I rather train as a hairdresser. I did not like his idea but 

what could I do. Therefore, that is what I am doing now, even with the 
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apprenticeship fee; my uncle helped me to pay‟ (Sophia, female dropout, 22 

years 12-11-06). 

 

In the research area, most graduates from apprenticeship training are unable to start their 

own small businesses as a result of lack of financial resources. Almost all the dropouts 

expressed the desire to work in the formal sector because of the job security and regular 

income but without higher qualifications in education their chances of securing a job 

with good career prospects in the formal sector seem limited. In his extensive survey of 

the Ghanaian informal sector and education, Palmer (2007) made similar observations. 

The study observed that traditional apprenticeship schemes cater for the majority of 

school dropouts including those who have never been to school. The study also revealed 

that most graduates from apprenticeship training wishing to enter into self-employment 

find it very difficult to access formal credit. As a result, the majority rely on their own 

savings which is not sufficient for the growth of their enterprises and this has not helped 

them to get out of poverty. The next chapter examines the role of government and 

efforts by the Girls‟ Education Unit (GEU) to curb the dropout rate and improve girls‟ 

access to education.  

 

8.7 Conclusion 

 

This chapter analyzed the factors that influence school dropout. The findings suggest 

that extreme poverty, pregnancy, poor academic performance and events such as 

divorce and death may be factors responsible for students, especially girls‟ inability to 

complete their education and dropout of school. It is also clear, following the 

discussions, that the socio-economic position of parents in the study area, severely 

constrains the family‟s ability to provide for their children in school, leading to high 

dropout rates. Additionally, key issues of concern within the school highlighted in this 

chapter and previous ones such as lack of teachers, inadequate learning materials and 

gender discriminatory practices in and outside the classroom may lead to poor academic 

performances which may encourage early dropout. Dropping out of school without 

gaining any relevant school qualifications or skills has broader implications on career 
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prospects and income levels, which have further consequences for their personal 

development. For girls it appears to have more severe consequences as they are easily 

lured into early pregnancy and early marriage which lead into disadvantage in adult life 

and in turn affects their children. 
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Chapter 9: The Role of Government in Promoting Girls’ 

Education in Ghana  

 

9.1Introduction 

 

The previous chapter examined the factors and situations, which contribute to the 

incidence of high dropout rate among schoolgirls in the study area with emphasis on 

household factors such as poverty, pregnancy, divorce, death and gendered cultural 

practices. It also analysed how leaving school without adequate skills and qualifications 

impact negatively on the career prospects of school dropouts, especially girls.  In this 

chapter I analyze the in-depth interviews I had with Girls‟ Education Officials and the 

District Assembly gender desk officer to evaluate the successes and challenges of the 

girls‟ education unit (GEU) and government policies at improving girls‟ educational 

access and opportunities with emphasis on how educational officials perceive 

government policies in achieving gender equality in the study area. 

 

9.2 The role of Girls’ Education Unit 

 

The Government of Ghana recognizes the crucial role that education plays in the 

promotion of both individual and national development, leading to poverty reduction. In 

pursuit of the Education For All (EFA) goals the Government of Ghana has undertaken 

a number of substantial measures to make education accessible to all Ghanaians, among 

which was the formation of the Girls‟ Education Unit (GEU) within the Basic Education 

Division of Ghana Education Service (GES) in 1997 and the appointment of a Minister 

responsible for, among other things, girl-child education. In my interviews with GEU 

officials they pointed out that the creation of the GEU was a major step by the 

government to improving the educational access of girls in the country. The national 

director of GEU revealed that following the establishment of the GEU, Regional Girls‟ 

Education Officers (RGEO) and District Girls‟ Education Officers (DGEO) were 

appointed, trained and sent to every region and district of the country to facilitate the 
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promotion of the girl‟s education and to ensure that girls who lagged behind boys in 

education at all levels, go to school and continue schooling at higher levels. She 

explained that all RGEOs and DGEOs are members of the regional and district 

education planning teams respectively which give them the opportunity to influence and 

introduce local initiatives to address the constraints to girls‟ education at the community, 

district and regional levels. She revealed that GEU collaborates with international 

organizations such as UNICEF and World Food Programme, Non Governmental 

Organizations (NGOs), District Assemblies (DAs) and traditional leaders in the 

advocacy for gender equality in education, particularly at the basic level. She explained 

further that: 

  

„Besides the DAs, many other organizations help to promote girls education in 

Ghana. Yes I‟m aware of Action Aid, before I even came here, they had offered a 

number of scholarships to a number of girls, provided they performed within the 

a certain range to be given scholarship. I know FAWE is also working towards 

improving girls‟ education and many other Non Governmental Organizations 

(NGOs), all working towards improving girls‟ education‟ (Female national 

director of GEU, 45-50years) 

  

In an interview with the Upper West regional girls‟ education officer, she acknowledged 

that the Upper West region has the lowest school enrolment of girls in the country and 

attributed this to the high level of poverty and the low educational levels of parents in 

the region. She said in order to improve girls‟ access to education and reduce the gender 

gap she goes round communities with DGEOs, organising workshops to draw parents 

awareness to the importance and benefits of girls‟ education. In the following statement 

the Upper West regional girls‟ education officer gave a brief description of some of her 

responsibilities:   

 

„I coordinate between the district and the headquarters, for instance, letters of 

correspondence, giving information to headquarters and getting information 

from the districts. I also go round to sensitize communities on girl child 
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education. Certain times I go to assist the district girls‟ education officers to 

sensitize, or have workshops in communities to educate parents to send their 

children to school‟ (Female RGEO, 50-55years). 

 

According to her the sensitization involves going to communities, sometimes with a 

resource person who also acts as a role model to organize workshops on the importance 

and benefit of educating girls. Besides the sensitization activities she also cited a 

number of interventions and policies such as the school feeding programme, bicycle 

support for girls, Science and Mathematics clinics for girls and scholarships that have 

been put in place by the government and other non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

to promote girls‟ education in the region. 

 

9.3 School Lunches and Free Monthly Dry Food Take-Home Ration 

 

Several studies reveal that malnutrition or hunger among school children impacts 

negatively on their ability to learn in the classroom leading to irregular attendance, poor 

performance, repetition and early dropout (Pridmore, 2007; Seidu, 2003; Fentiman et al, 

2001; Akyeampong et al, 2007). According to the Upper West Regional Girls‟ 

Education Officer the region suffers from food insecurity due to poor agricultural 

production which makes it difficult for most parents to provide sufficient food to meet 

the nutritional requirements of their children. Consequently, most children come to 

school hungry and are unable to participate effectively in school activities resulting in 

poor performance and dropout. A recent study on dropouts in Brazil found that about 

33% of school dropouts said they suffered hunger in their school lives, compared to 

17% for those in school (Cardoso and Verner, 2006). The Girls‟ Education officer said 

that with assistance from World Food Programme (WFP) and the Catholic Relief 

Service (CRS), the GEU provides free lunches for schools in districts with the lowest 

girls‟ enrolment in the region to increase enrolment and to encourage girls to attend 

school regularly. She explained that girls from grade 1-3 in such schools are given a free 

monthly dry food ration to take home as additional incentive for parents to send their 
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daughters school. In the following statement she explained the procedure for the food 

ration: 

 

„I go round to monitor the activities at the district levels, and monitor especially 

the World Food Program (WFP) and the Catholic Relief Service (CRS). Food is 

given to children within three districts, Nandowli, Lawra and Sissala. Because 

of low enrolment we want to encourage the girls to go to school. So what we do 

is that, if you make 85% attendance for a month, then you are given food ration. 

But we do that for only school terms, the holiday months are not inclusive. We 

give you 8kgs of cereals; it can be maize, rice, wheat and the two litres of oil. 

The food is to help the performance of the children, because when they eat well 

they must come to school and study as well‟ (Female RGEO 50-55years, 

12/11/05). 

 

The free monthly take-home food ration is given to girls based on 85% school 

attendance. The girls receive food rations to take home to complement their family 

income, especially during the dry season when food production is low and the dropout 

rate for girls is the highest. She indicated that the mothers of girls who qualify for the 

food are invited to the school to collect the ration and they take the opportunity to 

advise them on the need to ensure regular and punctual attendance of their daughters, as 

the officials noted that the risk of girls leaving school was strongly influenced by their 

mothers' socio-economic commitments. The GEU officials mentioned that the School 

Lunch and Take Home Rations Programs have been the most successful intervention 

that have quite improved access and participation of girls, thus reducing the gender gap 

in school enrolment in the region, particularly at the lower primary (grade 1-3). 

Available statistics show that female enrolment figures in Upper West and Upper East 

regions where Take Home Ration is given increased by 31.4% and 26.1% respectively 

compared to the national average of 12.8% (NDPC, 2007).  However, she was quick to 

point out that the main challenge was how to retain them in school, particularly in upper 

primary (grade 4-6) since most parents begin to withdraw their daughters for economic 

and cultural reasons. Explaining the problem they face she said:  
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„We realized that most parents just push their children to school from primary 1 

to primary 3 because they want them to collect food but as they get to primary 4 

and they are getting grown, and strong enough to do house work they begin to 

withdraw them. So now the project has decided that they would not give food 

from primary1 to primary 3. If you struggle and allowed your girl child to go up 

to primary 4 then they would take care of you‟ (Female RGEO 50-55years, 

12/11/05). 

 

She noted that not only do parents push their children to school for the food ration but 

they also relieved themselves of the burden of caring for the children at that tender age 

so that they can be free to go on with their daily chores. The official revealed that girls 

outnumbered boys in most of the schools where free lunches and food rations are given 

but at the upper primary dropout sets in, and sometimes about half of the girls even 

dropout before they reach primary six. To address the high dropout rate the officials 

decided to start the take home ration from grade four to six to persuade parents to allow 

their daughters to stay on longer at school.  The RGEO complained that despite the 

widespread sensitization campaign on the importance of girls‟ education in the region 

„some parents […] still feel that the girl child‟s place is the house, because they feel 

that the girl must cook, she should marry early (Female RGEO 55-60years, 12/11/05). 

As highlighted earlier in previous chapters, the traditional concept of a woman‟s role as 

a wife, mother, cook and male subordinate is deeply rooted in the socio-cultural norms 

of the study area. Therefore, a decade of sensitization is not going to bring about a rapid 

change of such deeply entrenched perception of gender roles. Despite the problem with 

children‟s retention, all the GEU officials acknowledged that there has been an 

enormous improvement in the overall school enrolment of girls in basic education as a 

result of these interventions.   

 

Girls' Education officials report that through their advocacies several Scholarship 

Schemes have been established by the Ghana Education Trust Fund (GET Fund), NGOs, 

traditional leaders and some individuals to assist poor girls but these were usually given 

to poor girls who excelled in their studies work to complete their education. Within this 

sponsorship, deserving girls‟ school fees are paid by the government while some of the 
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poor girls also receive scholarships in the form of school materials such as uniforms, 

books, schools bags and shoes. She also noted that rural girls who travel long distances 

to schools on foot, particularly at JSS level receive bicycles donated by UNICEF to 

encourage them to attend school regularly and improve transition rates from primary 

school to junior secondary level. In poor rural communities the cost of a uniform, 

bicycle or school fees make a difference between a girl dropping out of school or 

continuing at school. Therefore, these scholarships go a long way to relieve parents of 

the burden of the direct costs of schooling, so that these girls can continue with their 

education.  

 

Another area of intervention was in Science, Technology and Mathematics Education 

(STME). The Upper West municipal director of education pointed out that Science and 

Mathematics clinics are organized yearly for girls to improve their performance and 

participation in these subjects. She said: 

 

„Yearly, we have mathematics and science clinics where we bring in role models 

to interact with the girls, especially role models, I mean female role models who 

have come up to certain positions to interact with these girls‟ (Female municipal 

director of education, 50-55years 24/11/05). 

 

She indicated that STME Coordinators and teachers have been trained on gender 

sensitivity techniques to stimulate girls‟ interest in the study of mathematics and science. 

She said GEU works closely with some NGOs in organizing debates, essay and drawing 

competitions among girls to assess their performances and to give prices to deserving 

girls to encourage them to study. During these events, female role models are invited to 

interact and inspire the girls to aim high in their education attainments. 

 

Girls' Education officers indicated that through their advocacy they have been 

empowered by the government to enact by-laws in collaboration with District 

Assemblies, community leaders and Domestic Violence and Victim support Unit 

(DOVVSU) of the Police Service to safeguard girls‟ interest in the region. She 
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explained that the unit‟s concern about the prevalence of schoolgirl pregnancy and 

forced marriages in particular led to interventions such as the enactment of by-laws to 

prosecute anybody implicated in schoolgirl pregnancy or forced marriage in the region. 

She mentioned that the by-laws have succeeded in curtailing these practices.   

 

The RGEO reported that World Universal Service of Canada (WUSC) (one of the 

NGOs operating in the region) provided the unit with computers and personnel to assist 

them to generate gender disaggregate data in education in the region. I consider this as a 

significant support for the unit as lack of gender disaggregated data was one of the 

constraints of my field work in Ghana. Availability of gender disaggregated data will 

portray the real situation about the gender gaps and inequalities in the Ghanaian 

educational system for appropriate gender-sensitive interventions and policies to be 

developed and for monitoring and evaluating the progress of girls‟ schooling. 

 

In an interview with the Gender Desk Officer of Wa Municipal Assembly (WMA) she 

mentioned that she works closely with the RGEO and DGEOs in the various districts to 

sensitize communities and parents on the need to educate girls. She stated that the 

WMA lobbies for NGOs to come into the region to facilitate the promotion of girls‟ 

education.  

 

„The nature of my work is to sensitize community members and schoolchildren 

on gender issues. Gender issues like female genital mutilation, HIV/AIDS, child 

abuse, rural migration and then I help women in income generating activities to 

get access to income […]‟ (Female Gender Desk Officer, 35-40years 18/11/05).  

 

She reported that the WMA supports GEU with funds for girls‟ educational activities 

such as those mentioned above. She noted that the District Assembly provides 

sponsorships for schoolgirls and female teacher trainees who are encouraged to return to 

their sponsored districts to teach in rural communities and to serve as role models to the 

young schoolgirls. Additionally, WMA assists women in income generating activities 
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with small loans to reduce the poverty levels of parents and to enable them to send their 

children to school. 

 

9.4 The Free, Compulsory and Universal Basic Education (FCUBE) 

and the Capitation Grant Scheme (CGS) 

 

When asked what other significant policies the government has initiated towards the 

promotion of girls‟ education besides the sensitisation activities, all the GEU officers 

mentioned the FCUBE and the CGS as the two major policy interventions that have 

resulted in big increases especially, in girls‟ enrolment, particularly in poor rural areas 

nationwide. They indicated that the FCUBE policy which was established in 1996 

abolished the payment of tuition fees at the basic education level for all pupils, thus 

making it possible for children from very poor families to enrol in school. However, 

under the government cost-sharing policy District Assemblies were allowed to charge 

levies as a means of raising funds for the maintenance of schools under their authority. 

When asked whether the abolition of tuition fees really made education free, the 

national director of GEU had this to say: 

 

I think if you sent your child to school, you didn‟t pay the teacher, the 

government paid the teacher, and therefore you didn‟t pay tuition fees, in that 

sense it was free. If you had to pay Parent-Teachers Association (PTA) levies, 

the parents themselves purged the amount to be paid. Moreover, it was some 

kind of voluntary contribution towards the improvement of the school (Female 

national director of GEU, 45-50years 22/01/07). 

 

 The above argument that government provision and payment of teachers to teach in 

basic schools makes education free at that level seems to be contradictory. If basic 

education was actually free, why were students levied by schools and district assemblies 

and if the levies were voluntary contribution as the director wants us to believe why 

were students sent away from school for non-payment? A recent survey of school levies 

and their impact on schooling in Ghana found that the imposition of the levies was 
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arbitrary and sometimes the total  amount charged was three to five times higher than 

the approved amount of ¢40,000 (£1.50) per pupil annually by the government 

(Karikari-Ababio, 2005). The survey also revealed that school children were sometimes 

sent away from class by teachers for non payment of levies which was also contrary to 

government policy that no child should be sent out of school for failure to pay school 

levies. The study concluded that the imposition of the levies on children added 

additional burden to the already existing household expenses on education, making 

schooling out of reach for a significant number of children. These levies were thus 

perceived by parents as school fees and served as a disincentive for them to sent or keep 

their children in school. Hence, in reality the levies and other hidden charges did not 

really make basic education free. In the following statement the national director of 

GEU explained further that if there was any doubt about education being free then the 

introduction of the CGS in 2005 by the government cleared any such doubt.  

  

„[…], now with the capitation, I could say free in its true sense of free because 

textbooks are being supplied now, and they provide furniture for the school, the 

school building is also provided and what you bring to school is your exercise 

books, writing materials and uniform. I don‟t think the provision of these items 

should be so much of a barrier to education‟ (Female national director of GEU, 

45-50years 22/01/07). 

 

With the introduction of the CGS schools and district assemblies do not have the right 

to charge any fees to parents. Instead, every school receives an amount of ¢30,000.00 

(£1.26) annually per pupil registered through the district assemblies as a compensation 

for any loss of revenue as a result. The officers explained that the grant also serves to 

relieve parents of the financial burden created by the levies and that parents who could 

not send their children, particularly girls to school due to economic reasons would now 

have no reason not to send their daughters to school. Although, to the national director 

the financial requirements needed in securing school uniforms and learning materials 

seem to be fairly small and should not be an obstacle to education, evidence of 

schoolgirls‟ experiences and the personal stories of dropouts‟ discussed earlier in this 

study reveals that parents still struggle to provide for their children‟s school 
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requirements. Moreover, when one considers the opportunity cost involved, schooling 

becomes expensive to the poor rural households, with particular consequences for girl‟s 

enrolment.  

 

 All the GEU officials observed that all the measures towards improving girls‟ 

education especially the provision of free school lunch and dry food rations, bicycles 

and scholarships are effective in improving girls‟ enrolment and retention at the basic 

level. Available reports that support the officials‟ assertion of progress in girls‟ 

education as a result of these measures indicate that nationally retention rate for girls 

increased from 83.7% in 2003 to 85.6% in 2006 while that of boys declined from 88% 

to 87.4% within the same period (NDPC, 2007). Also, a UNICEF working paper in 

2007 shows that girls‟ enrolment in basic education increased by 18.1 whereas that of 

boys increased by 15.3% during the 2005/06 school year, thereby slightly reducing the 

gender gap in access to education. The officials noted that the FCUBE program and the 

CGS, though not gender specific interventions provide significant opportunities for poor 

children, especially girls who are often discriminated against when parents are forced to 

make a choice on economic grounds. However, they also confirmed that the increase in 

enrolment and retention have created more problems such as inadequate furniture, 

overcrowding of classrooms, and lack of teachers and teaching materials for the 

education sector. Unfortunately, these problems, as noted earlier in this chapter, lower 

the quality of education which in turn serves as a disincentive to both parents and 

children to patronize education. At the end of my interviews with education officials I 

asked if there was anything they wanted to add, and they all stressed the lack of money 

and means of transportation. The Upper West regional GEU officer for example had this 

to say:  

 

„Another obstacle is finance. Certain times we want to do our job but we have 

problems of getting finance. If we are waiting on GOG (Government of Ghana) 

we might not even go out for the whole year because there would not be money. 

[…] Yes, I have even got a four wheel car which was given to me by World Food 

Program (WFP) and it has been enhancing my work, otherwise it would have 

been difficult for me to go round all these districts, but at present the major 
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constrain is fuelling. I don‟t have enough fuel to go out [laughs], and the 

districts have similar problems. Some of the district girl child officers have no 

motorbikes, and a few that have them can‟t go round to monitor due to lack of 

fuel. But if we had means of transport and enough fuel to go round I think we 

would have been doing more than this‟ (Female RGEO, 50-55years 12/11/0).   

 

Apart from the GEU regional officer who was fortunate to have a car donated by WFP, 

the other entire district officials lacked vehicles to carry out their duties. A few that had 

motorbikes lacked sufficient funds to run and maintain them. They noted that lack of 

transport limits their ability to extend the sensitization programme and other 

interventions to many rural communities and also monitor their progress. They also 

emphasized the need for more NGOs to come to their aid, appealing to me to use my 

position as a UK PhD student to lobby philanthropists and NGOs in the UK to assist 

them.  For the government of Ghana to show real commitment to the promotion of 

gender equality in education, it is important that the GEU is provided with adequate 

resources to function efficiently.  

 

9.5 Conclusion 

 

Government educational policies and GEU initiatives such as the scholarship schemes, 

free school lunch, take home dry food ration; gender sensitisation campaigns, FCUBE 

and the Capitation grant have improved access and retention of girls, particularly in the 

study area. Though most of these interventions have succeeded in reducing the 

economic barrier to education, the underlying socio-cultural factors that constrain girls‟ 

participation in education remain to be addressed. Moreover, most of GEU interventions 

are focused on girls in basic primary education to the neglect of the glaring gender 

inequalities within secondary and tertiary institutions. Indeed, the gender gap in 

enrolment, retention and achievement widens as the level of education increases. The 

GEU should therefore be entrusted with the responsibility for all levels in the education 

system so as to provide a voice for gender issues not only at the basic level, but 

throughout the entire educational system.  
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Chapter 10:  Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this research was to explore how structural processes both in and out of 

school impact on relations and inequalities in education. This study has increased our 

understanding of the differential treatment schoolgirls experience in school and the 

effects that it has on their educational outcomes in the Upper West region of northern 

Ghana. The quantitative research methodology employed in this study was shown to be 

suitable for gaining an insight into schoolgirl‟s experiences.  Following the discussions 

of previous chapters I draw out key issues emerging from the study and make 

recommendations which aim to address the restrictive, gender-based relations and 

socio-cultural inequalities facing schoolgirls in Ghana.  

 

The results of this study highlight important issues, which build on ideas examined in 

the literature review. Through the use of social construction of gender as the theoretical 

framework, and methodological tools of gender analysis, the study illustrated the ways 

in which poverty, unequal gender relations and socio- cultural factors have a major 

effect on girls‟ education and career prospects. Many of the research participants 

perceived girls to be at a greater educational disadvantage than boys in terms of their 

sexuality, accompanied by high levels of discrimination and sexual abuse from teachers 

and parents. The results revealed that most parents in the study area were poor and 

lacked economic resources due to a lack of education, poor agricultural production and 

associated food and income insecurity. All these impact negatively on students‟ 

participation and achievement in school. The high levels of poverty means that some 

parents are unable to pay the cost of school fees, transportation and school uniform for 

their children of school going age as well as the cost of meeting their essential needs for 

food, shelter and clothing, leading to high dropout rates. In response to the effects of 

extreme poverty some poor parents over burden their children with agricultural tasks, 

income generating activities and household chores which leave them little time for 

study. The levels of national poverty and the socio-economic pressures facing families 

in Ghana were shown to severely limit girls‟ access to education. 
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Though poverty is a major issue in determining who goes to school in the research area, 

judging from the life histories and other data collected, unequal power relations 

entrenched in the traditional norms and practices, values, beliefs, and religion sustain a 

gendered household division of labour and resource allocation which serves to constrain  

girls‟ access to education. The results show that boys and girls perform different 

traditional gender roles within the household as part of the socialisation process. The 

structural gender divisions of labour in the study area dictate that some household 

chores like cooking, washing dishes, cleaning and sweeping are considered 

inappropriate for boys to do because, culturally, these are categorised as feminine. 

While boys can more easily resist performing „female-categorised‟ reproductive roles in 

an attempt to protect their masculine identity, it is extremely difficult for girls to resist 

performing productive roles because of how they are socialised to be more obedient and 

disciplined than boys (Adomako-Ampofo, 2001). Consequently, girls take on a great 

deal of both reproductive and productive tasks for their families as part of the traditional 

training towards their presumed future roles as wives and mothers  The performance of 

domestic chores, such as cooking, cleaning and fetching water before school usually 

affects girls‟ participation in classroom activities more than boys because of exhaustion. 

The disproportionate household chores place greater time and labour demands on girls, 

thus restricting girls‟ opportunities for leisure and study. While girls are confined in the 

house to undertake household chores boys have more time for study, leisure and to work 

and earn money for their educational needs. On the other hand, schoolgirls from poor 

households seeking to provide for themselves through education are compelled to 

exchange sex for money to procure their educational and personal needs (Meekers and 

Ahmed, 1999). This occasionally resulted in pregnancy-related dropout as was 

repeatedly reported by education officials and girls themselves. Again, because girls 

perform most of the household chores, their opportunity costs of staying in school tend 

to be higher than boys, leading to a high rate of dropout. Thus, the differential treatment 

girls experience from home deprived them of the opportunities to attend and complete 

school. In this sense, poverty tends to limit girls‟ opportunities to education more than 

boys.  Though girls were aware of the impact of the discriminatory attitudes of both 

parents and teachers on their education, they did not challenge the established gender 

norms because not conforming to the existing gender roles would be seen as 
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undermining the identity category (Butler, 1993) and tampering with established socio-

cultural traditions. Society sanctions individuals who do not conform to hegemonic 

gender norms (Sirin et al, 2004). Thus, teachers‟ and parents‟ attitudes, and their 

engaging most of girls in traditionally feminine roles, serve to perpetuate and reinforce 

gender inequality in education. 

 

All participants in this study reported that traditional practices such as early and forced 

marriages, dowry system, betrothals, patrilineal inheritance and property rights, 

polygamy and Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) in the study area have particularly 

negative consequences for girls‟ education and wellbeing. Early and forced marriages 

force girls into becoming sexually active at an early age, which contributes to girls‟ 

poor educational performance, teenage pregnancies, and school dropout rates. Moreover, 

the expensive dowry system in patriarchal northern Ghana, which requires men to 

provide very expensive gifts, including cows, to the family of the girls as bride price, is 

seen by poor families as a solution to their poverty which encourages them to withdraw 

their daughters from school and marry them off for wealth. However, such relatively 

expensive bride price reinforces girls‟ and women‟s subordination and predisposes them 

to exploitation and abuse (Furusawa, 2006). Another traditional practice in the research 

area that appears to have a significant impact on students‟ education and the stability of 

many households was polygamous marriage. The findings show that students from 

polygamous household structures tend to experience exploitation and discrimination 

from their step-mothers due to jealousy and conflict among wives and the economic 

pressures facing a single father to provide adequately for a large household size. The 

study demonstrated that in some cases the economic pressure and maltreatment 

compelled students, especially girls, to drop out of school. Significantly, the study 

suggests that the patrilineal inheritance and property rights in the north of Ghana, which 

overtly favour men and boys, deny women and girls the right to inherit or own property 

upon the divorce and death of a spouse or a father. This makes women vulnerable to 

poverty and unable to support their children in school. The strong adherence to 

traditional practices in the study area can also be attributed to the relatively traditional 

and religious influence as well as the high illiteracy rates among parents. These cultural 

practices tend to hold back girls‟ education and discourage them from excelling in 

school or pursuing higher education because of the traditional belief that a woman‟s 
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place is the kitchen and that her roles as home maker and mother do not need education 

to be performed. Certainly, these cultural practices violate the fundamental human 

rights of girls and deny them their dignity and rights to education, which is crucial for 

their personal development and their effective contribution to the future well being of 

their families and societies (Yakin Ertürk, 2008).  

 

Significantly, my research demonstrates that there was an attitude of cultural superiority 

towards boys in the study area because parents tend to perceive them as future bread-

winners of the family, even though in reality most women share or take up this 

responsibility in the household. In a culture where boys are valorised over girls, they are 

more likely to be given the opportunity to go to school in the event of limited economic 

resources and be encouraged and supported to continue their education to the highest 

levels without being restrained by tradition (such as early or forced marriage) and be 

forced to dropout from school. Therefore, parents‟ decisions to invest in their sons‟ 

education may not be based on their natural abilities or skills but on traditional values 

and beliefs that value boys‟ education more than that of girls. Availability of schools 

therefore does not necessarily imply that girls would have access to education because 

decisions to send children to school are strongly influenced by the economic, religious, 

social and cultural situations in which they find themselves (Clocoulgh et al, 2000, 2003;  

UNESCO,  2003/4). Consequently girls in the study area do not have the same 

opportunities as boys to access education due to the perceptions and ignorance of 

parents about the overall benefit of girls‟ education in the longer term.  

 

Inadequate educational facilities such as lack of suitable or appropriate textbooks, lack 

of furniture and other teaching materials impact negatively on students‟ academic 

performance. Many of the research participants attributed the poor academic 

performance of students to poorly resourced schools. In particular lack of teachers and 

poor tuition were found to be the major cause of poor academic performance, lack of 

interest in school and eventual dropping out. Specifically, when girls perform poorly in 

school, there is no incentive to continue to support them in education since their labour 

is more needed in the household. Lack of good quality education affects the willingness 

of parents to make financial and other sacrifices to send their children to school. My 
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research points out that one of the reasons why parents do not seem to support their 

children‟s education include the perceived low quality of education and lack of 

relevance of the educational curriculum to the world of work (Palmer, 2007). Poor 

parents in particular see the relevance of education only if it provides their children with 

well paid jobs and thus helps break the cycle of poverty in the family. Such parents tend 

to engage their children in other forms of economic activities that are likely to provide 

immediate economic returns to maintain themselves and their families. The inability of 

the Ghana Education Service to train adequate numbers of teachers and to motivate 

them to teach was identified as the major cause for the low quality of education. Lack of 

motivation encourages misconduct among teachers such as lateness and absenteeism 

which often reduce the amount of contact hours between teachers and students for 

effective teaching and learning, leading to poor academic results, repetition and 

eventual dropout (Abadzi, 2007; Akyeampong and Lewin, 2002). The vital role a 

teacher plays in the provision of quality education cannot be overstated.  The 

government‟s efforts to provide quality education for all children will continue to 

remain an illusion if the issue of teacher quality is not given adequate attention. The 

inadequacy of motivation for teachers has rendered the teaching profession unattractive 

in Ghana. Already, teachers complain each day about their poor conditions of service
5
. 

Consequently, people with high academic standards shun the teaching profession while 

qualified teachers leave for other well-paying professions after a period of teaching, 

thus making it difficult to retain teachers in the classroom.  

 

The study school not only lacked teachers and educational facilities like textbooks and 

furniture but it also lacked quality and adequate infrastructure such as hostel facilities, 

drinking water, urinals and toilet facilities. Water and sanitation facilities in schools are 

increasingly recognized as essential for promoting good hygiene behaviour and 

children's well-being (UNICEF, 2008). Inadequate educational facilities hinder the full 

participation of children in school but the lack of sanitation and hygiene facilities in 

schools has a stronger negative impact on girls than on boys because girls are more 

                                                 
5
 The National Association of Graduate Teachers (NAGRAT) held nation-wide strike action, which lasted 

a week to demand for the payment of their salary arrears in November, 2009. After some negotiations 

with the government which promised to pay, they called off the strike (ghanaweb.com, 2009). 
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likely to be absent or drop out of school when their greater need for water and sanitary 

facilities for hygiene purposes during menstruation are not met (Yasheng and Siebert, 

2009). The inadequate provision of water and sanitation facilities in schools does not 

therefore provide equal opportunities for girls to access education, nor does it create a 

gender friendly environment for effective teaching and learning. Additionally, lack of 

hostel facilities or accommodation for students, particularly girls from the catchment 

villages meant that they had to live with relatives and friends or rent their own rooms in 

compound houses in the regional capital. This exposed them to risk, such as sexual 

harassment and labour exploitation by guardians or men in the community.  For these 

reasons some parents are unlikely to allow their daughters to move out of their local 

communities to attend secondary schools in far away towns. This study suggests that 

lack of adequate boarding or hostel facilities for girls could be one of the reasons for the 

poor transition rate of girls to secondary school in Ghana which also serves as a 

deterrent to parents considering sending their children to primary school. This situation 

contributes to poor attendance and the high dropout rates of girls.  

My research also found that corporal punishment and gender violence were widespread 

in the school environment, which made the learning environment particularly hostile to 

girls. Both schoolboys and girls in the study lamented about the painful experience of 

corporal punishment in schools. For example, students in the study school complained 

about being beaten by teachers even when their parents were unable to procure them 

school materials due to economic constraints or when they perform poorly in classroom 

exercises. Teachers, however, seem unaware of the negative impacts of their actions on 

students‟ educational outcomes. Students‟ reports suggest that corporal punishment puts 

fear in them, and restrains a positive interaction between them and teachers, making it 

difficult for them to express their views on issues affecting them within the school. The 

results suggest that corporal punishment was practiced along gender lines as it was 

mainly administered by male teachers and male school prefects and usually on the 

buttocks and palms of boys and girls respectively (Humphreys, 2008). Other forms of 

punishment usually given to girls include sweeping the school compound and classroom 

or fetching water for the school, while that of boys often involves weeding and digging 

around the school.  It was also revealed that there was widespread bullying of junior 

students by senior boys. Excessive caning and bullying can deter students from 

classroom participation and also encourage students to play truant which can eventually 
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result in school dropout. Worse still, it appears that sexual harassment of schoolgirls by 

schoolboys and teachers themselves was common in the study school. Teachers 

perceive sexual harassment and bullying perpetuated against girls by schoolboys as a 

normal part of school life and often deny their own involvement in the sexual 

harassment of schoolgirls, instead they reported about other teachers‟ sexual harassment 

of girls in other schools. In most cases sexual harassment against schoolgirls, including 

rape, goes unreported, and if reported, the perpetrators go unpunished. If girls are 

intimidated, sexually harassed or are scared of becoming victims of boys‟ aggressive 

behaviour, then they are far less likely to go to school. Girls suffer sexual harassment 

because of the entrenched unequal gender relations in society. In this sense then, school 

does not provide a gender friendly environment for girls to study since they experience 

discrimination, sexual harassment and dismissal from school when they become 

pregnant (UNICEF, 2007; Grant and Hallman, 2006). This suggests that despite girls 

being at the receiving end of boys‟ aggression, they are often seen as the problem and 

subject to constant moral advice to be of good behaviour. The blame on girls sometimes 

goes further to suggest that they are responsible for their own harassment and abuse. 

This is an indication of the higher moral standards expected of them by the school and 

society with no such expectation apparently existing for men and boys. These social 

expectations exist because of the significance of the Ghanaian notion of virtuous 

woman which calls not only for passive obedience but for living up to higher 

behavioural standards (Prah, 2002). Blaming girls instead of understanding the 

numerous discriminatory practices they face both at home and in school may suggest 

that teachers are not aware of the ways in which gender is an influencing factor in 

classroom interactions.  

Evidence from my research also suggests that girls and boys are treated in significantly 

different ways in classrooms because most teachers held the notion that boys were 

academically more intelligent and were more interested in learning than girls. Teachers‟ 

attitudes often perpetuate gender biases following the norms, belief, value and 

traditional practices of the society. Significantly, this discrimination was reflected in the 

lack of attention teacher paid to girls in the classroom. Gender differences in teacher 

attention among students results in boys getting more attention. By allowing boys to 

dominate classroom participation simply because they volunteer to answer or ask 

questions, teachers encourage their active participation in class leading to improved 
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performance and achievements. Although teachers acknowledged that the 

disadvantaged position of girls in the family (such as the heavy workload and low 

expectation and value for them) affect their educational participation and deserve to 

receive much attention in the classroom, they failed to encourage girls by denying them 

the needed attention to participate actively in the teaching-learning process. By not 

involving girls in the teaching-learning process teachers deny them the opportunity to 

improve upon their academic performance as well as the confidence to speak and 

express their ideas. Girls‟ lesser involvement in class is related to the way they are 

socialized in the home and to the fear of being punished or ridiculed by teachers and 

male students for getting answers wrong. Unfortunately for girls, their coping strategy 

of not participating usually has negative consequences on their confidence and 

academic performances. Teachers‟ failure to call on girls simply because they were shy 

to volunteer answers or ask questions suggests that they lacked gender sensitive 

teaching methods to encourage girls‟ participation, thus failing to understand how their 

own attitudes and that of parents‟ influence students, particularly girls‟ behaviour in 

classroom interaction, thereby perpetuating gender inequality. In the US and UK where 

equal opportunities are emphasised for all students, girls outperform boys in schools 

(Francis and Skelton 2005; Smulyan, 2004; UNESCO, 2003).  For this reason I argue 

that girls in Ghana and elsewhere can perform equally if not better than boys but their 

differential treatment in the classroom as well as the household impacts negatively on 

their educational performance and achievement.  

   

The research results demonstrate that students‟ choice of subject and career continues to 

be influenced mainly by gender. In the Ghanaian educational system both girls and boys 

do the same subject from primary one to junior high school but when choice becomes 

available at the senior high school, they tend to choose different types of subjects they 

consider traditionally appropriate for their sex. For example, evidence from my study 

shows that girls concentrated on general arts and home economics subjects while boys 

favoured mathematics, science and technical subjects. Despite efforts to encourage girls 

to go into the sciences through the science and mathematics clinics, teachers continue to 

give more attention to educating boys in mathematics, science and technology, rather 

than girls, because teachers consider them less competent in these subjects than boys. 

Teachers suggested that the fear girls particularly ascribe to mathematics and science 
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relates to the gender-insensitive methods teachers often use in teaching. Another reason 

attributed to the apprehension girls have for maths is related to the home situation where 

girls are confined to do domestic chores while boys are allowed to explore their 

environment and indulge in activities that enhance their understanding of maths and 

science. Significantly, however, students‟ responses indicated that the subjects and 

careers advice they received was often directed along gendered lines, meaning that 

students may not be provided with adequate information about subject and career 

options, limiting choices for both boys and girls. The overall effect of the differential 

treatment girls experience from parents and through the formal and hidden curriculum 

by teachers is reflected in their chosen subjects and future occupations. Generally, boys‟ 

choice of science related subjects channels them towards careers that have higher status 

and higher income. Girls on the other hand are usually directed towards service-related 

careers in education and health such as nursing, catering and petty trading, which are 

perceived as feminine and thus attract a lower status and low income, contributing to 

their subordination and marginalisation within families and societies worldwide.  

The pattern of students‟ choice reproduces and widens the gender gap in education and 

the labour market. Moreover, this study shows that boys had great ambitions for the 

future and were more confident in what they wanted to do after school than girls who, 

as a result of their social conditioning and the job opportunities available to them have 

lower aspirations for their future. The results also show that parents and teachers 

expected girls to go into careers that would complement their expected future roles as 

housewives and mothers. Their expectations often arise from deeply held socio-cultural 

beliefs and perceptions in the society. This expectation goes beyond the borders of 

Ghana. Students‟ choices therefore are a reflection of their desire to identify themselves 

with the presumed gender appropriate subjects and careers in their communities.  

 

My research findings identified school dropout rate as one of the most serious problems 

affecting school participation in Ghana. Life history interviews carried out in this study 

investigating the causes of school dropout show that the causes differ significantly 

between boys and girls. Boys dropout mainly to work due to poverty, while girls drop 

out because of interplay of various reasons which include gender, poverty, pregnancy, 

motherhood and domestic responsibilities. While poverty may affect both boys‟ and 
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girls‟ education, I argue that gender may be a more salient feature than poverty in 

influencing girls to leave school. High dropout rates among girls are also rooted in 

differential values attached to the education of girls and boys in the study area. This is 

most evident in the circumstances of the girl, whose needs and interests are often 

marginalized by educational policies and households priorities. Poverty and social 

marginalisation are compounded by gender discrimination, lack of teaching materials 

and lack of teachers‟ commitment, which influence students‟ decision to drop out of 

school.  Most school dropouts who were not already in traditional apprenticeship 

training expressed the desire to learn a trade or go back to school if given the needed 

financial support. The dropouts were aware that leaving school without gaining any 

relevant school qualifications or skills had broader implications for their career 

prospects and income levels, which had further consequences for their personal 

development. For girls it appears to have more severe consequences as they may be 

more easily tempted into early pregnancy and early marriage which lead into 

disadvantage in adult life and in turn can affect their children‟s future educational 

opportunities.  

 

This thesis has also drawn our attention to the commitment of government in making 

education accessible to all children as it is required by the Ghanaian constitution. The 

results indicate that several educational policies and schemes have been initiated 

including the establishment of the Girls‟ Education Unit (GEU) 1987 and the Ministry 

of Women and Children to mainstream gender issues in the educational system as well 

as all other ministries and departments. Two major educational policies aimed to 

provide education for all are the FCUBE program, which was introduced to abolish the 

payment of school fees, and the capitation grant to ban the payment of school fees and 

levies. To complement government‟s efforts, the GEU with the support of NGOs, has 

initiated several measures to provide incentives for girls at the basic education level in 

poor communities. These include scholarship schemes, free textbooks and uniforms, 

free school lunch, take home dry food rations; gender sensitisation campaigns, science 

and mathematics clinics for girls, debates, essay and drawing competitions for girls and 

the enactment of by-laws to safeguard girls interest. Though these programs and 

policies have improved school enrolment rates, the reality on the ground is that many 

children are still out of school because in the situation of extreme levels of poverty, 
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particularly in rural communities in the Upper West region of Ghana , free schooling 

even becomes unaffordable for poor families because there are other costs incurred in 

the procurement of educational materials such as school uniforms, books and pocket 

money for transport and lunch which make schooling expensive (Akyeampong, A.K. et 

al, 2007). Moreover, the research findings show that many Girls‟ Education officials are 

unable to implement government policies and interventions efficiently due to lack of 

adequate logistical and economic support. This is one of probably several difficulties in 

the progress towards gender equality in Ghana. However, it takes more than policies to 

change deeply engrained cultural norms and values that keep girls out of the educational 

system. What is needed is a change in people‟s attitudes towards the education of girls 

in the study area combined with increased resourcing for the strategies to tackle key 

problems. Beliefs and values supporting the superior role of men and boys in the society 

are still prevalent in Ghana. It is evident from participants‟ accounts in the study that the 

Ghanaian traditional culture is not changing much in terms of gender roles and gender 

relations. Teachers, parents and girls themselves seem to be slow in changing their 

attitudes about gender roles thereby perpetuating and reinforcing gender inequalities in 

education.  

 

10.1 Recommendations  

 

Women and girls are considered as vulnerable because of the lower social status and the 

discrimination that they experience in education and in society as a whole. Women and 

girls cannot contribute sufficiently to public life unless they are educated as well as men. 

Narrowing the gender gap in education is profoundly important for economic and social 

development. The need to  reduce the gender gap is even more important when one 

considers the benefit of mothers‟ education both in relation to children‟s education and 

improvements to family health and, in particular, in reducing poverty among the poor 

(UNESCO, 2003). It also has a major impact on other aspects of social development, 

later marriage and fewer children, lower maternal and infant mortality rates, the passing 

on of education to the next generation (ibid). I suggest a number of policy 

recommendations that would enable the government of Ghana to achieve the full 

benefits that accrue from women and girls‟ education.  
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This thesis has demonstrated that students‟ experiences within the household influences 

their performance at school, yet is often ignored by teachers and education 

policymakers. Thus there may be need for government, the Ministry of Education and 

NGOs to identify the needs of schoolgirls in the context of their socio-cultural 

environment in order to develop effective policies to address them.  Although the Girls‟ 

Education Unit‟s (GEU) policies and interventions are proving the most successful way 

of addressing the economic and material needs of schoolgirls such as the provision of 

scholarships, school lunch, uniforms and learning materials, such measures were limited 

to a few needy girls who excelled in education, due to lack of adequate resources to 

reach out to many girls in poor rural communities in the region. There is therefore the 

need for government to significantly equip GEU to be more efficient in addressing the 

needs of schoolgirls. I recommend that gender specific measures be designed for girls in 

national plans, policies and programmes to improve access to education. This could 

include measures to extend financial support to households with large families in poor 

communities as well as women in income generating activities to improve upon their 

economic situation and be able to support their children‟s education. Moreover, I would 

recommend the government develop strategies to support and regulate the activities of 

traditional apprenticeship training schemes in the country to ensure that apprentices 

work in good conditions and acquire the necessary skills relevant to secure jobs in the 

labour market.  The government should also extend financial support to dropouts who 

cannot afford to pay the costs of apprenticeship since some of the trades, for example, 

hair dressing requires a high fee and expensive equipment.  

 

The study suggests that culture determines gender role expectations and these in turn 

influence parents‟ decisions as to whom to send and support in school. The strongly 

entrenched division of labour that over-depends on girls‟ labour in the household 

constrains their educational access and outcomes. Generally, it would appear from my 

research results that girls are valued less than boys in the study area as a result of their 

perceived social and economic role in society. This implies that for girls‟ education to 

be effective in Ghana there is the need to challenge the traditional cultural norms, 

beliefs and values that subordinate women and girls. I advocate the need to raise the 
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level of awareness to sensitise parents and the general public at large about the 

significance for socio-cultural change which is important in promoting girls‟ education 

in Ghana. It is also important for parents to gain the awareness that the gender of a child 

is far less important than the opportunities the child is given in life, especially the 

opportunity to have quality education. This suggests developing strategies in education 

to break down gender boundaries between the appropriate activities and interest for 

schoolboys and girls as well as male and female teachers. Boys, in particular should be 

encouraged from their earliest years to share domestic responsibilities with girls. 

Additionally, there is a need to encourage more careful parenting of girls and to 

promote attitudes such as assertiveness, confidence and self determination to help them 

to overcome the difficulties they face in education. Finally, the differences in the value 

placed on girls and on boys, particularly in the patrilineal north of Ghana must be kept 

to the forefront in any debate or policy action on education. This would help to 

overcome major barriers based on gender inequality, including equal access to 

education and the labour market, leading to narrowing the gender gap in society.  

 

In Ghana, it is a constitutional requirement for government to provide quality education 

for all children; however the research findings revealed that the study school lacked 

adequate school infrastructure such as furniture, sanitation facilities and educational 

materials to provide a favourable environment for learning and to promote the general 

wellbeing of students and girls in particular. To some extent schools determine student's 

welfare by providing a healthy or unfriendly environment. Thus, this study recommends 

that government needs to prioritize investment in education and to develop policies to 

improve the financing of education in such a way as to provide adequate educational 

facilities for all schools to eliminate the long existing gender and spatial inequalities 

between the rural and urban communities. Furthermore, the Ministry of Local 

Government should commit to implementing the Ministry of Education‟s standardized 

infrastructure policy that integrates separate toilets for girls in every school in Ghana to 

provide a healthy environment for children to learn and to improve their wellbeing and 

academic performance. It is important that toilet designs should include changing 

facilities for girls to change during their menstruation periods and convenient hand 

washing facilities to encourage positive hygiene behaviour in children and limit the 

spread of disease among children, staff and their families (Adams et al, 2009). To 
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ensure maximum use of these facilities, the study suggests that schools take into 

account the cultural and social conditions prevalent in the community in the design and 

building of toilets for students and teachers. Such facilities provide opportunities for 

greater gender equality in access to education, and create educational opportunities for 

the promotion of gender friendly environments at school and in communities (UNICEF, 

2008). Schools should also ensure proper maintenance of school facilities by carrying 

out periodic repairs to ensure sustainability of school infrastructure such as classrooms, 

furniture and toilets, as well as the learning environment.  

 

The research results indicate that girls are affected by violence, sexual harassment, and 

gender discrimination in the classroom and poor enforcement of policies and laws 

regarding issues such as corporal punishment and sexual abuse. A hostile school 

environment also serves to discourage girls from attending school. Heads of educational 

institutions should lay down secured and clear procedures for students, especially girls, 

to feel safe and confident to report any incidents of violence to appropriate authorities. 

My research also calls on government to reform the laws to completely ban corporal 

punishment in schools and to exercise the courage and political will to implement 

existing laws that defend and protect women and adolescent girls from the risks of 

gender violence and discrimination which threaten their well-being and life 

opportunities. In particular, the Ministry of Education should institute stringent 

punishment for male teachers, and schoolboys who are implicated in schoolgirls‟ sexual 

abuse or pregnancy. Government and NGOs should promote gender consciousness-

raising campaigns to protect girls‟ rights to education, protection from exploitation, 

violence and abuse, and rights to participate in all decisions affecting them, within the 

family, school and community. Furthermore, the Ministry of Education should put in 

place appropriate measures that would encourage and support all schoolgirls who 

become pregnant while they are still in school to continue with their education during 

their pregnancy as well as provide economic and child care support after delivery since 

pregnancy was identified as one of the major causes of school dropout among girls. It is 

importance to make vital information on sexual and reproductive health accessible to 

girls through sex education in schools to enable them practice safe sex and make 

informed decisions about their life.  
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The findings revealed that teachers did not perceive gender inequalities as an important 

issue in the teaching-learning process; therefore it was no surprise that they were biased 

against girls in their teaching. Most of the teachers in the study were of the opinion that 

boys have a higher aptitude for academic work than girls. The lack of attention to girls 

in the classroom results in their under-performance in school. The results of this 

research clearly show that gendered expectations of teachers affect girls‟ experiences of 

education, subject choice and career aspirations. It is therefore important to improve the 

teaching-learning process to encourage participation of girls in the classroom. Teacher 

training is one of the areas in which the maximum change can be achieved from a 

gender perspective. The current teacher training education in Ghana was not designed to 

take into consideration gender issues. It is therefore important to reform teacher 

education to make it gender-sensitive to ensure that a household‟s discriminatory 

attitudes and practices are not reinforced in schools. Thus it is essential to include 

principles that promote values such as equity, tolerance and competence in teacher 

training, specifically the principle of gender equality at all levels of the educational 

system. This would require the Ghana Education Service and relevant departments to 

develop and constantly organise in-service gender-awareness training schemes for 

trained teachers, especially in the teaching context. Gender- awareness education is the 

way to influence teachers‟ values and change their attitudes towards girls by giving 

them priority attention, particularly in the classroom to stimulate their interest in 

learning and improve upon their academic performance. If teachers can inculcate in 

students values based on gender equity and behave in an unbiased or gender-aware 

manner in classrooms, they will be promoting equality of opportunity and expectation 

for both boys and girls in school. The Ghana Ministry of Education should continue to 

provide and increase the scholarship schemes for female teacher trainees to attract more 

girls into the teaching profession to serve as role models. Girls who need counselling 

about issues like menstruation, for example, will find a female teacher more easily 

approachable. Lack of adequate guidance and counselling for students in secondary 

school also contribute to gender segregation in students‟ choice of subjects and careers. 

The Ghana Education Service should therefore emphasize the provision of adequate 

guidance and counselling services at all levels of education so that students, particularly 

girls can make better informed choices to break down the sex-stereotyped attitudes and 

choices. Girls should be advised and encouraged to discard the idea that science and 
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mathematics are meant for boys or are too difficult to learn. Furthermore, the science 

and mathematics clinics organised for girls in secondary schools should continue and be 

intensified. Teachers should arouse the interest of girls in science and mathematics by 

relating teaching to girls‟ interests and everyday life. Teachers also need to be 

encouraged to move into non traditional subject areas, with more female teachers 

choosing mathematics, science and technical subjects and more male teachers taking 

home economics, religious education and languages. This would serve as an example 

for students to emulate. 

 

However, for teachers to put out their best in the classroom to motivate students to learn, 

they too need to be motivated in order to boost their morale and commitments. It is 

therefore significant for the government of Ghana to rededicate its efforts to improve 

the working conditions of teachers. Motivating teachers could be in the form of 

incentives ranging from increased salaries, affordable housing and medical care, 

especially in rural communities.  Furthermore, teachers should be given opportunities 

for career advancement to increase their commitment to the teaching profession. This is 

in accordance with Maslow‟s (1970) „need hierarchy‟ which proposes that human 

beings seek to satisfy their basic needs before higher level needs. Unless teachers‟ basic 

survival needs for food, shelter and security are satisfied, their motivation may remain 

low which in turn can have negative impacts on their competence and overall 

performance and thus learning outcomes of students. 

 

Though these recommendations are laudable to achieving gender equality, they are 

likely to face formidable challenges in translating them into actionable plans because 

deep-seated social-cultural attitudes and practices which placed low value on girls‟ 

education die hard in the study area. For example, the provision of economic and child 

care support would fail to encourage schoolgirl mothers to return to school if the 

government does not address the stigmatizing ways communities and schools react to 

pregnant and teenage mothers. Other challenges highlighted in the study include the 

high levels of poverty at both household and national levels which constraint the 

provision of adequate educational resources leading to poor quality of education, high 

demand for girls‟ labour, opportunity costs of sending girls to school, sexual harassment, 



220 

 

corporal punishment, long distance to school, lack of broader policy implementation 

and gender discrimination. Collectively, these factors create widespread resistance to 

changing attitudes within the families, schools and communities in the study area and in 

Ghana in general and further reinforce the cultural norms that limit girls‟ access to 

education. 

 

Due to time and economic constrain the study was not able to investigate into teachers‟ 

perceptions of the formal and hidden curriculum and their impact on the identity 

formation of boys and girls in school. It is important, therefore, that further research be 

conducted to examine how the formal and hidden curriculums shape school children‟s 

identities. Additionally, there is need for further research to explore and test the best 

gender sensitive interventions and policies that would be responsive to local contexts, 

particularly where local values and interests seem to conflict with national policy to 

promote gender equality in the Ghanaian education system. I also suggest the need for 

further similar research needs to focus on gender issues in education in other regions of 

Ghana to ascertain the nature and pattern of the gender gap in education countrywide so 

that appropriate measures could be instituted to address them.  

 

In this thesis, I have been able to examine the persistence of gender inequalities in 

secondary education in Ghana by focusing on students‟ experiences within the school 

and household. The research has highlighted the complex ways in which the school and 

the home work together to constrain schoolgirl‟s opportunities in education in Ghana. I 

highlight the various systems that perpetuate gender inequality. These relate to 

structures of discrimination such as the patrilineal systems, discriminatory socio-

cultural practices, gender, extreme poverty, geographical location, and religion in 

northern Ghana. Gender inequality in education is therefore not caused by a single 

factor alone, but rather from the interaction of various systems and identities within the 

schools and the communities in which students live. This call for greater commitment 

on the part of the government of Ghana and other organisations, especially the Ministry 

of Women and Children to develop a gender-awareness policy and measures that would 

promote gender equality in all ministries, departments and in all public institutions 

nationwide. It is only when parents, teachers and society as a whole realize the 
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importance of providing equal treatment and opportunity to boys and girls in all aspect 

of life, and particularly in education, will the UN Millennium Development Goals of 

universal education for all and gender equality in education come closer to being 

achieved.  
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APPENDIX  

APPENDIX 1 

 

In-depth interview schedule for individual male and female students and, 

focus group discussion 

 

This interview schedule is designed to gather information on students‟ perspectives of 

gender inequalities at the secondary level of education in Ghana. The study is purely an 

academic exercise and all information gathered would be handled as strictly confidential. 

I would be grateful if all questions are answered. However, the choice to answer any 

question is yours.  

1. Background information 

 Age 

 sex 

 Class/form in school 

 Course of study 

 Number of siblings 

 Parents‟ occupation 

2. Access to school 

 Socio-economic factors (attitudes to gender roles in Ghana) 

1. What work do boys perform in the house? 

2. What work do boys perform in the house? 

3. Do you face any financial difficulty in the course of schooling? (individual 

not group) 

 Cultural values 

             1. How do some of the cultural values (customs and traditions) of your  

  community affect your education, e.g. early marriage? 

 Gender 

             1. Do you think that teachers treat you in a particular way because  you are a 

 male or female? 
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 1. Do you think that parents treat you in a particular way because you are a 

 male or a female? 

 

3. Boys and girls experiences of schooling 

 Teachers‟ attention for example, the distribution of questions 

             1. Do teachers give boys and girls equal chances to ask and answer questions? 

 Factors that influence choice of subjects 

             1. What subjects do you like? 

             2. What factors do you consider in choosing your subjects? 

                 Do you have a choice? 

     Who influences your choice of subject? For example, Students‟ interest

 Teachers/parents‟ influence, Future job aspiration 

4. Violence/bullying-experiences as victims or perpetrators 

1. What type of behaviour have you experienced from a fellow student that 

makes you feel uncomfortable? 

 2. What type of behaviour have you experienced from a teacher that makes 

 you feel uncomfortable? 

 Future expectations 

1. What would you like to be in future? 

2. Do you think you will release your dreams or ambitions? 

3. What factors might help or hinder these goals? 
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APPENDIX 2 

In-depth interview schedule for parents 

 

This interview schedule is designed to gather information on parents‟ perspectives of 

gender inequalities at the secondary level of education in Ghana. The study is purely an 

academic exercise and all information gathered would be handled as strictly confidential. 

I would be grateful if all questions are answered. However, the choice to answer any 

question is yours. 

1. Background information 

 Age 

 sex 

 Occupation 

 Number of children 

 Marital status 

 

5. Parents attitudes towards boys and girls at home 

 Expectations of boys and girls 

1. What do you expect from boys and in terms of their behaviour, school 

achievement and future career? 

2. What do you expect from girls in terms of their behaviour, school 

achievement and future career?   

 Domestic roles 

1. What type of roles do you assign to boys in the house? 

2. What type of roles do you assign to girls in the house? 

 Value of boys and girls 
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             1. Do you value girls in the same light as you value boys? 

 Access to school 

1. Do boys and girls have the same opportunity to go school? 

2. In the situation of limited resources, which one would you send to school, a 

boy or a girl? 
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APPENDIX 3 

 

In-depth interview schedule for educational officials 

 

This interview schedule is designed to gather information on educational officials‟ 

perspectives of gender inequalities at the secondary level of education in Ghana. The 

study is purely an academic exercise and all information gathered would be handled as 

strictly confidential. I would be grateful if all questions are answered. However, the 

choice to answer any question is yours. 

1. Background information 

 Age 

 sex 

 Position/rank 

 Marital status 

  

2. Educational Policy  

 Educational policy on gender 

1. What is the significance of FCUBE and capitation grant in promoting 

equity in education? 

2. What other policies have been put in place so far concerning gender 

equality in education? 

3. How have these policies worked? 

4. Are there any obstacles in the implementation of these policies? 

5. Do you think boys and girls are given the same opportunity to education? 

6. Tell me more about the aims, obstacles, your opinion on success of this 

activities 
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APPENDIX 4 

In-depth interview schedule for teachers 

 

This interview schedule is designed to gather information on teachers‟ perspectives of 

gender inequalities at the secondary level of education in Ghana. The study is purely an 

academic exercise and all information gathered would be handled as strictly confidential.  

I would be grateful if all questions are answered. However, the choice to answer any 

question is yours.  

 

1. Background information 

 Age 

 sex 

 Class/form taught in school 

 Subject taught 

 Marital status 

 

2. Teachers‟ attitudes towards boys and girls 

 Expectations of boys and girls 

1. What are your expectations of boys in terms of behaviour, achievement in 

class and future career? 

2. What are your expectations of girls in terms of behaviour, achievement in 

class and future career? 

3. What differences, if any exist between boys and girls, do they behave 

differently towards certain activities? 

4. Do you find yourself behaving differently towards your students because 

they are boys or girls? 

5. Do you do anything to compensate for any differences in abilities, activities 

and behaviour of boys and girls? 

 

 Control/punishment 

1. What types of discipline are given to students in this school? 
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2. Are boys and girls disciplined in the same way? 

3. Who are easier to control in class, boys or girls in the classroom? 

 

 Reward/praise 

1. What behaviour of boys and girls deserve praise or reward in the school? 

2. Are boys and girls praised or rewarded for the same kinds of behaviour?  

 

 Attention 

1. Do you feel boys or girls demand the same or different attention in the 

classroom in terms of their behaviour or ability for example? 

2. How do you feel you deal with this? 

3. How would you rate boys and girls participation in lessons? 

 

 Choice of subject 

             1. What subjects are offered to boys and girls in the school? 

              2. Which subject do boys or girls do better? 

             3. Do you think boys and girls respond differently to a particular subject? 

             4. What part do you play in the choice of students‟ subject? 

             5. How does the formal and hidden curriculum work in terms of experiences 

  of boys and girls in school? 
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APPENDIX 5 

Life history interview guide for school dropouts 

 

1. Background information 

 Age 

 sex 

 Class/form in school 

 Course of study 

 Parents‟ occupation 

 

1. Could you please tell me about your family background? 

2. What are your experiences of schooling and reasons for dropout?  

3. What are you doing now and what are your future expectations? 

4. Do you think you will release your dreams or ambitions? 

5. What factors might help or hinder these goals? 

 

 

 

 


