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Room to Read seeks to transform the lives of millions of children in the developing
world by focusing on literacy and gender equality in education. Working in collabo-
ration with local communities, partner organizations, and governments, Room to
Read develops literacy skills and a habit of reading among primary school children
and ensure girls have the skills and support needed to complete their secondary
education. For more information, please visit

FHI 360

FHI 360 is a global development organization with a rigorous, evidence-based
approach. Our professional staff includes experts in health, nutrition, education,
economic development, civil society, environment, and research. FHI 360 operates
from 60 offices with 4,400 staff in the U.S. and around the world. Our commit-
ment to partnerships at every level and our multidisciplinary approach enable us
to have lasting impact on the individuals, communities and countries we serve—
improving lives for millions. For more information, please visit

Amenons Nos Filles a I'Ecole (ANFE)

Amenons Nos Filles a I'Ecole (ANFE) is a nonprofit, community-based program in
Mauritania, West Africa aiming to keep girls in school. ANFE focuses on improving
the prospects for the future of girls who lack the opportunity or resources to receive
a quality education. For more information, please visit

The MasterCard Foundation

The MasterCard Foundation advances microfinance and youth learning to pro-
mote financial inclusion and prosperity. Through collaboration with committed
partners in 45 countries, The MasterCard Foundation is helping people living in
poverty to access opportunities to learn and prosper.

An independent, private foundation based in Toronto, Canada, The MasterCard
Foundation was established through the generosity of MasterCard Worldwide at
the time of the company’s initial public offering in 2006. For more information,
please visit
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The MasterCard
Foundation

Through a partnership that was formed at the
Clinton Global Initiative, Room to Read, FHI 360
and ANFE undertook a six-month collaborative
study to investigate what life and educational fac-
tors contribute to the success of girls accessing and
participating in tertiary education. With a focus
on economically disadvantaged post-secondary
students in Africa and Asia, they listened to and
documented the stories of 160 female university
students in five countries.

The young women interviewed for this study share
important lessons to help guide future girls’educa-
tion programming. The cases weaved throughout
this report give space and voice to their experiences,
their fears, their struggles, their successes and their
dreams. Lessons from these young women—role
models who have built their own pathways beyond
the constraints of poverty—are powerful remind-
ers of the transformational capacity of youth. Their
recommendations have the potential to create
greater awareness about the importance of educa-
tional opportunities and the value of gender equity
in education.

The MasterCard Foundation is proud to champion
this effort and hopes that the findings of the study
will inspire organizations around the world to sup-
port girls in their pursuit of educational opportunities.

a

Reeta Roy
President and CEO

The MasterCard
Foundation
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Room to Read”

Around the world, millions of women and girls do
not have that same lottery ticket. Many do not even
complete education past primary school due to
such factors as gender bias, safety concerns, early
marriage, pregnancy and financial considerations.

Under the most challenging conditions, though,
there are young women charting new territory and
taking the bold step of seeking out tertiary educa-
tion. This move can be especially difficult in devel-
oping countries, where a girl graduating secondary
school in 2011 is more likely to be the very first fe-
male in her family to reach tertiary education. The
stakes are high. If she succeeds, she can serve as
a critical role model for younger girls—helping to
break glass ceilings and transform the very nature
of a woman’s role in her society.

With generous support from The MasterCard
Foundation, Room to Read is excited to partner
with FHI 360 and Amenons Nos Filles a I'Ecole
(ANFE) to understand the life and educational
factors influencing a young woman'’s ability to suc-
ceed in tertiary education. Together, we are pleased
to present this collaborative research compendium
highlighting case studies of girls from Cambodia,
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia,
India and Mauritania. The young women featured
in this report have achieved success through a
combination of personal characteristics like deter-
mination and courage, family support and other
assistance from government, non-governmental
organizations, teachers and community members.
Their achievements demonstrate the transforma-
tive power of holistic interventions that engage
multiple stakeholders.

Room to Read established the Girls’ Education pro-
gram in 2001 to educate and empower girls. Today,
the program supports more than 10,000 girls in
eight countries to complete secondary school with
the life skills necessary to make informed deci-
sions. Room to Read is excited to integrate insights
gained from this study to improve the quality of life
skills education and mentoring we provide at the
secondary school level.

It is also our hope that this study will inform and en-
gage the international community around strategies
to support young women in achieving their goals of
tertiary education. Collectively, with this knowledge
in hand, we can take action to change the future
through ensuring quality education for all.

Together, we can change the world, one commu-
nity, one school and one girl at a time.

e

John Wood
Founder and Co-Chair of
the Board

Room to Read
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THE SCIENCE OF IMPROVING LIVES

This valuable and enlightening study, in partner-
ship with Room to Read and Amenons Nos Filles a
I'Ecole that is funded by The MasterCard Founda-
tion, delves into the lives and stories of exceptional
young women who have reached the university
level. As you will read, they did so largely without
help or support from—in many cases—their fami-
lies,communities, professors, governments or orga-
nizations. We endeavor to identify and replicate the
keys to their success, so that the ground-breaking
work organizations have performed to secure girls’
access to the foundational levels of education can
be extended to the highest levels of knowledge.

Society changes over time when educated girls
become mothers and establish increasingly healthy
familial environments conducive to intellectual,
economic, medical and social betterment. Women
can transform societies rapidly when equipped with
the advanced education necessary to fill leadership
positions within their communities and countries.

Our first-hand knowledge of the extraordinary
strength, commitment and perseverance that
these young women possess inspires us to give
them a voice and to express their recommenda-
tions to organizations, governments and societies
to help girls reach the tertiary level. In addition
to meeting some of the young women whom we
interviewed, you will get a snapshot of the state
of education—general and tertiary—in the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo and Ethiopia. The more we
understand about these women and the societies
in which they live, the more we can present helpful
and effective tools for them to succeed.

May Rihani
Senior Vice-President
and Director

Global Learning Group
and Center for Gender
Equity

FHI 360
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This study, in partnership with Room to Read
and FHI 360 and made possible through gener-
ous funding from The MasterCard Foundation
and supported by the Clinton Global Initiative,
provides an opportunity to learn about success
factors and challenges facing young university
women from vulnerable family backgrounds in
Mauritania. Throughout this year, ANFE has seen
the importance and the complexity of reducing
the gap that exists between females’ and males’
education at the university level. This study reflects
on gender disparities and challenges at the uni-
versity level and highlights factors needed to help
young women succeed. Additional interaction is
needed among all stakeholders in the educational,
social, cultural, traditional, gender and community
sectors and above all else, the sensitization and
involvement of parents in the relevant issues.

This study has enabled ANFE to gain better insight
into future strategies for its programs. Personally,
working on this study project was a very powerful
experience for me, opening my eyes to the needs
and challenges that university women face in my
own country. Listening to the women tell their
stories, crying with them, laughing with them and
deeply connecting with them.

Now that this study is complete, ANFE plans to in-
vestigate higher education and act to drive greater
effectiveness to support girls and young women at
the university level.

Coumba Dieng
Founder and Chief
Executive Officer

Amenos Nos Filles a
I’Ecole
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Executive Summary

Through a partnership formed at the Clinton Global Initiative and with
support from The MasterCard Foundation, Room to Read, FHI 360 and
Amenons Nos Filles a I’Ecole (ANFE) undertook a six-month collaborative
research study to investigate the social and educational factors that

contribute to the success of girls attending university. With a focus on
socioeconomically disadvantaged students in Africa and Asia, this study
documents the stories of 160 female university students in five countries.

In many parts of the world, it is uncommon for
girls to study past primary school. If young women
somehow manage to beat the odds and graduate
from secondary school, most are still expected to
marry, help with household chores or supplement
family income. Therefore, accessing and participat-
ing in university education is an incredible new
opportunity for many young women and their fam-
ilies and they must navigate the challenges of their
aspirations within their communities and cultures.
Identifying the factors that lead to young women'’s
success in reaching university and overcoming the
challenges they face while attending university
provides critical information for organizations that
hope to enable and improve girls’ access to and
completion of higher education.

This study aimed to understand the opportunities
pursued by young women in their transition from
secondary school to successes in tertiary educa-
tion. It examined behaviors, attitudes and support
systems that contribute to girls’ successes in order
to understand which factors can be strengthened
through programming. The study asks two main
research questions:

« What challenges do economically
disadvantaged young women face when
attempting to pursue tertiary education?

« What success factors—support systems
and resources—help young women meet
these challenges?

This study also engaged a small group of young
women, themselves current university students
socioeconomically disadvantaged back-
grounds, as research assistants to help shape
the research design and engage directly with the
study participants. Employing young women who
share similar demographic profiles with the study
participants to conduct the research enriched the
understanding of the contexts and experiences of
tertiary education for both researchers and par-
ticipants. Enlisting young women as researchers
in this study also empowered them to think about
themselves in new ways, as active participants in
efforts to improve the chances of university suc-
cess for socioeconomically disadvantaged young

from

women like themselves.

With young women as both researchers and par-
ticipants, this study unfolds through their eyes and
amplifies their voices. The perspectives and ideas
elaborated in this study—what the young women
see and what they say—are critical for informing
and strengthening programs that promote young
women'’s long-term access to education. Although
the stories themselves are unique and extraordi-
nary, many of the challenges described and success
strategies employed could be common to young
people around the world. The young women inter-
viewed and many others like them, are role models
for future generations of young women; they are
courageous risk takers who have overcome myriad
obstacles to achieve unparalleled educational suc-
cess within their families and communities.



The challenges associated with transitioning
from secondary to tertiary education are common
around the world. However, cultural factors such
as family and community pressure, expectations
for daughters and the unprecedented position of
young women as role models for younger females
in their societies, make these transitions especially
difficult and important in developing countries.The
young women from the countries included in this
study have faced many of the following challenges:

Family expectations and ties

> Addressing parents’ desires for daughters
to marry

> Assisting with household chores and providing
supplemental income

> Caring for sick parents and helping siblings
attend school

Financial needs

> Finding money for tuition and rent

> Paying for other regular costs, such as study
group fees, medical costs, hygiene products or
limited social activities

Pre-university challenges

> Finishing secondary school

> Seeking guidance about tertiary education

> Successfully completing the application process

Adjusting to university life

> Developing strong personal relationships with
young women from different backgrounds

> Adapting to the rigor of university academic
study (such as finding time and space to
study while also managing work and
domestic priorities)

> Making living arrangements (such as finding
roommates, hostels and transportation) and
navigating new urban centers

> Addressing personal safety issues (such as theft,
road accidents and predatory males)

Despite differences in people, politics, economic
systems and educational structures across the five
countries included in this study, there are common
themes among the stories of these courageous
young women who have “broken the mold” to par-
ticipate in higher education. The most consistent
theme—and one to celebrate—is determination.
The young women interviewed for this study are
highly motivated individuals determined to persist
and succeed regardless of the challenges they face.
These remarkable young women overcame mul-
tiple challenges primarily because of three broad
factors—personal attributes, family support and
support from other sources:

Personal attributes

> Determination to succeed and achieve personal
education goals

> Goal-oriented nature with clear visions
of aspirations

> Courage in the face of difficult challenges

Family support

> Emotional strength, particularly from parents
who want their daughters to have better lives
than they have had

> Financial help, which sometimes involves
substantial household sacrifices

Community, NGO and government support

> Neighbors, including advice from current
university students and village elders

> Teachers, including advice from secondary
school and university advisors

> Religious faith and support, including expres-
sions of personal faith (such as attending
services and singing in choirs)

> NGOs, including tuition and fee support and
assistance with university applications

> Government, including admission preferences
for disadvantaged girls from rural areas

Not all these young women have all these success
factors on their sides, but each one of them has
a unique combination of these factors that has
helped them to succeed.

THROUGH THEIR EYES, IN THEIR VOICES



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The young women interviewed for this study are
positive role models for future cohorts of aspir-
ing university students. This report shares their
recommendations for future scholars. This advice
focuses on strategies for young women to develop
themselves both academically and personally, to
be strong enough to persevere in spite of the chal-
lenges facing them. Here are some of the lessons
articulated by the study participants:

© FHI 360

Josephine takes notes during a university lecture (see Democratic
Republic of Congo Chapter in Part Two).

© Borin Srey

Sokhim smiles proudly during a visit to the university library
(see the Cambodia Chapter in Part Two).

> Be determined: Be serious, patient and commit-
ted to one’s educational goals.

> Be goal-oriented: Have a clear career goal that
is remembered and reinforced through positive
activities; never lose hope, banish fear of failure
and stay confident.

> Gain skills: Study English, take computer courses
and browse the Internet to learn about the
world outside their communities.

> Know the system: Research university majors
to pursue; ask questions about fees, logistics,
housing, applications and other challenges of
university life.

> Study well: Aspire to learn more complex
academic topics, particularly the gateway topics
that prepare students for university success.

> Find funding: Seek different sources of funding
to participate in university education, including
government, community and private sources.

> Be an individual: Stick to one’s core values; avoid
being pressured by others who do not have
one’s best interests at heart.

Room to Read, FHI 360 and ANFE are committed to
seeing through young women'’s eyes and listening
to their voices, to inform future programming. The
findings in this study can be used to:

+ Increase awareness of the challenges of
university education among socioeconomically
disadvantaged girls and their families, allowing
them to better prepare themselves for university
opportunities in the future.
Improve the quality of life skills education,
mentoring and other support systems in
secondary school, increasing the likelihood of
success for socioeconomically disadvantaged
young women attending university.
+ Consider ways in which international
organizations can support young women in
their university aspirations and experiences.

This study has allowed successful young women
from five countries to have their voices and
perspectives heard and broadcast to the global
community. This is just the start of a much larger
conversation—a conversation that must be pur-
sued and encouraged by all organizations com-
mitted to gender equality in education and in all
aspects of life.



PART ONE

Overview

Introduction
Discussion

Conclusion

Part One introduces the study,
discusses the results of this effort
and concludes with a description
of challenges, success factors and
ways to move forward, based on
the findings of this research.

THROUGH THEIR EYES, IN THEIR VOICES 9



Introduction

Hawali, born in rural Cambodia to landless farmers, is the eldest of eight
siblings and the first in her family to graduate from high school and at-
tend university. A decade ago, when Hawai was in elementary school, 106

million children worldwide were out of school. This number is now down
to 67 million.’ In 2010, girls comprised 54 percent of children who did not
attend school, a decrease from 58 percent in 1999.2 As governments, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), communities and families increase

their support for girls’ education, economically disadvantaged girls like

Hawai are performing heroic feats to beat the odds.

With financial and material support from an NGO,
Hawai graduated from secondary school and now
attends a prestigious university in Cambodia. Aided
by a scholarship, her parents’ support and her own
determination, she lives away from her family with

TEXT BOX 1.
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Key terms

Primary school education
The first years of formal education, typically grades 1-5.

Secondary school education

Education after primary school, typically grades 6-12; sometimes called
high school.

Tertiary education

Education after secondary or high school, including certificate or
diploma courses, vocational training, college or university; sometimes
called higher education.

University

Tertiary education for bachelor’s, master’s or doctorate degrees. Bach-
elor’s degree courses are usually three or four years.

Post-secondary transition

Pathways and life decisions that young women negotiate after com-
pleting secondary school.

Girls

For the purpose of this study, this term broadly refers to females who
are of the age to attend primary and secondary school.

Young women

For the purpose of this study, this term refers to females in transition
after secondary school, usually 15-24 years old.

several roommates in Phnom Penh and is studying
for a bachelor’s degree in environmental resource
management. Even with a generous scholarship
for university, Hawai struggles financially when
she needs medical treatment, must pay to use the
Internet for research or pay a colleague to type an
assignment. Hawai’s story reflects the challenges
and successes of young women around the world
who pursue tertiary education.

This report highlights the stories of young women
from five countries who are meeting these
challenges directly. It draws on their common
experiences to guide an understanding of tertiary
studies from the perspective of economically dis-
advantaged females.

In some places around the world, families and
communities would rather educate their sons than
their daughters. Pressures to stay at home include
an “increase in domestic work, heightened paren-
tal resistance to girls” activities outside the homes
and heightened discomfort with male-dominated
atmospheres.”s In some countries, more than half
of all girls under 18 are married.# The prospect of
exploring post-secondary options is a new life
opportunity for many young women; this is novel
territory for them.

The trend toward higher education promotes in-
creased independence and self-awareness, but also
requires life skills preparation to facilitate a smooth
transition from secondary school. During the
transition process, young women negotiate their
aspirations within their communities, cultures and



institutions. They often face cultural and societal
pressures to follow other paths that can restrict
their participation in tertiary education, employ-
ment and public life.

For young women from rural, economically disad-
vantaged backgrounds, accessing and succeeding
in tertiary education can be particularly complex.
In moving to urban or semi-urban areas for univer-
sity or college, young women must adapt to new
physical and academic environments, transporta-
tion systems and ways of obtaining food, medicine
and other essential services. These young women
often need to find part-time employment to pay
their monthly living expenses, such as basic cloth-
ing, food and the social activities that are a part
of college life. Lastly, they must be more conscious
of issues related to personal health, safety and
security as a result of being on their own, far from
family networks.

Thus, the skills needed to navigate the transition
from secondary school (when families expect
their daughters to marry, help in the household, or
supplement parents’ income) to tertiary education
(when young women must live in new places, de-
velop new academic and social skills and transform
their families’ expectations) are multi-dimensional:
Young women must succeed on multiple fronts to
accomplish their educational goals.

Young women who successfully navigate the tran-
sition to tertiary education provide role models
for “positive deviance.” This term refers to “certain
individuals or groups whose uncommon behaviors
and strategies enable them to find better solutions
to problems than their peers, while having access
to the same resources and facing similar or worse
challenges.”s Communities and organizations can
use the stories of these young women to discover
successful behaviors and strategies that young
women have used and that can be promoted and
adopted by others.

Despite the historical challenges that many rural,
economically disadvantaged young women face in
their pursuit of university education, more are pur-
suing university dreams each year. How do they do
it? How have they overcome obstacles? This study
examines these questions in detail. The answers
provide lessons for girls who are still in primary
and secondary school, that can guide them toward

Hawai, Research
Assistant for the
Cambodia study (see
Appendix Il for research
assistant biographies).

© Borin Srey

© Kirsten Anderson

Hawai interviews Sokhim in her apartment
(see the Cambodia chapter in Part Two).

longer-term goals. Similarly, identifying the factors
that lead to young women’s success in reaching
university provides critical information for organiza-
tions that implement programs in support of girls’
education. Such information is key in helping orga-
nizations such as Room to Read, FHI 360 and ANFE
to refine approaches to activities such as academic
tutoring, life skills education and mentoring to
increase post-secondary educational opportunities.

THROUGH THEIR EYES, IN THEIR VOICES 11
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Through their eyes:

Each country chapter highlights two
case studies that reflect the themes
and cultural context of the country.

In their voices:

Young women'’s stories are woven

throughout the text
the findings.

INTRODUCTION

To inform these issues, this study asks two main
research questions:

What challenges do economically disadvan-
taged young women face when attempting to
pursue tertiary education?

+ What success factors—support systems

and resources—help young women meet
these challenges?

To answer these questions, researchers from
Room to Read, FHI 360 and ANFE conducted in-
terviews and focus group discussions with 160
young female university students in Cambodia,
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, India
and Mauritania (see Text Box 2 for country-specific
information). Although
these stories may not be
statistically representa-
tive of the experiences
of other young women
across Asia and Africa,
they provide a small yet
important window into
some of the common
issues that that many
women face. The study
participants are:

to complement

« First generation high school graduates or
university students

- Secondary school or university scholarship
recipients, or working to self-fund their studies

+ From economically disadvantaged backgrounds

« Enrolled in and attending campus-based
university courses

These young women were selected for this study
with the help of local universities and non-govern-
mental organizations in each country. The research
approach used particular care in explaining the
purpose of the study to participants and obtain-
ing their written permission to tell their stories
and share their photos. Names have been changed
when requested by the young women themselves
to protect their identities. For more information
about the study methodology, see Appendix Il.

This study also engaged a smaller group of young
women, themselves current university students
from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, as
research assistants to help shape the research de-
signand engagedirectly with the study participants
(see Appendix Il for research assistants’ biogra-
phies). Responsibilities included coordinating and
conducting interviews as well as submitting notes
after each interview on the key themes or stories
that emerged. Research assistants contributed
actively to the overall content of the study. In ad-
dition, in interview debriefing meetings, research
assistants provided astute cultural interpretations
of comments from study participants. Employing
young women who share similar demographic
profiles with the study participants to conduct
the research enriched the understanding of the
contexts and experiences of tertiary education for
both researchers and participants. Enlisting young
women as researchers in this study also empow-
ered them to think about themselves in new ways,
as active participants in efforts to improve the
chances of university success for economically dis-
advantaged young women like themselves.

With young women as both researchers and par-
ticipants, this study unfolds through their eyes and
amplifies their voices. Their perspectives and their
ideas—what they see and what they say—are criti-
cal for informing and strengthening programs that
aim to promote young women’s long-term access
to education.



TEXT BOX 2.

The five countries selected for this study are Cambodia, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Ethiopia, India and Mauritania.
These five relatively low-income countries exemplify the geographical diversity in Africa and Asia, regions where FHI 360, ANFE
and Room to Read have worked to support girls’ education. India is one of the most populated countries in the world, while
Mauritania’s population could easily fit into one large Indian city. These countries have distinctly different economic and educa-
tion systems.The Human Development Index (HDI) ranks indicate extremely difficult economic situations in all of these countries
compared to most others in the world (see Table 1).

In all these countries, school life expectancy and literacy rates are lower for females than for males and tertiary enroliment is
less than one percent of the population. The Gender Parity Index for enrollment decreases from primary to secondary to tertiary
education and is below 0.40 in three of the countries, indicating that males far outnumber females at the tertiary level.

TABLE 1.

Country education statistics®

INDICATORS CAMBODIA - ETHIOPIA INDIA MAURITANIA

POPULATION MILLIONS 1,155.3

HDI RANK (AMONG 169 COUNTRIES)

SCHOOL LIFE EXPECTANCY

Female

Male 85% 78% 50% 75% 64%

PUBLIC SPENDING ON EDUCATION (% OF GDP) 21% 1% 5.5% 31% 2.9%

Primary

Tertiary

Total 122,633 237,836 264,822 14,862,962 12,519

Number of tertiary education institutions 06 26,455

THROUGH THEIR EYES, IN THEIR VOICES 13



Discussion

During secondary school, Hawai was an active peer leader and educator,
talking to other students about traffic safety and public health. At the time
of publication, Hawai emailed the research team to share another accom-

plishment: She had been elected class leader. After only one semester, she

was recognized among her peers and elected to a position of responsibil-

ity and respect.

Similar to the case studies presented in the country
chapters (see Part Two), Hawai’s story reaffirmed
the power of human determination and courage.
She had overcome overwhelming challenges and
hardships, including poverty and hunger. Hawai
and the young women whose voices are shared in
this report have become positive role models. This
study introduces young women who have prevailed
over cultural gender-based bias, dealt with physical
and sexual violence and stood up to longstanding
community views about women'’s roles. With lim-
ited financial support from immediate or distant
family members and through their own hard
work, the young women in this study have been
able to pursue their studies and dreams (see Text
Box 3 for a list of case studies and Table 2 for the
characteristics of the student participants). They

TEXT BOX 3.

Case studies (see Part Two).

Cambodia p. 29
Sopheun: Trading a cow for a laptop
Sokhim: A voice in her community

The DRC p. 41
Elodie: From family shame to family solidarity
Naomi: Sitting at the table

Ethiopia p.53

Yewbdar: Family distrust
Netsanet: Defying tradition
India p.67

Manorama: Only one skirt
Meera: Maternal motivation

Mauritania p.79
Mariem: Without a birth certificate
Khadijetou: Becoming a volunteer teacher

14

are individuals whose behaviors and strategies
have enabled them to find successful solutions to
their challenges. This report travels from Phnom
Penh, Cambodia, to Nouakchott, Mauritania, to un-
derstand how young women from disadvantaged
backgrounds have overcome significant challenges
to access and succeed at university, developing into
positive role models for their communities.

Despite great variations in geography, language
and culture, the experiences of young university
women across the five countries included in this
study were similar in terms of the challenges faced
and factors required for success in pursuing ter-
tiary education. Across all five countries, the young
women successfully navigated pre-university chal-
lenges such as graduating from secondary school
and gaining knowledge about university applica-
tion procedures. They all overcame financial need,
often through scholarships, employment and in
some cases, entrepreneurship. Though they found
adjusting to university life to be difficult, they
managed to face this challenge and adjust to
the academic rigor required for success. In most
countries, participants also had trouble balancing
family ties with school obligations and struggled to
find time and space to study and learn. A common
theme that emerged in discussions with the young
women from Ethiopia and the Democratic Republic
of the Congo was the disturbing sense that in addi-
tion to the many other challenges they had faced,
the expectation of sexual favors sometimes played
arole in obtaining good grades.

In all five countries, the participants demonstrated
exceptional determination to study and were
highly focused on achieving their goals. In the
DRC, many of the young women interviewed had
become entrepreneurs to fund their studies and
noted that obligations to family and others helped
drive them to succeed. In Cambodia, participants
were able to gain employment to help fund their
education, while in the DRC and Ethiopia, young



TABLE 2.

Characteristics of student participants

ITEM COUNTRY

Cambodia DRC Ethiopia India Mauritania
Number of participants 29 33 33 25 40
Age range (years) 17-24 20-38 19-24 18-22 18-28
Public schooling (primary and secondary) 29 (100%) 29 (88%) 33 (100%) 17 (68%) 34 (85%)
First generation high school graduates 29 (100%) 13 (39%) 18 (54%) 19 (76%) 28 (70%)
First generation university admission 29 (100%) 22 (67%) 21(63%) 25 (100%) 39 (98%)
First and only member of family to graduate o o o o o
high school and attend university 21 (72%) 7(21%) 18 (54%) 7(28%) 21 (53%)
Secondary school scholarship recipients 19 (66%) 0 (0%) 5 (15%) 20 (80%) 2 (5%)
Received university scholarship 26 (90% 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 19 (76%) 12 (30%)
Received financial support from their families 18 (62%) 32 (96%) e 8 (72%) 38 (95%)
Were currently employed (part-time or full-time) 8 (27%) 33 (100%) 4 (12%) 8 (32%) 2 (5%)
Married 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (9%) 0 (0%) 8 (20%)
Children o (0%) 1(3%) 1(3%) 0 (0%) 5 (13%)

women indicated that their religious faith was a  so it was no surprise that family expectations and
key to their success. financial need stood out as central challenges to
accessing and participating in tertiary education
and cut across the many other obstacles that the
participants encountered. The primary challenges
faced by the study participants are described below

In all countries, support from peers, teachers, com-
munities and non-governmental organizations
had been necessary for the young women to pur-
sue their goals and achieve success in their tertiary

in Figure 1.
studies. This support included: nrigure
« Financial assistance, the most common and FIGURE 1.
most needed type of outside help
- Material support, such as school supplies and Challenges included family expectations and ties,
uniforms pre-university challenges, financial need and

+ Guidance, such as tutoring, mentoring or help
with university application procedures

+ Emotional support

+ Peer support, such as study groups or sharing
food in the dormitories

adjusting to university life

+ Addressing parents’ desires and pressures for their daughters to marry
+ Helping with household chores and providing supplemental income
+ Caring for sick parents and helping siblings attend school

Family
expectations
and ties

While family members did not always support the
dreams of these young women to continue on to
tertiary education, in many cases some family
members did provide financial and emotional sup-
port.When parents did not support their daughters’
studies, other family members or friends were
often important factors in encouraging the study
participants to continue on to higher education.

+ Finding money for tuition and rent

+ Paying for other daily expenses, such as study
group fees, medical costs, hygiene products and
social activities

Financial
Need

+ Finishing secondary school
- Seeking guidance about tertiary education
+ Navigating the application process

Pre-university
challenges

Challenges

The participants in this study were purposely se-
different backgrounds

lected from economlca”y disadva ntagEd families. + Adapting to the rigor of university academic study, such as finding time
Many of them came from traditional communities, and space to study while also managing work and domestic priorities

Adjusting to
university
life

« Developing strong personal relationships with other young women from

© Manit Balmiki
THROUGH THEIR EYES, IN THEIR VOICES 15



16

DISCUSSION

While many of the challenges were thematically
similar across all five countries, the details pre-
sented in the case studies also describe the unique
cultural characteristics of each situation.

While some participants reported that their
families had supported their decision to attend
university, familial financial obligations and the
pressure to marry were recurrent obstacles across
all five study countries.

Several young women recalled that they felt
pressure to help provide income to support their
families. In Cambodia, 45 percent of the study par-
ticipants felt pressure to provide for their families.
Sopheun was sending USS$5 of her salary home
each month to help pay for her brother’s education.
In the DRC, Elodie was expected to provide for her
family when she graduates from university even
though they did not always support her education.
In India, Manorama still felt obligated to support
her family financially, even after she was pressured
to marry.

The pressure to marry instead of attend school was
strong for many of the study participants. Among
the Indian women, 24 percent felt pressured by
their families to marry after they graduated from
secondary school,even while they were considering
pursuing university. In the DRC, nearly all partici-
pants said their parents were happy that they were
attending university, but expected them to marry
once they had graduated. In Ethiopia, Netstant
was promised for an arranged marriage before
she was even born and was married at the age of
1. Two other young Ethiopian women ran away
from home to escape pressure from their families
to marry. In Mauritania, Fatimettou’s family tried
to marry her to a 45-year-old man in return for a
Usssoo dowry, forcing her to run away to avoid
this fate. In contrast, participants from Cambodia
did not report any pressure to marry, either while
in secondary school or as an alternative to pursuing
university studies.

Almost all the young women interviewed cited
financial challenges in finishing secondary school
and most also noted challenges in paying for ex-
penses associated with university studies. Many
participants faced unanticipated costs associated

with tertiary studies or living on their own, such
as clothing, personal hygiene and toiletry prod-
ucts, medical expenses, household items, English
classes, Internet cafes and extra study materials. In
India and Cambodia, the majority of the study par-
ticipants (76 percent and 9o percent, respectively)
had received scholarships for higher education, but
most of these scholarships failed to cover living ex-
penses or unexpected costs. Sokhim in Cambodia
and Khadijetou in Mauritania struggled to pay for
the English and French language classes needed to
help them in their studies and in achieving their
career goals.

Tertiary education is free in both Ethiopia and
Mauritania. While several participants were
receiving scholarships or government loans to
cover tuition, room and board, they still struggled
to cover other expenses because they had not
expected to need money while enrolled in govern-
ment-financed universities. Consequently, many
study participants from Ethiopia still had financial
trouble and faced difficulties buying basic necessi-
ties and paying for education-related costs such as
photocopies and other required class materials. In
Ethiopia, it was difficult for young women to find
self or part-time employment opportunities to
help fund their educational expenses.

In contrast, none of the young women in the DRC
had received financial support from the national
government, NGOs or private organizations, nor
were they aware of any scholarships or organi-
zations that provided assistance to university
students. To overcome this financial challenge, all
of the DRC study participants had become entre-
preneurs and were earning their own incomes.
Both Naomi and Elodie created small businesses
on their university campus, selling food, cosmetics
and clothing to other students. Participants also
reported receiving some financial assistance from
distant relatives, while others used money that
their parents had borrowed. However, expenses
often exceeded resources and many reported that
they continually worried about money and were
sometimes required to do without food. To help
with their financial situation, a few of the young
women admitted they had resorted to commercial
sex work to help pay for school expenses.

Many of the participants faced difficulties when
applying to universities,including locating accurate



and comprehensive guidance about university pro-
cedures and funding opportunities. In India, nearly
half the study participants experienced difficulties
obtaining information and guidance while apply-
ing to university. As many of the study participants
in Cambodia were of the first generation in their
families to attend university, parents and relatives
were often unable to assist them with this unfa-
miliar process. Participants in India and the DRC
reported that the actual application processes had
been easy to navigate. These same young women,
however, reported having a lack of information
about college and no knowledge of how to use
computers and the Internet to conduct appropriate
research.

For Ethiopian women, the greatest educational
challenges occured in secondary school, not univer-
sity. Secondary schools had high costs, particularly
when villages were far from schools, as there were
no government-sponsored dormitories for them
to live in. The challenging 10th grade exam de-
termined who went to university and who was
instead forced to accept work as laborers. Students
who passed the 10th grade exam earned excellent
chances of being admitted to university, as the
number who passed was determined by the spaces
available, with the government covering most of
their educational expenses. Many young women
reported that they had no hope of attending uni-
versity until they saw their scores on the 10th grade
exam.Though many of them faced social pressures
to marry or work to help support their families
while they were in primary or secondary school,
their parents had also supported their decisions
to attend university. Perhaps foregoing short-term
financial gains (dowry for marriage or wages for
immediate labor) for the long-term gains of at-
tending school was only considered cost-effective
if young women were able to attend university.
Given that the failure rate for the 10th grade exam
was high, especially in rural areas, many families
did not see the economic benefit of their daugh-
ters attending school for 10 years when they could
be either working or married. After passing the
10th grade exam, though, there was a chance for
true economic gain if their daughters were able to
successfully complete university.

In addition to articulating the challenges faced in
obtaining family support, enrolling in university

Josephine reads in the library (see DRC Chapter in Part Two).

and securing financial support, the young women
also identified difficulties in adjusting to university
life. Chief among these were making new friends,
struggling with the language of instruction, learn-
ing new technologies, maintaining personal safety,
finding accommodation and transportation and
balancing the need to work with time to study.

For most of the young women interviewed, attend-
ing university also required social adjustments. Far
from their families and the rural communities they
knew, young women in India, Cambodia, the DRC
and Ethiopia reported that they were intimidated
by wealthier classmates and concerned about
standing out because they were poor or from rural
areas. Some young women in India added that
they had weak communication skills and low self-
confidence; they were afraid of interviews, talking
to classmates, participating in competitions and
speaking in English.

Students in India, Cambodia and Mauritania indi-
cated difficulties at university that had stemmed
from low-quality primary and secondary schooling.
In Mauritania, for example, some students faced
linguistic challenges resulting from not having
learned French, the language of instruction at
university, during primary and secondary school.
Khadijetou found studying in Arabic at university
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to be very limiting. Many of the courses she pre-
ferred to take were only offered in French, but she
did not understand French well enough to study
in that language. Some participants in India and
Cambodia wished for better English skills because
many of the available classes were taught only in
English and textbooks were written in English.

The young women interviewed discovered that
they needed to adjust to unfamiliar technologies,
specifically computers and the Internet. University
courses in many countries required students to
conduct research on the Internet and to submit
typed assignments. In Cambodia, Sopheun’s
parents traded a cow for her laptop, so she could
complete her assignments and manage her busi-
ness. In India, Manorama’s father recognized his
daughter’s need for a computer and bought her a
laptop, for which he continued to make payments.

Finding and securing safe accommodation, es-
pecially when moving to a major metropolis and
capital city such as Kinshasa or Phnom Penh, was
almost always difficult. Participants in Cambodia
and the DRC found this move to be especially hard.
One third of the study participants said that dorm
life was nearly impossible because there were
frequent disagreements among the occupants,
as well as theft, overcrowding and strife, because
some of the young women living in the dorms
would not share food. Due to financial constraints,
most young women could not afford the normal
dormitory arrangement of two students per dorm
room and several reported having shared a dorm
room with more than two occupants. In Cambodia,
young women such as Sokhim found the dormitory
rooms to be cramped and lines for the bathroom,
especially in the mornings, to be extremely inconve-
nient. In India and Mauritania most young women
lived at home or with extended family members.

For many participants who worked while attending
school full-time, balancing work and class demands
was an enormous issue. With full class schedules in
addition to employment, 28 percent of the young
women in India reported difficulties finding time
and space to study. In Mauritania, 95 percent of
the young women interviewed felt that finding
time to study was also a major challenge. As both
women and students, they had designated domes-
tic roles in their family homes that competed with

their ability to concentrate on school. Chores such
as cooking, cleaning, collecting water, procuring
food, washing clothes and taking care of younger
siblings often interfered with classroom punctual-
ity and the ability to study in the evenings. One
respondent reported how difficult it was to study
at home while also being responsible for cooking
meals, completing housework and awaking early
each morning to prepare breakfast and begin a
very long, tiring day.

Study participants in Mauritania reported dif-
ficulties at their university due to extremely
overcrowded classrooms. Designed to seat 50-70
students, these classrooms were instead often re-
quired to accommodate 100-200 students, while
classrooms built for 200 students would often
have from 500-1,000 students in a single class.
Because university infrastructure had not kept up
with enrollment and demand, the participants
described cramped, claustrophobic classrooms,
with students sitting outside, on window sills and
even on the floor. This level of overcrowding made
it extremely difficult for teachers to instruct and
for students to learn. Each of the participants also
reported a lack of teachers, as well as a shortage of
essential teaching materials and equipment, such
as computers. In the DRC, the young women inter-
viewed suggested that services such as support
groups and counseling services for rural women
should be available on campus, especially because
the cost of joining social clubs or even study groups
was prohibitively expensive.

Difficulties arising from traveling long distances
alone and being young women unprepared for
life at university resulted in concerns by the study
participants for their own personal safety.

In Cambodia, 35 percent of the participants wor-
ried about traveling alone and safety in city traffic.
Most DRC participants had never visited the city of
Kinshasa before they started their university edu-
cation. Many of them held negative expectations
about city and university life and worried that it
would be difficult to talk to professors and their
assistants, particularly after hearing that some
might demand sexual favors or money in exchange
for good grades. Similarly in Ethiopia and India,
the young women said that sexual harassment



FIGURE 2.

Success requires personal
attributes, family support and
community support
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was a major concern for them. Two participants in
Mauritania admitted to having felt depressed and
mentioned thoughts of suicide. Five participants
told of being raped, but none of them had reported
the rapes to authorities.

Despite differences in the people, politics, eco-
nomic systems and educational structures across
the five countries included in this study, the stories
of young women who have “broken the mold” to
participate in higher education experienced re-
sounding common themes. The most consistent
theme—and one to celebrate—is determination.
This ceaseless determination to end the cycle of
poverty for themselves and their families, com-
bined with a goal-oriented nature and personal
courage, were attributes shared among all of the
study participants. The participants in this study
were highly motivated individuals, determined to
succeed because they knew it would make their
futures brighter than their pasts. These remarkable
young women overcame multiple challenges pri-
marily because of three factors: personal attributes,
family support and community support, including
that from NGOs and their governments (see Figure 2).

While many of the success factors are the same
across all five countries, the details presented in the case
studies describe many other unique cultural situations.

The study participants were all highly motivated,
determined and goal-oriented. These personal at-
tributes were acommon denominator of this study.
Young women were selected who had succeeded
in achieving their goals of tertiary education, which
for this group of disadvantaged young women
could not merely occur passively. It happened only
because they made it happen, evidenced by the
majority of participants across all five countries
who were of the first generation in their families to
attend university (see Table 2). These brave young
women charted new territory, for themselves and
for future generations of disadvantaged young
women like them.

As a direct result of growing up in poverty and
watching their families struggle, the majority of
the participants were determined to succeed and
create better futures both for themselves and their
families. For students such as Meera in India, grow-
ing up in poverty was the principal motivation to
study. Meera had seen her family, especially her
mother, suffer and was determined to change her
own future. To do so would require hard work and
a higher education. Similarly, determination and
a sense of purpose described how young women
in the DRC succeeded in the face of numerous
obstacles. Even though they lacked access to finan-
cial resources such as scholarships, they vowed to
succeed no matter what it took. The participants
reported that there were no jobs on campus or
in Kinshasa for university students, so they relied
on their own entrepreneurial initiatives to earn
income.While some participants in other countries
had to work to support their studies, all of the DRC
participants were forced to support themselves
financially in addition to studying.

Another key attribute that many of these young
women possessed was their ability to formulate
and focus on achievable future goals. In Cambodia,
young women talked about dream careers in teach-
ing, accounting, development and medicine. While
some of these dreams had changed over time, they
also talked about being self-reliant, supporting
their families, owning homes and donating to girls’
education programs. In Cambodia, Sopheun was
an aspiring entrepreneur and already the co-owner
of a small computer and English school. With her
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goal in mind, she had a fixed sense of purpose and
was able to remain focused. In Ethiopia, the study
participants said that they had received a boost of
confidence when they scored well enough on the
10th grade exams to attend college. Passing the
exams affirmed that they could dream big and
pursue university as a future goal. Almost every
participant discussed the importance of working
toward clearly defined goals; and approximately
half of the respondents emphasized the impor-
tance of problem-solving to circumvent obstacles,
rather than modifying their goals in response to
these obstacles.

Many participants were the first in their families
and often in their communities, to have left home
to pursue a university education. Not only were
they charting new territory by enrolling in univer-
sity, but they were also often moving to unknown
cities, making new friends and finding jobs and
housing on their own.Tackling these tasks required
a keen sense of independence. The desire to live
different lives than their parents drove many of the
young women forward despite the obstacles they
faced in accomplishing these tasks. While many
of the study participants had support from at
least one family member, several young women in
Ethiopia reported having disobeyed their families’
wishes by choosing to pursue education, moving
away from both family and community support

© Manit Balmiki

Meera reflects in a courtyard (see India Chapter in Part Two).

networks. Yewbdar did not have her family’s sup-
port. Her family thought that she was pretending
to be a student to cover up a secret job so that she
would not have to send money back home. She had
to balance her academic success and happiness at
university with the emotional pain of her family’s
rejection. The young women in Ethiopia cited their
courage as an inspiration for developing the best
techniques and strategies to thrive in their new
environments, resulting in both new experiences
and personal transformations.

Family support included both emotional encour-
agement to continue studying beyond secondary
school and the financial help that was needed to
pay the costs of furthering their education.

Family support was often identified as one of the
most remarkable and noteworthy success factors
that enabled many if not most of the students to
study at university. Though it appeared in differ-
ent forms for different individuals, family support
was almost always a critical ingredient for success.
Family support included at least one encouraging
voice—a mother, sibling, relative, religious leader or
even a community member.

In Cambodia, while 28 percent of the young women
reported feeling hostility, anger and resentment
from their families, relatives or community mem-
bers, all of the young women interviewed had the
emotional support of at least someone in their
family, a parent or extended family member such
as an aunt, uncle, cousin or grandparent. Similarly,
in the DRC, although many young women were
discouraged from attending university, there was
always someone, either their mother, uncle, aunt,
cousin, brother or sister,who provided a voice of en-
couragement. Having at least one voice motivating
them to continue was enough to keep them going.
In India, 68 percent of the participants reported re-
ceiving support from both family members, while
20 percent received support from at least one of
their parents.

Some young women received both financial and
emotional support, while other families were only
able to offer encouragement, including creating a
space at home for studying, not burdening their
daughters with household chores and providing
them with necessary study materials.In Mauritania,
even though financial support from families was



limited, the young women interviewed reported
that the emotional support of their parents and
relatives helped them deal with difficult situations
and maintain the courage to continue in school.
In fact, several young women reported that their
families had moved to Nouakchott with them so
that they could attend university. Their families knew
it would be impossible for their daughters to go by
themselves and wanted to ensure they had every
chance to succeed. The participants gave examples
of other types of financial support as well. They
noted that their families had sold gold necklaces,
taken out loans, or in the case of Sopheun from
Cambodia, had even sold a cow to help her buy a
laptop. In contrast, family support was not highlight-
ed as a theme by the young women from Ethiopia.

Help from community members, NGOs and the
government was available in many forms: financial
assistance, material support, guidance and even
emotional support. Informally, support may have
come from a teacher, neighbor, or a friend. More
formal types of support included scholarships,
workshops and mentoring.

Some participants reported that their communi-
ties had begun to view them as role models for
achieving academic and personal success. For
Netsanet in Ethiopia and many of the other young
women interviewed, there was some resistance
from their families when they announced their in-
tention to study at university. However, Netsanet’s
community played a key role in helping to convince
her father to provide financial support. Additionally
in Ethiopia, when asked about treatment by com-
munity members on trips home, the young women
responded that non-university educated peers in
the village viewed them as “wise,”“
spected.” This unexpected approval and recognition
as leaders raised their self-confidence, providing
encouragement for them to stay in university and
work even harder after seeing themselves as role
models for their communities.

brave” and “re-

Before enrolling in university, many participants
spoke of older peers who had come home for vaca-
tions and inspired them with stories of university
life, gave advice about how to select a major and

provided assistance in applying for college. While
at university, often far from their families, the sup-
port of friends,dormitory mates and older students
became increasingly important.

For some young women it was an encounter with
a university student or graduate that had encour-
aged them to apply to university. The influence
of these role models on younger students was
substantial. Yewbdar in Ethiopia remembered that
as a young girl, she respected and looked up to
university students, especially their knowledge and
ability to work with the community and introduce
new ideas into the community, inspiring her to
pursue this dream for herself.

Once at university in Ethiopia, a few young women
reported that seniors were available and willing
to mentor freshmen. In India, several participants
cited the support of their older peers at secondary
school or university as providing help with adjust-
ment issues, career advancement and studying.
In the DRC, while participants received almost no
material, academic or emotional support from
NGOs or the government, they identified peers as
an important source of support at university.

Trusted individuals, such as teachers, also provided
guidance and emotional support to participants. In
India, for example, approximately 84 percent of the
young women interviewed reported influential and
guiding teachers as a reinforcing support factor. For
most participants, this was a teacher who provided
encouragement, helped with career counseling or
taught them well. In the DRC, some recounted that
secondary school teachers instilled in them the
belief that, “A secondary school diploma will not
get you anywhere; you need to go to university to
get a good job in this country.” Mentors were also
a common force in providing help and assistance
to the young women. In India, some participants
found mentors in their schools and others found
mentors through NGO programs.

In both the DRC and Ethiopia, nearly all partici-
pants identified the church and their religious faith
as a great source of inspiration and strength. Being
part of a religious community was important and
most young women in the DRC reported that they
attended church every Sunday or even every day.
Participants also reported that they relied on God
to guide them, provide for them and give them
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strength. When the young women had to make
difficult decisions, such as whether to even attend
university, they prayed for guidance. For young
women lacking moral support from family or fac-
ing outright resistance from parents, the refuge
of the church and moral support from religious
figures helped them to persevere. However, this
was not a theme in the other countries included in
this study.

NGOs

The role that non-governmental organizations
played in tertiary education varied widely across
the five countries. In Cambodia, almost all (90
percent) of the study participants were receiv-
ing tertiary education scholarships from NGOs

TABLE 3.

or their universities. Consequently, many of the
young women interviewed credited NGOs for
providing the support they needed throughout
secondary school as well as their transitions to uni-
versity. Twenty-four percent of the young women
credited KAPE and Room to Read for assistance
and mentoring during the university application
process. Room to Read does not offer tertiary level
scholarships but helped identify available funding
for need-based applicants. Financial assistance
was necessary both for navigating pre-university
challenges and for studying at the tertiary level.
Similarly, in India, 8o percent of the young wom-
en had received scholarships for their tertiary
education, contributing greatly to their success. No
known non-governmental organizations working

Advice to young women from young women in all countries

Be goal-oriented

+ Have a career goal before applying to university.
+ Never lose hope and be confident.

Know the plan ahead.
system

Research possible majors and know what classes are needed now to help

Ask questions about fees, location, housing, scholarships, courses, degree
types and application documents.

.

Find funding

Earn money to build independence and confidence.
Scholarship recipients are models for others, so act accordingly.

+ Avoid corruption and dishonesty.

Be careful when interacting with male peers and professors.
Do not date professors to obtain better grades.

Do not engage in sexual relationships; focus on studies.

.

Be aware
(DRC and Ethiopia)

.



in Mauritania provided support for tertiary educa-
tion, despite the overwhelming needs of the young
women living there.

A few of the participants in Mauritania reported
that, in addition to family emotional and financial
support, access to financial resources such as the
government scholarships were critical elements for
their success at university. Similarly, the Ethiopian
government provided tuition as well as room and
board for full-time students, helping to ease the
financial burden of tertiary education.

The young women interviewed for this study
shared their words of wisdom for the next genera-
tion of university scholars. Their advice focused on
young women developing themselves academi-
cally and personally to be strong enough to persist
in their goals of tertiary education. In addition to
recommending that their peers be determined and
goal-oriented, they also offered other suggestions
(see Table 3). In the DRC and Ethiopia, the par-
ticipants provided additional advice for their peers
regarding interactions with male authority figures.

In addition to the advice they had for their peers,
the young women also had several recommenda-
tions for family and external support systems to
improve access to and participation in tertiary
education (see Text Box 4) they recognized that
girls” education is a community responsibility and
were eager to help other young women reach their
dreams. Generally they requested that NGOs and
governments expand their reach of support and
continue to support girls and young women.

During the interviews in India, the research team
asked the young women to think of words associ-
ated with the term “education.” Without hesitation,
they listed ambition, power, gainful employment,
pathway to success, fulfillment of dreams and
future saver, offering an essential perspective
for encouraging positive deviance and guiding
young women on their path to success. The team
also asked the young women to draw their ideas
about education and its importance in their life.
Education was seen as the first step toward their

TEXT BOX 4.

Advice to NGOs, governments, and other institutions

Financial assistance
Increase scholarship opportunities and make them all-inclusive to
provide for tuition as well as daily expenses.

Guidance

Provide additional mentoring support in the form of career counsel-
ing, academic and moral support; implement life skills, vocational
training and university preparation workshops; provide gender-fo-
cused workshops for parents and educators.

Infrastructure
Invest in both the physical infrastructure and the human resources at
tertiary education institutions; increase resources available on cam-
pus such as libraries, computer labs, science labs, sports facilities and
career counseling.

Standards
Ensure and monitor academic standards and also ensure gender and
ethnic equality policies are in place and being practiced.

IMAGE 1.

Illustration drawn by a participant in India.

goals and associated with the status of heaven or
a temple—a holy place of reverence. One young
woman simply drew a picture of a book and a
candle and wrote, “Education, my fundamental
right..It is a light to enlighten my way and my life.”
(see Image ).
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Hawai had always dreamed of becoming a writer and story-teller. As part
of the youth engagement approach in Cambodia, the research assistants,
including Hawai, were given digital cameras and asked to photograph
what is most important to them, describing why they chose to capture
specific images. Hawai was thrilled about this assignment. With her post-
secondary transition in mind, she focused her photography on aspects of
her life that had changed since she moved from her family’s home in the
countryside to university in Phnom Penh. She reflected:

“Many years ago | had similar problems like the
other girls,but I was able to overcome them.When |
was a child I didn’t have any friends at all and didn’t
know how to learn. It was very difficult. Others
said that they didn't want to talk to me because |
was from a poor family. So | thought | wasn’t good
and that I didn’t have any value. But in 7th grade |
worked hard and became an outstanding student.|
got a lot of awards and finally finished high school
and now | am continuing my studies at a university.
I'think | have changed a lot. | used to think my story
was very difficult, but | learned that many other
girls have difficult stories too. | am not alone. Now
I think I can help other girls who are in the same
situation as | was. | hope when [ finish | will do this
kind of work. | want to help other girls. | will never
give up.”

Similar to Hawai, other young women also ex-
pressed their appreciation for participating in this
study as research assistants or participants. They
were excited that people elsewhere in the world
would hear their stories through their eyes and

Positive voice engagement

Positive

Seek out the positive role models in the community.

Voice

Find ways to give young women a voice.

Engagement

Involve young women in designing and implementing activities that

impact them.

in their voices. Not only did focus groups provide
an opportunity for these young women to come
together and share their experiences, it also pro-
vided them the opportunity to network with one
another. Hawai wrote her first resume with the
help of the research team and was looking for a
part-time job while she continued her studies.
In Mauritania, the study inspired participants to
discuss how to encourage female students to stay
in school as well as think about volunteer opportu-
nities to help support girls’ education. Khadijetou
became an Arabic teacher at ANFE as a result of her
participation. She taught Arabic in exchange for re-
ceiving lessons in French, the language of some of
the academic courses she was most interested in
taking. After initially struggling to find participants
for the study, the research team in Mauritania was
surprised during the last two days of the study
when nearly 100 young women from the university
approached them, said that this was the first time
such a study had been conducted, expressed their
happiness and interest and told the research team
they were encouraged to know that someone was
listening to them.

After listening to 160 young women share their
challenges and their stories of success, Room to
Read, FHI 360 and ANFE are even more inspired in
their missions to support girls” education. We will
continue to engage the positive voices (see Text
Box 5) of the girls and young women who we serve
more actively to reflect on organizational practices,
future research and future programming and en-
courage other organizations to do the same.



We also encourage further dialogue to consider
ways in which individual organizations and the
broader international community can foster the
success of economically disadvantaged young
women in tertiary education. Specifically,

How can organizations, governments and
individuals:

+ Build the capacity of girls and young women
to foster personal attributes that encourage
successful pathways and better prepare them to
navigate key life decisions?
- Engage with families and parents to foster
emotional encouragement as well as provide
the time and space to study and give financial
support to lessen the financial burden of
education?
Advocate for and improve tertiary education
access and support systems around the world
to better support the needs of young women
from disadvantaged communities including
facilitating financial access through scholarship
programs, loans or employment opportunities?

With these questions in mind, each of the orga-
nizations that participated in this research have
identified their own next steps for supporting girls’
educational dreams and goals. These include:

« Increasing awareness of the challenges of
university education among socioeconomically
disadvantaged girls and their families by offer-
ing support to better prepare young women for
university opportunities in the future.
Improving the quality of life skills education,
mentoring and other support systems in sec-
ondary school, thereby increasing the likelihood
of success for socioeconomically disadvantaged
young women attending university.
Considering ways to work with other interna-
tional organizations to support young women
in their university aspirations and experiences.

Other action items include the following:

This study makes an important contribution to
Room to Read’s goal of helping girls complete sec-
ondary school with the skills necessary to negotiate
key life decisions. Knowledge about the resources
on which young, economically disadvantaged
women have drawn to succeed in university will
be shared with current scholars in life skills educa-
tion, mentoring and academic support activities.

University planning guides will be created based
on the findings included in this report and will
be shared with girls, families, teachers and other
school staff to create greater awareness of the po-
tential challenges. Most importantly, this research
will be used to bring awareness of the future edu-
cational opportunities that are possible for girls
everywhere. The hope is that the stories from this
study will not only inspire younger girls and their
families to broaden their aspirations but also to
provide concrete guidance about how to increase
the likelihood of achieving educational success.

While FHI 360 continues to review the situations
in DRC and Ethiopia, this study has influenced the
priorities of the Center for Gender Equity (CGE).
The staff continues to look for opportunities for
funding and preparing vulnerable young women
for tertiary education. CGE plans to use this study
to affirm to donors the need to support young
women aspiring to reach tertiary education and
to show that despite the obstacles, young women
are succeeding. This study will equip CGE to seek
additional funding and implement more projects
in tertiary education.

The data collected and personal stories shared in
this study have helped ANFE better understand
the landscape at the university level in Mauritania.
ANFE realized that, although resources at the
University of Nouakchott are limited and stu-
dents have difficulties with basic services, such as
transportation, meals on campus, overcrowded
classrooms and sexism within the university set-
ting, there is a great need to work with families to
support their daughters in higher education. ANFE
staff are confident that these insights will lead to
programs that better support students preparing
for university, transitions into university and sup-
port at the university level.

This study has enabled successful young women
from five countries to have their voices and
perspectives heard and broadcast to the global
community. This is just the start of a much larger
conversation—a
pursued and encouraged by all organizations com-
mitted to gender equality in education and in all
aspects of life.

conversation that must be
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PART TWO

Country Case Studies

Cambodia p3o

Democratic
Republic of Congo p.42

Ethiopia p.54
India p.6s

Mauritania p.8o

Part Two presents the country case
studies, which highlight the challenges
and successes of young women from five
countries—Cambodia, Democratic Republic
of Congo, Ethiopia, India and Mauritania—
as they navigate tertiary education.
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The Cambodian research team interviews study participants about their experiences in university.
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See endnote 6 for data sources.

Cambodia
YN

Room to Read

Cambodia, nestled between Thailand, Laos, Vietnam
and the Gulf of Thailand, is home to 15 million people,
78 percent of whom live in rural communities. After
the Khmer Rouge seized power in 1975, educated
citizens were systematically murdered; those who
survived fled the country. By 1978, an entire genera-
tion of educated role models had been lost.

As Cambodia continues to recover from decades of war, isolation and geno-
cide, poverty remains one of its main barriers to education.” Approximately
68 percent of the population lives on less than $2 a day.® Faced with poverty,
many parents rely on their children to earn money for the family and children
often leave school early as a result. Forty-five percent of Cambodian children
aged 5-14 years work for money.® For girls who navigate the initial challenges
and graduate from secondary school, financial and family barriers often per-
sist and the pressure to start earning an income and marry is even stronger.
While the average age of marriage is 22.5 years for women, traditionally, they
are expected to wed between the ages of 16 and 20.° A higher level of educa-
tion is believed to limit a young woman’s marriage prospects.

This country study describes the educational landscape in Cambodia, pres-
ents the research findings from discussions with 29 participants and intro-
duces the stories of two positive roles models, Sopheun and Sokhim, young
Cambodian women who have persevered despite myriad challenges and are
currently succeeding in their university education.
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The educational landscape

FIGURE 3.

Education background statistics for Cambodia
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See endnote 6 for data sources.

Average school life expectancy for girls is 9.2 years,
which suggests that many students transition to
secondary school but drop out before graduating
(see Figure 3). This is also evidenced in the Gender
Parity Index’s dramatic decrease in enrollment from
primary to tertiary education. The adult literacy rate
for women is 71 percent compared to 85 percent for
men, further reflecting gender disparity.

Tertiary education

The last decade has seen tremendous growth in
higher education, especially in the private sector.
In 2008 Cambodia had 34 public and 55 private
colleges and universities, or 89 institutes of higher
education.? Enrollment increased from 9,000
in 1998 to 125,000 in 2008.3 However, institutes
of higher education can accommodate only one
in three students who graduate from secondary
school and only two percent of Cambodia’s GDP
is allocated to education. Expansive growth and
lack of financial resources have resulted in a system
without quality educators and sufficient materials
to provide the training that students need to suc-
ceed. Recent estimates indicate that 34 percent or
approximately 42,700 of the students enrolled in
tertiary education are women (see Figure 3), but
only five percent of all Cambodian young women
go to university.s It is estimated that the average
cost peryear of university education is US$175-1000.

Study participants

The 29 participants in this study were from two
provinces, Kampong Cham (a rural province that
is a two-hour drive from Phnom Penh) and Kandal
(outer Phnom Penh). In total, the participants at-
tended nine universities and one teacher training
institute. Forty-five percent were studying business



or finance-related majors and 17 percent were pur-
suing education (see Text Box 6 for a list of majors).
All study participants attended public primary and
secondary school, but 66 percent had received
scholarships to complete basic education as part of
Kampuchean Action for Primary Education (KAPE)
programming (seeTable 4) or Room to Read’s Girls’
Education Program (GEP).

Seventy-two percent were the first and only
members of their families to graduate high school
and enroll in university (see Table 4). Six study
participants had older siblings who had attended
university. Their parents’ education levels ranged
from none to 10" grade. Five mothers and six fa-
thers were deceased. Their families had between
one and nine children. None of the participants
were married or had children.

Fifty-five percent of participants lived and studied
in Kampong Cham province and 45 percent resided
in Phnom Penh, though 31 percent left their homes
in Kampong Cham province to study in Phnom
Penh. Rural Kampong Cham and urban Phnom
Penh are starkly different in terms of lifestyle and
living expenses (see Table 5). With the higher cost of
living and greater distances to university in Phnom
Penh, young women in the city paid more in rent,
spent more time commuting and were more likely
to work than young women living and studying in
Kampong Cham. None of the participants lived at
home with immediate family; all lived in dormito-
ries, rented rooms or with extended family.

While go percent of the participants had received
university scholarships, 62 percent continued
to receive financial support from their families
and 27 percent worked to support themselves.
Additionally, two of three young women not re-
ceiving scholarships worked part-time. The three
young women who worked full-time received
scholarships but no family financial support. They
held various jobs such as cosmetic sales clerk, radio
disc jockey, tutor, English teacher,accountant, secu-
rity guard and office employee.

TEXT BOX 6.

Participants’ areas of study

Accounting, Agricultural Science, Education, Environmental Studies,
Finance, History, Khmer Literature, Marketing, Management,
Mathematics, Medicine, Rural and Economic Development and Sociology

TABLE 4.

Student participants’ backgrounds

Number of participants 29

Age range 17-24 years old
Public schooling (primary and secondary) 29 100%
First generation high school graduates 29 100%
First generation university admission 29 100%
First and only membgr to graduate high i 2%
school and attend university

Received secondary school scholarship 19 66%
Receiving university scholarship 26 90%
Receiving financial support from family 18 62%
Currently Employed (part-time or full-time) 8 27%
Married o 0%
Children o 0%

TEXT BOX 7.

KAPE university scholarships

Starting in 2010, Kampuchean Action for Primary
Education (KAPE) extended its girls’ education support
to include a new university scholarship program in
addition to its secondary school scholarship program.
University scholarship opportunities are announced at
schools, in communities and on the radio. Students complete applica-
tions, submit exam results and grades and write essays. They also
need signatures from their community chief. Home visits are used to
determine applicants’ need. In the first year KAPE received more than
300 applicants for 66 scholarships. Currently this scholarship oppor-
tunity is available for universities in Kampong Cham province only,
but the program may be extended to Phnom Penh universities in the
coming year.

For more information about KAPE, please visit their website:
www.kapekh.org

THROUGH THEIR EYES, IN THEIR VOICES
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Overcoming challenges

After completing high school, Sopheun moved to
Phnom Penh to study and secured a 50 percent
merit-based scholarship (US$350 over four years)
from a four-year institute that offered degrees in
business management. After arriving in Phnom
Penh, she found a part-time job as a teacher at
a private school. A few months later, the school
owner could not pay his employees and threatened
to close the doors. Sopheun and her colleagues did
not want to lose their jobs, so they pooled their finan-
cial resources and took over ownership of the school.

As the school’s accountant, Sopheun needed a
laptop to manage her business and complete her
university assignments, but her income was not
high enough to buy one. She hesitated before ask-
ing her parents for help. They had many financial
demands, including sending her siblings to school,
but she finally mustered the courage to ask. As
farmers from a rural province, Sopheun’s parents
had never used a computer, but even without

Trading a cow for a laptop
URLAILEE] S M) S Ui
(LSJUBL)
Sopheun

24 years old
Phnom Penh

understanding her need for one, they agreed to
help. They sold a cow to buy a laptop for their
daughter and were also able to contribute a mo-
torbike to her educational endeavors.

As a co-owner of a private English and computer
school, Sopheun is extremely busy. She studies dur-
ing the day and works in the evenings. The school
is still under the new leadership and Sopheun
and her partners can barely pay their monthly
expenses; they hope the school will start earning
money soon. Sopheun’s income covers her monthly
expenses of US$40 including rent, utilities, food
and transportation. In addition to these expenses,
she sends money home, including US$5 a month
for her brother’s English lessons.

After a long day of studying and working, Sopheun
travels by motorbike down narrow alleys, behind
houses and finally walks through the neighbor’s
yard to reach her rented room. Sopheun and her



About Sopheun

FAMILY

Five siblings; parents are illiterate
farmers

MAJOR
BA Accounting, 2nd year

. EDUCATION FUNDING
50 percent merit-based scholarship

EMPLOYMENT

Accountant and co-owner of a private
computer and English school

two roommates share an apartment, a small con-
crete room, with a corrugated steel roof, one power
outlet and one tube light. There is neither a fan nor
a window. Sopheun and her roommates cook and
sleep in this space. The only furniture in the room
is Sopheun’s desk as she is the only roommate
who attends school; the others work in garment
factories. Sopheun’s entrepreneurial spirit and her
parents’ support provide guidance and motivation,
even as she struggles to pay her bills.

Similar to many other young women in this study,
Sopheun was the first in her family to finish high
school. Personal determination, goal-orientation
and access to financial opportunities have been
essential for Sopheun’s success. Additionally, fam-
ily support, both emotional and financial, has been
an extra advantage in pursuing her dreams, but
she also felt obligated to financially support her
family. In addition to sending money to her family,
she struggled financially and has had to adjust to
her new life away from home. These struggles ex-
emplify some of the challenges young Cambodian
women face on the path to tertiary education.

While many young women reported that their
families supported their decision to attend univer-
sity, in other cases familial obligations and a lack
of family support were major obstacles for young
women. Similar to Sopheun, forty-five percent of

LIVING SITUATION
Rents a room with two roommates

FUTURE ASPIRATIONS
Entrepreneur

CHALLENGES
- Financial need

L © D

+ Adjusting to university
+ Time to study

SUCCESS FACTORS
' + Determination

+ Family support
+ University support

the young women interviewed felt pressure to sup-
port their family. This support included caring for
a sick parent, working in a factory to provide in-
come or assisting with harvesting. For example,
Srey dropped out of secondary school temporar-
ily to care for her brother who had meningitis.

Twenty-eight percent of the young women re-
ported hostility,anger and resentment from family,
relatives, or community members for continuing
their education. When Samrat asked for money to
pay for English classes, her parents argued and her
father asked her to drop out and work at a garment
factory. She almost did.

Many young women cited financial challenges to
finishing secondary school. However, 83 percent
received support from organizations to help them
overcome those challenges. As an orphan, Vannich
struggled financially but was able to succeed with
the help of an NGO that offered financial support
for her to attend and complete secondary school.
She now attends university.

Almost all of the study participants (9o percent)
were receiving scholarships for their universities
or teacher training institutes. However, almost
all cited challenges paying for tuition and living
expenses. To provide a glimpse of these costs,
Hawai and Nita, the study research assistants (see
Appendix Il for biographies), recorded their weekly
expenses. As Table 5 shows, even a full-tuition
scholarship does not cover all their expenses. In
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Some differences between living in Kampong Cham
and Phnom Penh

Housing

Rent
Daily Commute

Financial
Support

KAMPONG CHAM

81% live in free

dorm

19% rent rooms
US$5-8 per month

None —One hour

PROVINCE

15% live in free dormitories/
rooms
85% rent rooms

itories

US$10-35 per month

40 minutes — Four hours

100% receive scholar-

ships

80% receive scholarships

addition to rent and food, these young women
encountered expenses such as kitchen utensils,
laundry soap, meals, snacks, bottled water, bicycle
parking fees and printing fees at Internet cafes.
Their weekly expenses ranged from US$28-37.50.

Financial difficulties caused some young women to
select universities that were not their top choices
or as academically rigorous as they had hoped. Srey
and her family could not afford a four-year universi-
ty, so she opted for a government-funded two-year
teacher training course (see Text Box 5). Similarly,
Sopheun made the financial decision to attend an
institute rather than a more expensive university.

Other students struggled because they could not
afford the required class materials that they needed
to purchase from professors in addition to books and
school supplies. Sokney put it plainly, “If you dont
have enough money to buy them,you don’t buy them.”

Unethical practices

To mitigate their financial needs, some young
women admitted to engaging in what they them-
selves acknowledged as dishonest activities. One
young woman shyly admitted that she had raised
the money for her first year’s tuition by taking
entrance exams for other students. Other young
women spoke of the need to pay unofficial fees
to pass the entrance exams or receive university-
based scholarships.

Navigating pre-university challenges

Many of the participants interviewed articulated
the challenges they faced as they applied to uni-
versities. Several experienced difficulty locating
accurate and comprehensive guidance about uni-
versity education and funding opportunities. Many

rural secondary school students relied on schools,
teachers, friends, radio, television and newspapers
to provide them with information about university.
Vannich, an orphan, depended on her friend and her
friend’s uncle to help with the application process.

Ten percent of the participants had never consid-
ered university until a local NGO informed them
about scholarship opportunities. For 20 percent of
the women interviewed, enrolling in university was
not even a possibility until they received confirma-
tion of a scholarship from an NGO, the government
or the university.

As the study participants were the first generation
in their families to attend university, parents and
relatives were often unable to assist them with this
unfamiliar process. Phally explained that applying
from the rural provinces was difficult because re-
sults were posted in Phnom Penh first, in provincial
capitals several days later and were never posted in
district towns. Her father traveled to the provincial
capital to view the results, but the scholarship in-
formation confused him. Eager to know her results,
Phally traveled to Phnom Penh on her own to learn
if she had received the scholarship. She had!

Adjusting to university life

Adjusting socially

For many of the young women interviewed, at-
tending university required social adjustments. Far
from their families and rural communities, many
young women interviewed sometimes found mak-
ing friends to be intimidating, particularly with
wealthier classmates. Phalla was scared that she
would not be able to compete with her classmates
and it was two months before she spoke with
anyone. Similarly, another young woman, Phally,
noted that most students at her university had
motorbikes, whereas she rode a bicycle every day.
She said, “I often feel lonely and | know I'm differ-
ent from my peers, but | try to remain proud and
ride my bicycle anyway.” Similarly, Vannich feels
excluded from social opportunities. She had never
seen her university canteen, where many students
go to socialize between classes, because she had
never been able to afford to eat there because
lunch is expensive (US$1.50).

English and computers

The young women interviewed found they needed
to adjust academically as well. With many classes
taught and textbooks written only in English,
35 percent wished for improved English skills.



Additionally, courses often required students to do
research on the Internet and submit typed assign-
ments. Twenty percent of the study participants
wished they had better computer skills to type
their own assignments and use the Internet. Many
of the young women reported paying other stu-
dents to help them conduct web-based research
and type their assignments, an additional cost they
had not anticipated.

Health and personal safety

Seventeen percent of the study participants wor-
ried about their own health. Being far from home,
they relied on friends for care when they were sick.
Any health expenses compounded their existing
financial hardships.

Thirty-five percent of the young women also wor-
ried about their safety. Phnom Penh has a high
crime rate and gang-related theft is a problem. For
example, the roommate of one participant stole
her ATM card and tuition money one night while
she was sleeping. She feared reporting this to the
police because her roommate was involved in a
gang. Additionally, while none of young women
interviewed had been personally threatened or at-
tacked, they worried about traveling long distances
by bicycle. Having come from rural villages, many
young women described feeling nervous about city
traffic due to road safety concerns and worried about
traveling alone, especially at night.

Accommodation and transportation
Eighty-one percent of the young women inter-
viewed in Kampong Cham province lived in free
university dormitories on campus and did not have
to commute. Dormitory blocks were crowded, hous-
ing approximately 30 young women each, with
four to six students in each room. Two dormitory
blocks of 60 young women shared two bathrooms,
resulting in long lines, particularly in the morning.
Several of the young women living in these dor-
mitories complained that the common dormitory
laundry meant that many clothes disappeared and
were never returned.

Finding and securing accommodation in Phnom
Penh was more difficult than in Kampong Cham
because universities there do not offer free dor-
mitories. While not a popular option, a few young
women who moved to Phnom Penh tried staying
with extended family. Initially, Srey Pov moved in
with her cousin and his wife. However, in return for
free room and board, Srey Pov had to sell clothes in
their shop and do housework, without pay, which

limited her study time. Her relatives were frustrat-
ed that she could not help more and the situation
turned sour. Srey Pov found work as a security
guard and moved to a rental house with friends.

For most young women in Phnom Penh, a bicycle
was essential for university, as the distance be-
tween campus and home can easily be 6 to12 miles
each way. Consequently, Vannich commuted three
to four hours per day by bicycle through Phnom
Penh traffic. Unfortunately, bicycles are a valuable
commodity and in Phally’s first few months in
Phnom Penh she had two bicycles stolen from her
shared apartment. This prompted her to move, but
she was unable to buy another bicycle. Fortunately,
a friend lent Phally a bicycle to use until she could
afford to buy another one.

Time and space to study

During secondary school some young women
found it difficult to study at home. Many of their
families did not have electricity at home, so study-
ing after dark was possible only by candlelight.
This was Hawai’s reality before moving to a shared
apartment with electricity and indoor plumbing
in Phnom Penh. At home, her six younger brothers
and sisters still sat together and studied by candle-
light. Many of the young women interviewed also
encountered difficulties in finding time to study.
Twenty-seven percent of the study participants
found it difficult to balance work and class de-
mands. With a full class schedule and a full-time
job as a security guard, Srey Pov had little time
to study. She thought her academic performance
would have improved if she could have dedicated
more time to her studies.

TABLE 6.

Weekly expenses in Phnom Penh
(US$)

Rent s $5
Food $17 $16
Transportation $3 $2
Academic Expenses $35 $5
Health $2.5 -
Misc. $0.5 -
Total Weekly $37.5 $28
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Achieving success

Sokhim was the first in her family to graduate high
school and attend university. Her brothers and sis-
ters left school when her family could no longer pay
the fees. Living in rural poverty, the family shared
one bicycle, did not have indoor plumbing or elec-
tricity, retrieved water from a well and cooked with
firewood. Fortunately Sokhim, the youngest in her
family, received support from her older siblings and
two NGOs: KAPE and Room to Read. KAPE provided
fees and material support through the 11*" grade
and Room to Read’s Girls’ Education Program pro-
vided financial and material support as well as a
room in a hostel near her school in the 12 grade.
The hostel allowed Sokhim to focus on studying for
her exams instead of commuting 11 miles to school
by bicycle.

After graduating from secondary school, Sokhim
received a KAPE university scholarship. She receives
a monthly stipend of US$19. This is spent on her
tuition, books and food. Even with a part-time job
as a disk jockey, earning US$30 per month and a
scholarship, she struggles financially but is careful
to manage her money. She explained, “My biggest
challenge is financial. Sometimes when | have to
pay for my extra English classes, | don’t have the

A voice in the community

Sokhim

19 years old
Kampong Cham Province

money to pay. | ask the English school if | can delay
the payment until | get my salary.”

Provincial universities provide free dormitories,
blocks of rooms where six young women share an
open floor space, three clothing wardrobes and
several small bookshelves. Bed mats are unrolled
on the floor at night and a small fan circulates
the air. For each block, housing approximately 60
young women, there are only two bathrooms.
While Sokhim enjoyed living with friends, getting
ready in the morning was difficult with the line for
the bathroom. Sensitive to her situation, the radio
station offered a free room—dusty, cobwebbed and
cluttered with equipment, but quiet and private.
Sokhim was thrilled to move into her own space, “If
| get lonely I'll sleep in the dormitory with my friends,
but I can use this room for studying and bathing.”

Sokhim dreamed of becoming a singer or full-time
disc jockey but knew this may not be realistic. Her
backup plan was to work in a bank. She had two
wishes—English classes and a laptop. For now, she
has found her calling. For a few hours each day, she
sits in the booth with her headset and, exuding
elegance and confidence, she serves as a voice in
her community.



About Sokhim

FAMILY

Three siblings; mother is deceased;
father is a retired farmer

MAJOR
BA Finance and Banking, 1st year

. EDUCATION FUNDING
KAPE university scholarship

EMPLOYMENT
Part-time radio disc jockey

Similar to the other 28 young women interviewed,
Sokhim’s success can be attributed to her goal-
oriented nature as well as the support she received
from her community. Sokhim’s community support
came from two organizations: the university she
attends and the radio station where she works.
While she does not have financial support from
her family, her sisters emotionally support her edu-
cational pursuits. The success factors that Sokhim
and other study participants identified include her
goal-oriented nature as well as support from fam-
ily, NGOs and community.

Growing up in poverty and watching their families
struggle, most of the young women interviewed
were were goal-oriented. They have dreamed of
careers in teaching, accounting, development or
medicine since childhood. While some of their
dreams have changed, they talked of becoming self-
reliant, supporting their families, owning a home
and donating to girls’ education programs in the
future. These goals and dreams provided the moti-
vation for managing daily challenges. For example,
Nita had a long educational career ahead of her.She
was two years into an eight-year medical degree
but dreamed of returning to her hometown as a
pediatrician. At the same time, Phally and Sopheun
were both aspiring entrepreneurs who balanced
part-time jobs in addition to their studies. They

LIVING SITUATION

Dormitory with five roommates and a
free study room

FUTURE ASPIRATIONS
Bank teller or famous singer

CHALLENGES
- Financial need

L & D

+ Family ties
+ Adjusting to university

SUCCESS FACTORS
+ Goal-oriented

» NGO support

+ Employer support

*

had a fixed sense of purpose and had decided to cre-
ate a different future for themselves and their families.

While 28 percent of the young women reported
hostility, anger and resentment from family, rela-
tives, or community members for continuing their
education, the remaining young women received
the support of theirfamilies. Some families provided
both financial and emotional support while others
were only able to offer words of encouragement.

Both Vannich and Sokhai were orphaned at a
young age and cared for by their extended families.
Fortunately, both of their extended families of-
fered some financial support and guidance as they
navigated unchartered territory. Several families
sold gold necklaces or took out loans and one even
sold a cow to help these young women pay for
their expenses. In the cases of Srey and Phally, their
older brothers, also university students, gave them
school supplies and offered advice. Phally’s brother
even bought her a refurbished laptop and bicycle.

All of the young women interviewed had the emo-
tional support of someone in their family, a parent
or extended family member such as an aunt, uncle,
cousin or grandparent. Initially, Sopheak’s father
did not support her decision to apply to university.
However, she explained to him that though study-
ing agriculture would not result in her becoming a
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farmer, she would still be able to find a job assist-
ing farmers. Sopheak’s father now says, “I have only
one daughter; | don't want her to be a farmer like
me. | want her to get an education. Whatever she
wants to study, | will support her.” Phalla’s father
brought her to Phnom Penh and helped her find a
rental house before classes started. Lang’s parents
were often asked by the neighbors, “Why do you
let her study? It doesn’t seem useful.” This did not
deter them; they continued to encourage their
daughter and always provided time and space for
her to study.

Financial assistance was necessary both to navi-
gate pre-university challenges and to study at the
tertiary level. Sixty-nine percent of the young wom-
en interviewed received assistance from Room to
Read’s Girls’ Education Program or KAPE (see Table 4)
to graduate from high school.

Scholarship opportunities

Merit government scholarships
Awarded by the government for top scores in 12th grade exams. These
scholarships are for public government institutions.

Merit university scholarship
Students who do well in university entrance exams are eligible. At
some institutions, students from rural disadvantaged backgrounds

have preference.

KAPE university scholarship (see Text box 7)
KAPE, a Cambodian non-governmental organization, provides scholar-
ships in Kampong Cham province, for tuition and monthly expenses

of US$20.

Room to Read facilitated scholarship
Room to Read does not offer university scholarships, but the Cam-
bodia office has helped identify need-based funding for some of its

graduates.

Teacher-training

Applicants who pass national entrance exams receive full tuition
scholarships and housing.

Nine + Two

Rural disadvantaged students have an opportunity to obtain their
teacher training certification at the same time they are studying for
their secondary school completion exams. Students start the training
program in gth grade, complete it in 11th grade and are qualified to
teach in their rural communities before they have passed their 12th
grade exams. The program provides tuition, room and board.
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At the university level, almost all (9o percent) of
the young women interviewed received partial or
full scholarships to fund their university education
or teacher training programs (see Table 4). Two stu-
dents reported receiving more than one scholarship.

NGOs and individuals provided crucial guidance to
study participants as they navigated the transition
to university. For example, 24 percent of the sample
credited KAPE and Room to Read for assistance
and mentoring during the university application
process. Room to Read does not offer tertiary level
scholarships but helped identify funding for need-
based applicants (see Text Box 8.).

Trusted individuals also provided guidance and
emotional support to the participants. Sokhai’s
teacher recommended that she apply for the
special Nine + Two teaching certificate (see Text
Box 8). The teacher purchased the application for
Sokhai,an orphan,and ensured that she completed
it. Similarly, Srey’s friend helped her complete her
university application after she made a mistake
while trying to do it alone the first time.

Many of the young women interviewed cred-
ited NGOs, individuals and their communities for
providing key emotional support throughout sec-
ondary school and their transitions to university.
Srey Pov recounted the constant encouragement
she received from Room to Read’s staff, “Please
study hard and you will get a good job to support
yourself one day.” When Sopha’s mother fell ill, she
dropped out of school to take care of her and earn
money. She did not go to school for three months
until a KAPE staff member visited her house and
advised her to return. Sopha credited KAPE for brin-
ing her back to school. With her mother’s support,
she continued studying accounting.

Lakena’s neighbors previously asked why she was
not working at a garment factory. In response, she
explained her desire and need to study. After win-
ning a university scholarship from KAPE, she gained
the support of her community. Furthermore, young
women who received this support often felt extra
motivation to succeed because they did not want
to disappoint benefactors. Vannich explained, “If
girls get support, they should work hard and take
advantage of the opportunity given to them.” She
said she felt a responsibility to make Room to Read
proud of her accomplishments. Community support,
whether from an individual or an organization, pro-
vided extra motivation to succeed.



In their voices: Advice to young Cambodian women

FIGURE 4

If you have to travel

a long way and do not have

Study English and

Even though we ride reliable transportation, ask to

know computers, especially

bicycles, do not give up hope. stay with a friend or relative

how to use the Internet and
closer to school.

Be proud because you have

Microsoft programs, before you

the opportunity to study.
op v v come to university. It will help

you study at university.

© Borin Srey

We can do whatever

boys can do. We must change

Stay focused and do

not become distracted. our ideas and eliminate the

Please do not think of stereotype that women cannot

Face reality and deal
with it.

dropping out. Knowledge is leave the kitchen.

very important. A labor job will

support you in the short term, but

an education will support you

in the long term.
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A focus group discussion in the DRC.
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The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), in Central
Africa, is almost entirely landlocked, sharing borders
with nine nations. With a population of more than
66 million, more than 70 percent of the Congolese
population lives below the poverty line.

Prolonged conflict and the HIV/AIDS epidemic have resulted in a humani-
tarian disaster in the DRC. As a result of the ongoing violent conflict that
has plagued the DRC since 1998, an estimated 5.4 million people have died
and more than 1.7 million have been internally displaced in Eastern Congo.®
The widespread HIV/AIDS epidemic has compounded the situation and an
estimated 400,000 to 500,000 people are living with the disease. Since the
1990s, HIV has become increasingly feminized; young women between the
ages of 15 and 24 years old have become a high risk group. While prevalence
rates vary between urban (3.7-4.2 percent) and rural populations (4.6 percent),
rates are twice as high for young women as they are for young men, and may
be as high as 26 percent among women who have suffered from sexual vio-
lence in areas of armed conflict.”” As a result, the DRC faces enormous chal-
lenges to overcome severe poverty, insecurity and the lack of basic social
services. Girls and young women are the most vulnerable in these situations.

Despite this conflict and the prevalence of HIV/AIDS, there are glimpses
of hope. Through the concerted efforts of donor agencies, local NGOs and
personal initiatives, the Congolese have begun overcoming adverse circum-
stances. This chapter describes the educational landscape in the DRC, pres-
ents the research findings from discussions with 33 study participants and
introduces two role models, Elodie and Naomi,young Congolese women who
have succeeded in pursuing university studies despite difficult challenges.
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The educational landscape

Rattled by more than a decade of civil war and economic decline, the DRC

faces huge challenges in repairing its basic education system. Despite gov-

ernment adoption of a 15-year education plan in 1986, efforts to improve the

education system were largely abandoned in the 1990s with the fall of the

Mobutu regime and the outbreak of civil war. During these years of turmoil,

the education system became nearly defunct. In 2001, the government al-

located only five percent of the budget to education. Recent government and

international community efforts resulted in increasing this allocation to 8

percent as of 2008 (see Figure 5).%8

FIGURE 5.

Education background statistics
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Education has become increasingly costly for
parents and offers no guarantee of employment.
According to UNESCO, “The short-term use of
children for paid labor provides a faster and less ex-
pensive means of achieving a social and economic
standing previously gained through goingtoschool,
a place now seen as an annoying waste of time.”"
This is especially true in the diamond and gold
mining areas as well as regions where farming is
the primary source of income.?°

Average school life expectancy for girls is 6.5 years,
suggesting that many students drop out after the
primary education level (see Figure 5). The adult lit-
eracy rate for women is 56 percent and the Gender
Parity Index for enrollment decreases dramatically
from primary to tertiary education.

Tertiary education

Women represent only 26 percent of students
who are enrolled in colleges and universities. The
same financial challenges that prevent girls from
achieving basic education also hinder many young
women from pursuing tertiary education, which is
expensive. Tuition alone is approximately US$220
per year.With an average GDP of US$310 per capita,
affording the costs of higher education remains a
distant dream for many. Recently, the Ministry of
Higher Education further increased tuition and
fees for other university services, which resulted
in nationwide student demonstrations.® There
are 380 tertiary institutions, both government-
sponsored and private, with more than 70 percent
located in the capital city of Kinshasa.?



TEXT BOX 9.

A total of 33 young women and 10 mothers par-
ticipated in this study. The young women ranged The University of Kinshasa
in age from 20 to 38 and were all students at the
University of Kinshasa (see Table 7). Most of them
were from rural areas, some as far as 500 miles
from the capital of Kinshasa. The mothers were all
from Kinshasa, but their daughters were not study
participants. Faculty and staff helped identify these
research participants.

The University of Kinshasa, the largest and most prestigious univer-
sity in the DRC, offers both a university track and a vocational track.
There are approximately 50,000 students enrolled in both tracks.
Eighty percent of those in the university track are male, while 85 per-
cent enrolled at vocational courses are female.

More than 60 percent of the young women in this
study were the first in their families to attend uni-

versity and many were the only family member to TEXT BOXI0.

obtain a high school diploma (see Table 7). Most of

them had attended public secondary school. Partidpants’ areas of StUdy

The number of siblings ranged from none to 12.

Education among siblings also varied: one partici- Administrative science, Agronomy, Communication, Humanities,
pant’s 10 brothers and sisters all graduated from Laboratory sciences, Law, Medicine, Nursing, Nutrition, Pediatrics,

secondary school and another’s nine siblings all Psychology, Science and Social sciences

dropped out. All the young women surveyed were
single. One had two children. Almost half had lost

their fathers. TABLE 7.

While almost all (96 percent) received family finan- Student participants’ baCkgrounds

cial support, most (82 percent) supplemented that

through informal employment such as selling fruit, Number of participants .

vegetables or clothes while attending university
(see Table 7). Additionally, many participants said Age range 20-38 years old
that they received money for tuition from distant
relatives or non-family members, but still sold food
or merchandise to cover living expenses. None had First generation high school graduates 3 39%"
received scholarships to support their university

Public schooling (primary and secondary) 29 88%

First generation university admission 22 67%
studies. All except one participant lived in univer-
sity dormitories. The young women’s majors varied First and only member to graduate high 2 1%
across disciplines (see Text Box 10); the most popu- siclyeiel gl eitdo g e sy
lar fields of study were medicine (24 percent) and Received secondary school scholarship o 0%
nursing (15 percent). o ) ) )

Receiving university scholarship o 0%
Of the 10 mothers of university students surveyed, Receiving financial support from family 32 96%
only two had attended some secondary school and
the other eight had dropped out during primary Currently Employed (part-time or full-time) 33 100%
school. No immediate family members of any of Married o) 0%
the participating mothers had attended university )

Children 1 3%

and only one brother in one woman’s family had
received a high school diploma. All ten women  *Some participants included themselves in the count, while others did not.
were widows.
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Overcoming challenges

Elodie

29 years old
Kinshasa

Misfortune followed Elodie to her new home,
where she endured mistreatment by the baby’s
father and his wife, illness, ridicule from the com-
munity and eventual abandonment by the father
of her children.

Despite these difficult circumstances, Elodie’s love
of education helped her to persevere. Eventually,
Elodie obtained her high school diploma at the age
of 25 with the moral support and encouragement
of her teachers and school officials. Her mother
was humiliated because Elodie had brought shame
on their family, but she supported Elodie after she
had been evicted from her children’s father’s home.

After graduating from secondary school, Elodie left
her village for Kinshasa and moved into a cousin’s
home. He gave her money to start a small busi-
ness selling bread and omelets at the university
dormitories. Elodie regularly talked to other young
women, who spoke with great enthusiasm about
their university experiences and inspiring pro-
fessors. With their encouragement, she became
determined to attend university herself.

From family shame to family
solidarity

Elodie decided to study nursing and arranged to
pay her tuition (US$220 per year) in installments,
because she could not afford school otherwise.
Additionally, she spends approximately US$200 per
year on school supplies and fees for study groups.
Without financial support from her family, Elodie
relies on determination and the income from her
small business. Some students mock her because
of her age, but the kinder classmates praise her
courage. Despite her challenges, Elodie is indepen-
dent and proud of all she has accomplished on her
own, including academic success and financial in-
dependence, while caring for her two children. She
aspires to be their role model and hopes they will
follow in her footsteps and prioritize education.

Although Elodie’s family and community ap-
plauded her achievements, once she completed
her first year at university, Elodie largely forged her
own path to success without the encouragement
of most members of her extended family or com-
munity. Nonetheless, she and her family know that
once she completes her studies, Elodie will support
both her extended family and her children, because
family solidarity is of paramount importance in
Congolese society.



About Elodie

FAMILY

Six siblings; father is deceased;
mother does not work

MAJOR
BA Nursing, 2nd year

. EDUCATION FUNDING
Self-funded

EMPLOYMENT
Food vendor

Similar to many other participants in this study,
Elodie is a wonderful example of young Congolese
women who have managed to prevail despite
overwhelming challenges. Elodie’s story, becoming
a single mom before graduating from secondary
school, is unique among the DRC participants, but
illustrates some of the possible challenges young
women in the country may face, especially in con-
flict areas. Following is further description of the
common challenges that Elodie and other socio-
economically disadvantaged women in the study
experienced in pursuing their university education.
Examples include the lack of family or community
support, struggling to meet educational and daily
living expenses, navigating secondary school and
adjusting to university life.

Although family members encouraged many
of the participants to complete their university
studies, other young women’s families were not
initially supportive. Four young women reported
that not a single family member supported their
education. Nearly all participants said their parents
were happy that they were at university, but that
they are expected to marry upon graduation. Marie
said, “My family wanted me to get married instead
of going to the university, mainly because of lack
of finances.” Similarly, Josephine’s stepfather told
her, “University is for boys. You, you need to get
married.” About half the young women stated
that they were mocked in their community for

LIVING SITUATION
Rents a room

FUTURE ASPIRATIONS
Hospital nurse

CHALLENGES
+ Family and community ties

L © D

- Financial need
+ Navigating the transition

SUCCESS FACTORS
' - Courage

« School support
- Peer encouragement

attending secondary school instead of marrying.
Neti, an orphan, stated, “I| was pressed to marry in
my fourth year of secondary school by my paternal
aunts.” Determined to graduate, she stood firm and
has yet to marry.

Several young women said they felt pressure from
their families to help mitigate family poverty. They
spoke of relieving their mothers’ burdens, helping
sick relatives or sending siblings to school. One
mother said, “I am waiting for the day that my
daughter will graduate from the university and
take care of her siblings. If my other children never
get the opportunity to go to school, it will be her
fault” The daughter was not interviewed but this
statement exemplifies family expectations and
the pressure that is often placed on young women
nonetheless. All except one participant said that
they would like to graduate and find employment
as soon as possible, so they can help their families
financially. Naomi’s mother told her, “I don’t know
if I'll live much longer, so you have to take over the
responsibility of caring for your brothers because |
know that I can count on you.” Naomi replied, “My
mother’s words annoy me, but also help me be
more accountable for my studies and my behavior.
My family expects me to care for my brothers and
my community expects me to contribute to the
development of our society” Some women em-
phasized that this pressure pushes them to work
harder.

Nine of the women expressed that they initially
wanted to study medicine, but changed their minds
because of the time and money required to become
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doctors. Some said their parents discouraged them
from studying medicine because of the time it
would take until they began to earn an income.

Similar to Elodie’s challenges, the main hardships
for study participants were financial. All partici-
pants had expectations and fears about moving to
Kinshasa and attending university and questioned
how they would be able to pay tuition and living
expenses. Several did not know how they would
pay for plane tickets to Kinshasa, as most provinces
in the DRC do not have adequate roads to the capi-
tal city and plane tickets are expensive. Many saved
money by working, others received funds from
distant relatives and some used money that their
parents had borrowed.

None of the women in this study received financial
support from the national government, NGOs or
private organizations, nor were they aware of any
scholarships or organizations that assist university
students. The participants also noted that before
joining university, they were unaware of additional
costs, such as laboratory fees for most courses and
other required supplementary materials. Other
common extra expenses included transportation,
dorm room rental, study group fees, school supplies
and food. Some young women also noted that they
have not been able to return to their villages or
even call home since they started university due to
lack of funds. Many participants reported that they
frequently miss meals and go to class hungry.

To pay for these costs, all the young women sold
food or merchandise while also attending univer-
sity as full-time students. Their expenses, however,
often exceeded their incomes and many reported
that they constantly worried about money, saying
“Everything at the university revolves around mon-
ey.” Eight women admitted that they had resorted
to commercial sex work to cover school expenses.
Their clients were married men, but they did not
reveal how the arrangements were made, the
amount they were paid, whether they were cur-
rently engaged in commericial sex work, or if they
protected themselves from sexually transmitted
disease (and if not, whether they had been tested
for HIV).

Prior to entering university, many of the study
participants struggled to finish secondary school.
One third of the sample had lost one or both
parents and worked to finance their education or
had distant family members or church authorities
who paid for school fees and school supplies. The
greatest obstacles were paying for school fees,
school materials, medical care, food, electricity or
candles for studying at night, transportation to and
from school and toiletries. Masala recalled, “I was
always worried and sometimes | had ideas of leav-
ing school when thinking about how | was going
to pay school fees. My family was not supportive
of my going to school and my mother even asked
me to drop out. | suffered a lot in those days. | often
arrived at school crying.” In addition to educational
supplies and fees, Chantalle suffered from malaria
and needed medicine. Her mother, a single mom
with six children, started selling manioc (cassava)
to pay for these additional expenses.

Almost half of the participants said they had to
wake up early to walk to their secondary school,
often arriving hungry. Masala would leave her
home at 4:00 am to reach school. One day she was
attacked by a young boy, but fortunately someone
heard her screams and chased him away.

All the young women reported that the application
process was easy to navigate, but most consulted in-
dividuals who had attended university.? In contrast,
Vuvu noted, “No one in my family helped me at all
during the process. Instead, my father and stepmoth-
er wanted me to get married and even presented me
with suitors who were not educated.”

After navigating family support, enrolling in uni-
versity and securing financial support, the young
women interviewed identified many worries about
university life, including difficult coursework, the
distance from their families, or failing grades that
led to mockery in their villages for neither succeed-
ing in school nor marrying when having previously
been presented with the opportunity. Young wom-
en identified the primary challenges as adjusting
socially, maintaining personal safety and finding
accommodation and transportation.



Adjusting socially

Tension existed between young women who grew
up in Kinshasa and those who came from rural ar-
eas.The participants from Kinshasa said that young
women from rural areas did not speak French well,
did not know how to dress, were timid and had
inferiority complexes. Those from rural areas said
that young women from Kinshasa were vain and
overly confident. The participants from rural areas
said they had been mocked by Kinshasa residents
and are called “peasants.” Nonetheless, the young
women did report softening and changing atti-
tudes toward those they had considered different
at the start of their university experiences. “My
own culture has changed because I've encountered
new cultures,” said Naomi.

Personal safety

Most of the young women who participated in
the study had never visited Kinshasa before they
started their university education. Many of them
had negative expectations about the city and
university life based on hearsay from friends or
relatives. Many women worried that it would be
difficult to talk to professors and their assistants,
as they heard that some demand sexual favors or
money for good grades. None of the participants
admitted acquiescing to monetary or sexual de-
mands from professors, although corruption in the
form of overcharging students for supplementary
materials as well as demanding money or sexual
relations for grades was mentioned by many of
them. For that reason, many young women do not
approach certain professors for fear that they may
be forced to offer bribes or worse. Naomi discussed
her fears of interacting with professors, “I was
afraid of being forced to offer a bribe in order to
pass a class, or to have to go out with professors
or teaching assistants to receive good marks. | was
even afraid to go into the office of a professor for
fear that he would turn his attention on me.”

This common phenomenon is called Chic-Choc-
Chec (see Text Box 11). There are university policies
against sexual harassment, but few women report
these activities because they need the money or
good grades, are unaware of policies and how to
proceed or cannot pay fees for filing complaints.

Finding accommodation and transportation
One-third of study participants commented that
dorm life was nearly impossible because there
were disagreements among the occupants, theft,

overcrowding and strife because some young
women did not share food. Due to financial con-
straints, most participants could not afford the
normal dormitory arrangement of two students
per dorm room and several reported having shared
dorm rooms with more than two occupants to af-
ford the rent. Under these circumstances, domestic
life is a compromise, as they must decide who slept
on the beds or on the floor and they often had to
wait to use bathrooms and cooking facilities, which
cut into study time.

TEXT BOX 11.

Chic Choc Chec

Chic: University males who are good-looking, well-dressed and
charming towards young women from villages.

Choc: Anyone of authority at the university: professors, assistants

or administrators.

Chec: The money that men use to ask young women for sexual
relations, while the young women hope to marry them
in return.

A study participant stands outside her university in Kinshasa.
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Achieving success

© FHI 360

Naomi’s paternal uncles wanted her to marry
when she reached 6th grade; she was offered a
dowry and was ridiculed by neighbors because she
chose to study instead. But Naomi was proud to
continue her studies despite the local stereotype

that labeled educated, single girls as commercial
sex workers. While many of her 6th grade class-
mates were leaving school to marry, Naomi found
time to serve as a peer educator, raising awareness
about HIV/AIDS prevention.

Naomi’s mother’s support of her secondary edu-
cation abruptly ended when her sister’s husband
divorced her and demanded restitution of the
dowry. Against the wishes of their mother who
was concerned about finances and with the en-
couragement of her older sister who had studied
at university, Naomi continued to set her sights
on higher education. Naomi’s relatives implored
her to remain in the village, as a secondary degree
was viewed as sufficient for a young woman of her
socioeconomic background. They warned her that
young women who left the village for university in
Kinshasa were perceived as sex workers.

Naomi had many fears about university, especially
of receiving unwanted attention from professors or
young men and of simply being alone, which she
had never experienced in her village. Despite her

Sitting at the table

Naomi

25 years old
Kinshasa

fears and the discouragement of the people she
knew, she recalled her mother saying when she
was younger,“If you are afraid of the dark, you must
approach the darkness.The more you make contact
with the darkness, the more you advance.”

Naomi was determined to finance her own educa-
tion even though her relatives suggested that she
marry so her husband would pay her school fees. To
save money after secondary school, Naomi took a
year off to work as a peer educator again, this time
with the National Adolescent Health Program.
Now enrolled in university, she finances her educa-
tion by selling sausages, pancakes, cosmetics and
clothing to other students. Her annual expenses
are approximately US$800, including tuition, an
unfurnished shared dorm room, school supplies
and study group fees. Her food and transportation
expenses are additional. The experience of her sister,
who was abandoned by her husband, haunts Naomi
and sheis determined to be financially independent.

Today Naomi is studying psychology with a focus
on business management. She hopes to have a
family and a successful career in human resources,
perhaps as a supervisor of a company. She dreams
of sitting at the table with her colleagues, both
men and women, to build a stronger company.



About Naomi

FAMILY

Seven siblings; father is deceased;
mother is a nurse

MAJOR
BA Psychology, 4th year

. EDUCATION FUNDING
Self-funded

EMPLOYMENT:
Vendor

Similar to Naomi, the other 33 participants inter-
viewed in the DRC have overcome challenges, are
enrolled in university and serve as roles models
in their communities. Naomi’s success can be at-
tributed to her determination and entrepreneurial
spirit as well as her family support, although it was
not always present. Naomi’s explanation of success
summarizes participants’ sentiments, “My biggest
success at the university is my persistence, along
with optimism despite difficulties. | say to myself, |
will graduate with the help of God, hard work and
preparation.” Following is a further description of
the common factors of success that Naomi and
other study participants credited in helping them
pursue their university education. Examples include
determination, entrepreneurship, family support
and community support including religious faith.

Determination, sense of purpose and grit describe
how these young women were able to succeed
in the face of numerous obstacles. Many young
women interviewed say they could not stand still
“with their arms crossed,” and they must actively
pursue their dreams and goals. When some of
them received little encouragement to attend
university, lacked knowledge of the realities of
university life and were not aware of how to pay
for their education, they decided that they would
achieve success no matter what it took. A major-
ity of the women say they are most proud of their
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success at university as a result of their own hard
work, intelligence, creativity and, many added,
without falling into corrupt deeds.

Similar to Elodie and Naomi, all the female par-
ticipants from the DRC were proud of supporting
themselves financially. Their activities included
selling bread, sausage, yogurt, omelets, bananas,
peanuts and peanut butter, oranges, sweet pota-
toes, smoked or grilled fish, clothing, cosmetics and
jewelry. They sold food or merchandise on campus,
in the dorms, lecture halls, or on the side of the
street. In addition to funding their education and
living expenses, their little businesses gave them
a sense of independence, pride and “know how.”
Many said that there were no jobs on campus or in
Kinshasa for university students, so they relied on
their own entrepreneurial initiatives to earn money.

Although many people in the lives of these young
women discouraged them from attending univer-
sity, there was almost always someone, either their
mother, uncle, aunt, cousin, brother or sister, who
was the voice that encouraged them. For example,
Chantalle’s immediate family did not encourage
her,but an uncle who studied at the university and
his girlfriend encouraged Chantalle to apply. Neti
found encouragement from an aunt, married very
young, who said, “Marriage, you will certainly have
that one day, but you need to study first.”
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Even though many young women could not afford to
call their family members as often as they would like,
or at all, they were still reassured by their families’en-
couragement to succeed. Those who did not have the
strong support of family members spoke of encour-
agement from friends, classmates, or roommates.

All the young women first imagined they might go
to university when someone they knew inspired
them:a cousin, a teacher or a father who had since
died. Almost everyone mentioned an educated
figure who provided support when their hardships
felt overwhelming.

While participants received almost no material,
academic or emotional support from non-govern-
mental organizations or the government, they
identified peers as a source of support. Almost all
the young women joined study groups in their
first year. These sessions aided their academic
performance and were enjoyed as a social outlet,
yet almost all of those who initially began attend-
ing study groups decided to quit and study alone,
primarily for financial reasons. Two-thirds of par-
ticipants reported that dorm life was beneficial;
their roommates provided friendship and shared
food when one of them was without.

Additionally, some recounted secondary school
teachers who instilled the belief that, “A second-
ary school diploma will not get you anywhere; you
need to go to university to get a good job in this
country.”

In return, many participants discussed a sense
of responsibility to help poor people other than
their own families. Some mentioned opening an
orphanage and many spoke of working for NGOs.

Being part of a religious community was important
for many of the study participants. All of the DRC
participants in this study were Christian, like the
majority of the Congolese population. Most young
women reported that they attend church every
Sunday or even every day and many of them sing in
church choirs. Participants reported that they rely
on God for guidance and strength. When the young
women have to make difficult decisions,such as en-
rolling in university, they pray for guidance. When
they succeed, it is God’s will and when their lives

are difficult, that is also God’s will. The women are
proud to have made their own way but also attri-
bute this accomplishment to God. Rose explained,
“I confide in God through prayer because humans
and knowledge cannot give me all that | need.”



In their voices: Advice to young Congolese women

FIGURE 6.

You must not

become sexually involved
with a teaching assistant or

professor just to pass classes.

With your head held

high, you must have

Earn money by selling

the courage to continue food so that you can feel

despite challenges. proud of yourself.

Don’t take the easy Don't let

your friends influence you.

way out. Avoid corruption and

dishonesty. Stay focused.

You must be able to
set goals and know why you want to
go to university. Determination and
the will to study are very important

factors in success.
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Yewbdar and Netsanet take notes during class.
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Ethiopia, in Eastern Africa, is the oldest independent
country in Africa.4 Bordered by six countries, it has
more than 82 million residents and is the most popu-
lous landlocked country in the world.» The capital,
Addis Ababa, has more than 2.8 million people.?
With a poverty-stricken economy, 85 percent of this
diverse, multi-ethnic country is employed in agricul-
ture and the country relies heavily on exports such as
coffee.”” The official language is Amharic.?®

More than 38 percent of the population lives below the poverty line. Severely
impacted by HIV/AIDS, Ethiopia has low life expectancy, high infant mortality
and low growth rates; the median age is 16.8 years.? Much of the population
lives in pastoralist communities that present unique educational challenges.
Further pressure is being placed on education as rural populations become
displaced by frequent droughts and food shortages, which disrupts commu-

nity cohesion and educational opportunities, including female and overall
student enrollment.

In spite of these challenges, there are rays of hope. This country study de-
scribes the educational landscape, presents the research findings based on
discussions with the 33 study participants and introduces two role models,
Yewbdar and Netsanet, young Ethiopian women who have successfully navi-
gated challenges in pursuit of university studies.
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The educational landscape

In the last decade, Ethiopia has prioritized expanding enrollment in primary

education, which resulted in an increase in female enrollment. Today, more

girls (42 percent) than boys (39 percent) now complete primary school 3°

However, the gender gap widens in favor of boys after critical exams in 8™

and 10'" grades, when girls disproportionately fail and drop out of school.

This has led to a gap in gross secondary school enrollment, which is 37

percent for boys and only 24 percent for girls3' Completion rates are even

lower—only 2.5 percent of girls and 3.4 percent of boys in Ethiopia completed

secondary school in 20053

FIGURE 7.

Education background statistics for Ethiopia
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The Ethiopian government increased investment
in education as a share of GDP from 3.5 percent in
2000 to 5.5 percent in 20073 which is higher than
the 3.9 percent average for Sub-Saharan Africa.3
However, adult literacy rates, so percent for males
and 23 percent for females, reflect gender disparity
(see Figure 7).

Tertiary education

Despite the government’s efforts to expand tertia-
ry education, only four percent of Ethiopians enroll
in universities.? In 2008, the total enrollment in
undergraduate education was 264,822 students, of
whom only 24 percent were women.

Tertiary education is free. The government provides
tuition, food and health care for full-time students
as well as lodging for students who meet need-
based criteria. However, basic living expenses such
as toiletries, transportation and other incidentals
are not covered. Transportation costs are a serious
impediment as exam scores and fields of study
determine university placement and students may
find themselves far from their home towns with
little financial support. The 106 tertiary institutions
are scattered across all 11 regions in Ethiopia.

Study participants

All 33 study participants were students at Addis
Ababa University (see Text Box 13). Among these
33 young women, 30 were from outside of Addis
Ababa, the greatest distance being 270 miles. Three
of the respondents were supported by the USAID-
funded Ambassadors’ Girls” Scholarship Program



in secondary school and one respondent received
a scholarship from an Ethiopian regional NGO
named the Tigray Development Organization.3®
Additionally, the five mothers of university stu-
dents (not study participants) who participated in
the focus group discussion were from Addis Ababa;
each had a daughter who attended university out-
side of Addis Ababa and their perspectives were
used to complement the students’ perspectives.

More than 63 percent were the first in their family
to attend university and slightly fewer were the
first in their families to graduate from second-
ary school (see Table 8). Participants’ family sizes
ranged from one to 10, but averaged 6 siblings.
Most of the young women’s families sent some of
their children to school. At least half the women
are orphans. All except a few had parents who were
illiterate. Three of the participants were married,
one was divorced and another had a child.

All except one of the participants lived in dormi-
tories. Education, room and board are provided by
the government through a student loan program,
which requires university graduates to begin re-
paying 15 percent of their tuition and 100 percent
of their room and board six months after gradua-
tion.The Ethiopian government extracts 10 percent
of the students’salary from each paycheck to cover
this amount. Most study participants did not work
or engage in income-generating activities, not
because they did not want to, but because op-
portunities were difficult to find. Only two women
had part-time employment (one in the computer
center and another as a tutor at the university)
and two of the young women earned money by
cleaning dormitory rooms or doing laundry. A
handful received a few dollars every few months
from their parents for necessities. However, most
often went without soap, sanitary pads and
other personal necessities.

All participants were pursuing bachelor’s degrees.
One-third of the young women were active in
university clubs and others intended to join. Their
majors varied across disciplines, but approximately
30 percent studied the social sciences (see Text box 12).

TEXT BOX 12.

Participants’ areas of study

THEIR MAJORS INCLUDE

Ambharic Folklore, Amharic Language, English Language,
Geography, History, Information Science, Linguistics,
Management, Oromo Language, Philosophy, Political
Science and International Relations, Psychology, Sports
Education and Tigrinia Language

TABLE 8.

Student participants’ backgrounds

Number of participants 33

Age Range 19-24 years old
Public schooling (primary and secondary) 33 100%
First generation high school graduates 18 54%
First generation university admission 21 63%

First and only member to graduate high school and

attend university 18 54%
Received secondary school scholarship 5 15%
Receiving university scholarship* o} 0%
Receiving financial support from their families 4 12%
Currently Employed (part-time or full-time) 4 12%
Married 3 9%
Children 1 3%

*While tuition, room and board are provided free of cost to university students, some organiza-
tions give material support in the form of school supplies and clothing (see Family Distrust case
study) to offset the additional costs of education. Given that participants did not regard this as a
scholarship, this statistic is therefore not cross-nationally comparable to similar statistics in other
country case studies.

TEXT BOX 13.

Addis Ababa University

Addis Ababa University, established in 1950, is the oldest and most
prestigious tertiary institution in Ethiopia. The total number of en-
rolled students for 2010-2011 is 24,123, nearly one-third of whom are
female. Only 9.6 percent of the professors are female. All university
students have rooms in the dorms, except those who live in Addis
Ababa. Rooms are randomly assigned to ensure that young women
are not segregated by ethnicity.
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Overcoming challenges
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Though Yewbdar quickly emerged as the top stu-
dent of her class, she still struggled fiercely with
her parents over attending school as they did
not understand the benefits of education. They
wanted her to marry, a wish they began expressing
when she was only eight years old. They insisted
that she leave school but Yewbdar told them she
would rather die than drop out. She remembered
crying just to convince them to buy her one pen.
Despite the lack of financial and moral support, she
attained the marks required to take a scholarship
qualifying exam and scored high enough to receive
a scholarship to a private high school.

With that scholarship, Yewbdar wore shoes for the
first time in her life and all of her material needs
such as books, food, soap and clothing, were provid-
ed. A few years later she learned that she had been
accepted into university but was more concerned
than excited. Yewbdar did not have any money but
managed to convince the school director to give

Family distrust

Yewbdar

22 years old
Addis Ababa

her a summer job for which she earned 800 Birr
(USS47) in total.

Her greatest challenge at university was lack
of funds. In her first semester she spent all the
money she had earned on copying materials
for classes. Despite her status as a star student,
Yewbdar thought she may be forced to drop out to
earn money so she could continue her education.
Instead, she joined the Young Women’s Christian
Association and began receiving basic financial,
material and moral support.

Yewbdar struggled financially and socially to
succeed at university. In addition, her family still
did not believe that she was actually enrolled in
college. They thought that she pretended to be a
student to cover up a secret job in Addis Ababa so
that she would not have to send money back to
them. Her family’s distrust negatively impacted
her morale, especially because her friends’ parents
called often to offer moral or financial support.



About Yewbdar
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Nonetheless, Yewbdar balanced her academic suc-
cess and happiness at the university with the pain
of her family’s rejection and her lack of financial re-
sources. Yewbdar was no longer the young girl that
was ridiculed for not going to school; she aimed to
complete her bachelor’s degree and continue on to
pursue a master’s degree. She hoped her education
would help her become financially secure so she
could support her brother’s tertiary education.

The family resistance that Yewbdar encountered,
financial pressure she faced and the persistent
pressures for her to marry were not uncommon
for young women in Ethiopia. The 33 young par-
ticipants in this study identified financial, familial
and social pressures as obstacles in their pathway
towards graduating from secondary school and
pursuing higher education.

Two young women mentioned that their fami-
lies encouraged them to study only because of
their birth order. Nasria, the youngest of seven,
explained, “It isn't in our culture for all to study.”
Although her parents wanted to send all their chil-
dren to school, they could only bear the economic
burden of education when she reached school age
and her siblings were all older.

LIVING SITUATION
Dormitory

FUTURE ASPIRATIONS
Master’s degree
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+ Family ties
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- Financial need
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The cultural pressure to marry instead of attend
school was strong for many of the participants.
Tigist’s account was common:

My parents wanted me to marry when | was 12
years old because they said they couldnt sup-
port me economically,but | refused.ldidn't agree
with my parents and | got five Birr (US$0.30)
from friends and went to the town where | at-
tended secondary school. | was living with my
relatives who were very poor and my friends and
the community provided me with food.

Tadesse’s parents supported her education initially.
However, her mother suggested she marry in 4®
grade after her father died. Instead of following her
mother’s wishes, similar to Tigist, she ran away and
went to live with relatives in Addis Ababa. However,
she ended up marrying a young man to escape her
family’s hold on her life.

The study participants cited financial pressure as a
major challenge at every level of education and at
the university level in particular. The young women
did not anticipate the costs for basic, necessary
items, including toiletries, sanitary products, charg-
es to photocopy class materials, medical expenses
and costs for travel between their home villages
and Addis Ababa.

Netsanet lamented, “Despite all of the challenges
I've confronted, it's embarrassing that | don’t even
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have the resources to buy toiletries and feminine
products. | think it’s harder for girls—it may not
sound like a big burden, but being female does
create extra difficulties.” In addition to feminine
products, every respondent mentioned the expen-
sive photocopying requirements for classes. Genet
described an upsetting experience in which a pro-
fessor forced her to leave class because she had not
copied a bulky set of materials, thus preventing her
from participating or absorbing the material on
which she would be tested. Medical expenses can
also be a difficult challenge when they are not ex-
pected. Tadesse struggled to pay her medical bills
when she was hospitalized for tuberculosis.

Many young women from hot, dry regions were
surprised by Addis Ababa’s cool and wet climate
during most of the year. They did not have proper
clothing and struggled to find warm clothes or
did without. These costs were particularly bur-
densome because they did not expect to need
money while enrolled in a government-financed
university. Several participants reported that the
lack of income-generating opportunities for young
women who need funds could lead to commercial
sex work.

Many participants were concerned that they would
stand out as being poor or be ridiculed because of
their clothing. Fortunately, many of them realized
that this was not important and they were rarely
judged. Selamawit explained her reconciliation
with her limited wardrobe, “I sometimes felt bad
when other students had new clothes and I did not
have another set of clothes. At times | was not able
to wash what | was wearing and my spare dress
was torn. But my friends advised me that | should
not feel this and then | was okay with it.”

The Ministry of Education has identified expanded
university enrollment for young, vulnerable women
from rural areas as a key priority and subsequently
lowered the minimum entry scores for this group.
However, the young women in the study explained
that the government does not provide reme-
dial education classes or extra academic support to
ensure that they do not fall behind in class. This as-
sistance provides support in the admission process
but does not help them succeed post-enrollment.

Several of the young women are proud of “surviv-
ing here, even when many other girls have been
dismissed,” but feel they need additional support,
skills and resources to successfully complete their
studies.

Many participants discussed the predatory nature
of males, both professors and peers, at the uni-
versity. They unanimously agreed that some boys
use academic assistance, force and/or bribery to
initiate sexual relationships with female students.
Tadesse stated:

When it comes to relationships with other stu-
dents, my relationships with girls are fine, but
boys try to change the relationship. Whenever
you appear to be helpless or ask for their help
they approach and act like they want to assist
you and then they begin to ask for other things
and push for sex. The same thing happens with
teachers. There is no way to feel protected.

Several young women confirmed rumors that some
male professors assigned their female students
lower grades than they deserved and proposed
that they raise their grades by consenting to sex.

All the women commented that to succeed in
school, females had to be wary of males, both
students and teachers. The young women strongly
believed that engaging in sexual relationships, par-
ticularly those that were exploitative, would derail
their hard work and lead them astray. Several par-
ticipants expressed concern, mostly from personal
experience, that male peers grew more aggressive
and even violent if refused an opportunity to date
or have sex. Tadesse pointed out, “Many girls need
to know about relationships, especially with boys.
It is better for girls to learn about these things
while they're in high school because many girls are
victims or HIV positive as a result; some of them
get pregnant and get abortions. All these things
happen because of lack of awareness.”

Although five young women mentioned a univer-
sity gender office tasked with receiving complaints,
they explained the office lacked power to take
action on abuse, discrimination and harassment.
One young woman explained, “The job of the ad-
ministration is to keep the students calm; nobody
is worried about the quality of the teaching or if
we have problems with boys or professors. There is



a counselor in the university, but even if we report
it to the counselor, she is in no position to report it
to higher officials.”

Several young women complained of professors
discriminating based on attractiveness or ethnic
background.Tadesse noted, “Some teachers are not
helpful: They are discriminatory. They give special
support for those coming from cities. There was a
rumor that the subjects taught here are difficult
and that teachers assign grades based on ethnic
backgrounds. | think that’s true. Girls from rural
areas usually reject any sexual requests so teachers
prey on city girls and favor them.”
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Netsanet and Yewbdar wash their hands after lunch.

© FHI 360
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Achieving success
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23 years old

Netsantet’s marriage only lasted one year. Even
after her husband left her, she continued walking
two hours each way to school. Netsanet could not
imagine living the same life as her mother, who
suffered in an unhappy marriage.

When Netsanet decided to attend university, her
father felt that she was no longer his daughter be-
cause she had defied his wish for her to remain in
the village. She sent village elders to convince him
to contribute to her education, if only to support
her transportation costs. Initially he refused, but
the village community supported Netsanet and
recognized the challenges she overcame to attend
college. They persuaded her father that his daugh-
ter was succeeding in life and his family was the

Addis Ababa

Defying tradition

Netsanet

luckiest in the village. Upon the community’s insis-
tence, Netsanet’s father gave her 200 Birr (US$ 12).

As a young girl already engaged to be married,
Netsanet wanted to be a lawyer to advocate for
women’s rights. Once in university, her interest
shifted to psychology. She hoped to open her own
counseling center and assist women in abusive or
unhealthy relationships. At the time of this study,
she served as advisor to female students entering
the university in which she informed them about
procedures and provided warnings about relations
with boys.

Her energy and determination to attend university
was a result of the strength she developed when
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faced with great obstacles, particularly without
basic moral support. She learned that success
would come from her own efforts and resolve; and
she became an inspiration to others by succeeding
despite having defied her family. Her success story
was even published in her province!

Despite the socio-cultural pressures and financial
difficulties Netsanet and other participants identi-
fied, they defiantly overcame these challenges and
achieved success. Netsanet’s success can be linked
to her courage and goal-oriented nature as well as
to the community support she received. Many of
the young women interviewed stated that univer-
sity was one of only two viable options that could
change their lives. In addition to tertiary education,
the other option was commercial sex work, which
has serious health, safety and psychological risks.
Thus, from their perspective, education was the
only escape that provided an alternative to the
cycle of poverty. As a testament to this belief, one
study participant described education as “liberat-
ing.” Though each young woman interviewed
had a unique pathway to success and “liberation”
through education, their themes were quite similar.

The majority of participants viewed education as
powerful because it was the key to self-reliance
and self-sufficiency. These young women dis-
played resolve and commitment to pursuing and
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completing education, even if it meant disobeying
family wishes and moving away from home and
community support networks. The courage to live
different lives than their parents drove many of
the young women forward despite the obstacles
they faced. Many respondents had witnessed or
experienced abuse, abject poverty, abandonment
and other traumatic events that motivated them
to achieve self-dependence. However, navigating
these traumatic events and tough challenges,
not only took courage, but instilled in the young
women a feeling that life is a solitary journey and,
as Nasira said, “It’s only me who can make a differ-
ence in my life.”

On the other hand, this courageous attitude
brought about new experiences. As a result many
of the study participants reported transformations
in social behavior and social skills after entering
university. Alone at university, during their fresh-
man years, the participants learned to modify their
study habits, social behavior and cultural beliefs
about unfamiliar ethnic groups. Abate, from the
Ambhara region, reflected, “I now believe that
everyone is equal and people of different ethnic
backgrounds have generally similar behaviors.
Growing up, we had been afraid of different ethnic
groups and I'm sure that they had rumors that we
were savages, too.” Although she grew up in a fully
Christian village in which residents derided Islam,
she bonded with Muslims upon arriving on campus
and has completely altered her perception of Islam.
When asked about their most significant changes
since arriving at university, a majority of the young
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women described an increased ability to interact
with students from other backgrounds and talk
openly about problems and pain with their diverse
set of peers. The young women cited their courage
and determination to succeed at university as an
inspiration to develop the best techniques and
strategies to thrive in their new environment.

All of the study participants felt a boost of confi-
dence when they scored well enough on the 10"
grade exams to attend college. Passing the exams
affirmed that they could dream big and pursue
university as a future goal.

Almost every survey participant discussed the im-
portance of working toward defined goals. These
young women were remarkably goal-oriented,
have disciplined behavior and approximately half
emphasized the importance of problem-solving
to circumvent obstacles. For example, to meet
financial challenges, one-fourth found jobs clean-
ing dormitories, washing other students’ clothes or
performing similar tasks around campus.

For Netsanet and many of the other young women
interviewed, family support was not always present
and many faced initial resistance from family and
community members when they announced their
intention to study at university. One young woman,
whose family initially encouraged her to remain
in the village instead of attending university, said
that they have become her greatest supporters,
“My family supports me morally; they encourage
me with advice and say that | will continue until
the end.” However, many overcame challenges in
pursuit of tertiary education without familial sup-
port. In comparison, Netsanet’s community played
a role in helping to influence her father to provide
financial support.

In most cases community members’ eventual
acceptance of participants’decisions to attend uni-
versity surprised the young women. Previously, they
felt ostracized by their communities but followed
their dreams anyway. However, most respondents
reported that their communities began to view
them as role models for achieving academic and

personal success, despite the challenges posed by
their living conditions. This delayed reaction did
not deter them from enrolling in university. When
asked about treatment by community members on
trips home, the young women responded that non-
university educated peers in the village viewed
them as “wise,” “brave” and “respected.” This unex-
pected approval and recognition as leaders raised
their self-confidence. It encouraged them to stay in
university and to work harder. They now see them-
selves as role models for their community.

Ethiopia’s devout population is 69 percent Christian
and 30 percent Muslim.3” The overwhelming ma-
jority of young women in this study are Christian
and nearly all listed the church as a great source
of inspiration and endurance when faced with the
tough conditions on the path to university. Bayt
a Christien, Amharic for “church,” was a common
response when participants were asked to list the
non-academic elements of their daily life. Kimiya
explained, “We have to be very strong in our faith
first. All things get better from the religion and our
commitment to religion.” Addis said, “It should be
understood that learning is secondary. We have to
focus on our religion as well. It is a basic and fun-
damental thing for every girl. It is not just about
education, we have to know about our religion too.”
For young women lacking moral support from fam-
ily, or facing outright resistance from parents, the
refuge of the church and moral support of religious
figures helped them to persevere.

The young women surveyed received varying
levels of information about university life, advice
about how to select a major and assistance in
applying to university. A handful of participants
attended formal orientations at their secondary
schools. However, for those whose school did not
offer formal orientation sessions about the univer-
sity application process, respondents spoke with
university students who returned home to their
villages during the summer. One woman spoke
about the information she received from a friend:

| received information about what university is
like from university students who came to my
village during the vacation. Those students were
telling me about the challenges—academic and
social—at university. They explained some of the
characteristics demonstrated by girls from cities



and said for us not to follow those examples, like
having boyfriends or allowing sexual relations.
Girls who do that forget their purposes.

Although most respondents reported receiving
erroneous or exaggerated information regarding
university life from older students, the influence
of these role models on younger students was
substantial. Yewbdar remembered that as a young
girl, she respected and looked up to the university
students because they were involved in community
activities such as planting trees, teaching children
during the summer and serving the local adminis-
tration by organizing files. Yewbdar respected their
knowledge and ability to work with the commu-
nity, as well as their ability to introduce new ideas
into the community.

For Genet, older peers who returned home for va-
cations inspired her with stories of social harmony
among Ethiopia’s 8o ethnic groups. University stu-
dents also instructed her not to have a boyfriend
and to avoid sexual relationships. Once at univer-
sity, only a few young women found seniors that
were available and willing to mentor freshmen.

g
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One-quarter of those surveyed wished for more
structured activities in which older and younger
female students could interact.

When students are far from their families, the
support of friends, dormitory mates and older
students becomes increasingly important. Study
participants relied on support from male friends
in secondary school because males tended to do
better academically and were more likely to pursue
higher education. However, at university, almost all
began to favor the company, support and advice of
women, mainly due to the predatory experiences
they had with university men.

Most cited informal dormitory discussions among
peers about topics ranging from university events
to teacher abuse to relationship advice as the most
helpful and informative tool for young women,
especially those from rural backgrounds unaccus-
tomed to aggressive treatment from men.

Netsanet buys soap at the market.

THROUGH THEIR EYES, IN THEIR VOICES 63



64

education.

Do not lose hope, be
persistent, be proud and
avoid sex work.

Do not hurry to
marry. Do not marry
before you finish your

ETHIOPIA

In their voices: Advice to young Ethiopian women

FIGURE 8.

Strive for self-confidence Do not quit,

don'’t give up, be strong
and believe in God. I believe
all the suffering and pain
will pay off.

and self-reliance. Don'’t rely

on your parents Oor on men.

Be a visionary; have a
plan to work towards the
fulfillment of that vision. Be
a problem-solver; don'’t give
up because of a problem or a
challenge, seek different
alternatives.

Be supportive of
your parents and be
strong in your education
so that you can help your
parents.
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Students read in their dorm room.
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The lead researcher meets with Meera and her family in her home.
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India, home to1.2 billion people and one of the world'’s
fastest growing economies and largest democracies,
isadiverselandscape of cultures,languages and geog-
raphies spread over a million square miles. However,
with 37 percent of the population, or approximately
410 million people, living in poverty, India is home to
one third of the world’s poorest people.®

In the last decade, the government’s “Education for All” initiative has in-
creased primary school enrollment, expanded school infrastructure, reduced
out-of-school children, increased transition rates and narrowed the gender
gap.3? However, substantial gender disparities remain and are often empha-
sized by culture, caste structure and geography. Families that are socially
and economically disadvantaged remove their girls from formal schools
at the onset of puberty. Many girls are forced into early marriage, often
becoming young mothers; and those who are not married take on house-
hold responsibilities+ and do not have the opportunity to realize their full
academic potential. Women have widely different educational experiences
across India. In the southern state of Kerala, women have achieved nearly
9o percent literacy, whereas in the northern state of Bihar, this rate is only
31 percent. Ensuring education for all citizens in the second most populous
nation in the world is an enormous challenge. Ensuring education for girls
and young women is an even greater task.

This country study describes the educational landscape, presents research
findings based on discussions with the 25 study participants and introduces
two success stories, Meera and Manorama, young Indian women who have
reached new heights and managed to pursue university studies.
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The educational landscape

FIGURE 9.
Public sector spending on education is low; the

Education background statistics for India government allocates only three percent of its bud-
get to this vital sector. Enrollment drops by about

half from primary school to secondary school,# and

;;2’:;;"50“ EDUCATION GENDER PARITY INDEX according to UNICEF, 20 percent of children aged

6 to 14 years do not attend school.#* School life

PRIMARY expectancy for females is approximately 9.8 years,

6 TO 14 )’ears OId 097 indicating that girls drop out after transitioning

to secondary school. While India has reached near

SECONDARY o o

SCHOOL LIFE EXPECTANCY O 86 genderp‘arlty|n prlmaryschoolenrollmgnt,dwpan—
. ties continue at the secondary and tertiary levels.

MALE TERTIARY Privately funded English-medium education and

108 yea rs 0.70 government-funded schools that teach in regional

languages often reflect broader social divisions:

FEMALE urban and rural, wealthy and poor, high-caste and

9.8 years TERTIARY ENROLLMENT low-caste. Thus, language is linked with power,

domination and social inequality.# At the univer-

WAL sity level, English is the medium of education for

ADULT LITERACY RATE 5,815,521 sciences and professional subjects.4 For students

(age 15 and over)
who attend government-funded schools, learn-

ing English often becomes the students’ burden;
they must study this language on their own after
completing a secondary education with weak or
non-existent English instruction. English, as a skill
that facilitates economic opportunity, “remain(s] in-

MALE FEMALE accessible to those who are disadvantaged because
TOTAL of their economic situation, their caste or both.”+®
PUBLIC SPENDING ON 14,862,962 ) )
EDUCATION (% of GDP) Tertiary education

NUMBER OF TERTIARY India’s tertiary education system is one of the

EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS largest in the world, with more than 14 million stu-
dents, but only 39 percent of the students pursuing

APPROXIMATELY tertiary education are female. There is great gen-
26’400 der disparity in literacy: 75 percent of adult males
are literate, compared to only 51 percent of adult

See endnote 6 for data sources. females (see Figure 9). The sheer size of the popula-

tion and disparities across the Indian states mean
that millions of young Indian women face the chal-
lenges of female access to tertiary education.

Study participants

Among the 25 young women interviewed for this
study, the families of 10 were from Delhi, and the
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other 15 young women and their families mi-
grated to Delhi from Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand,
Rajasthan, Bihar, Haryana and Kerala. Most parents
moved to the city to search for better work, and
to support their families in the villages. The par-
ticipants were studying at three universities, three
vocational training centers and two hospitals.
Twenty-four percent were studying education-
related fields and 20 percent were in medical fields
including nursing and medical laboratory technol-
ogy. Their areas of study are listed in Text Box 15.

All these young women are the first generation in
their family to study at university (see Table g). Six
of the participants have one parent that has com-
pleted 12th grade, but none of their parents have
studied beyond secondary school. The mothers of
11 young women are illiterate and never went to
school. Thirteen participants have older siblings
who pursued tertiary education. Family sizes

TEXT BOX 14.

Udayan Care’s Shalini Fellowship

Udayan Care is an NGO based in Delhi, India. The
Shalini Fellowship Program helps young women
from underprivileged backgrounds to pursue an
education and attain independence. The program
considers need and merit through its NAT system (Need, Ambition
and Talent); annual family income must be less than US$2231. Program
duration is dependent on a fellow’s area of interest, but ranges from one
to six years.

Udayan ? ARE

Fmpathy Faucation Fropmverment

The Shalini Fellowship has supported 1810 girls since it’s inception in
2002. Currently, 1270 girls are receiving scholarships and mentoring
support including motivational workshops, residential camps and
job placement.

More information is available on the Udayan Care website:
www.udayancare.org

ranged from no other children to nine siblings, and
the average was three. All the young women inter-

viewed are single and none have children. TEXT BOX 15.

Most participants (76 percent) received support
from Udayan Care’s Shalini Fellowship (see Text Box
14). Udayan Shalini Fellowships support students in
pursuit of professional or technical programs. This
fellowship provides US$400 per year for univer-
sity expenses. Fellows who pursue other courses
receive half that amount. One young woman was
supported by the Roshni Academy, an NGO that
trains and mentors girls from socioeconomically
underprivileged communities.# Sixty-eight percent
of participants received some financial support
from their families; 20 percent did not receive

Participants’ areas of study

Arabic, Ayurvedic Medicine, Commerce, Elementary Education, English,
Hindi, History, Midwifery, Medicine, Nursing, Physics and Technology

TABLE 9.

Student participants’ backgrounds

Number of participants 25

NGO or scholarship support for tertiary education.

Twenty-eight percent worked to help pay for their Age Range 18-22 years old
educational costs. Two young women received Public schooling (primary and secondary) 17 68%
financial support from teachers, another took out

a bank loan and one young woman supported her- First generation high school graduates 19 76%
self without any additional financial assistance. First generation university admission 2 100%
Only two young women lived in college hostels. For First and only member to graduate high 7 »8%

safety and cultural reasons, the remaining 23 young
women lived with their families, four of which

school and attend university

Received secondary school scholarship 20 80%
resided in rented houses. At the college hostel, the
two paid monthly fees of US$27-33 for meals and Receiving university scholarship 19 76%
accommodation. The young women’s employment Receiving financial support from their families 18 72%
was typical of India’s cultural and social context; of
the 25 young women, 18 did not work outside the Currently Employed (part-time or full-time) 8 32%
home. Six ran part-time tutoring classes at their Married o 0%
homes, a convenient and conventional option. One
was a full-time insurance clerk, supporting her Children 0 0%

family along with her education.
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Overcoming challenges

Delhi

Even with a new skirt, Manorama had difficulty
adjusting to the government Hindi-medium school
environment. Basic English was taught, which was
a disappointment as she had been studying in
English since 1st grade. This hampered her studies
until her teacher eventually shifted her back to an
English-medium course in 10th grade. With more
than three years studying in Hindi, Manorama had
lost out on improved performance and language
growth, but she worked hard and remained one of
the top students in her class.

Since she was a child, Manorama has wanted to
be an engineer. She watched construction work-
ers with yellow hard hats and wanted to be one
of them, but her parents had other plans. They
organized a visit to her father’s village to meet a
prospective groom. Manorama remembers:

I was in shock. Marriage was not an option. |
had been continuously studying for engineering
entrance exams. | had no other thought. | spoke
to relatives and begged them to convince my
parents otherwise. When nothing worked and |
was forced to climb on the train to the village, |

Only one skirt

Manorama

21years old

still kept on studying for my entrance exams. The
days spent in the village were the most painful. |
didn’t eat or drink, I just cried. | wanted to study,
but there was so much chaos.

When Manorama met the boy, she did not speak
a word or even look at him. She just stared at the
floor and shed a tear. When Manorama’s father
saw his daughter’s unwillingness, he called the
marriage off and brought her back to the city.
Today, Manorama is in the third year of her bach-
elor’s degree in technology.

Manorama looked up to her father, who despite his
heart problems, diabetes and high blood pressure,
satin front of a fire for 16 hours a day blowing glass
to support his family. Seeing Manorama’s determi-
nation to go to university, he bought her a laptop
and was still paying installments for this purchase
at the time this study was conducted.

Even though it was not culturally acceptable,
Manorama did not want the burden of marriage.
As the eldest, her parents wanted her to marry first
so that her younger sisters could then be married,
but Manorama took charge in her own way. She



About Manorama

FAMILY

Six siblings; mother is illiterate and
a housewife; father is literate and a
glass blower

- MAJOR
BA Technology, 3rd year
. EDUCATION FUNDING
Shalini Fellowship and family

began looking for a job to begin post completion
of her studies, so she would be able to support her
aging parents and mentally challenged brother.
She planned to eventually continue studying for
her Ph.D. Manorama wanted to secure her own as
well as her family’s future. Sitting at a crossroads,
she was sure of one thing—she did not want an
easy job. Instead, Manorama hoped to be paid for
her sweat and hard work; to ensure that she and
her sisters would never have only one skirt to wear.

As the eldest child, Manorama balanced the
pressure to marry with the obligation and desire
to support her family. Her journey to university
highlighted many of the challenges that other
young Indian women in this study faced, such as
struggling with financial needs, lacking fluency in
the language of instruction and the pressure to
marry. Following is further description of common
challenges that Manorama and her peers faced in
pursuing university education.

Twenty-four percent of the young women reported
feeling pressured by their families to marry, espe-
cially after they graduated from secondary school
and were considering pursuing university. Twenty
percent of participants were from single parent
families or families where only one parent sup-
ported their daughter’s education. The pressure to
marry was more intense when there was a single

LIVING SITUATION
Family

FUTURE ASPIRATIONS
Ph.D.

CHALLENGES
- Financial need

L © D

- Pressure to marry
+ Language of instruction

SUCCESS FACTORS
' » Goal-oriented

+ Family support
+ NGO support

parent at home. About a quarter of the young
women reported that extended family and neigh-
bors did not support girls’ education and tried to
convince their parents not to send their daughters
to university. In Veena’s words, “My parents would
have been more supportive if | were a boy.”

In addition to the pressure to marry, some young
women worried about their ill parents at home for
whom they could not provide care,and some young
women’s parents want control and dominance over
their daughters’ university or program of study.

Even though 8o percent of these women had
scholarships for higher education, they face finan-
cial challenges, such as the cost of travel, books,
stationery and college events. For those at techni-
cal or private institutes or pursuing professional
or vocational courses, scholarships barely covered
program fees.

A participant said:

I wanted to study English, but that wasn't
enough to get a good job. | needed a professional
course, and wanted a diploma in office manage-
ment. The scholarship funds, however, were not
enough as they hardly covered the expenses of
my bachelor’s degree in English. A teacher came
to my aid and sponsored my tuition and gave me
money for travel in the Delhi Metro. He knew |
couldn’t have pursued a diploma without such
support.l had no means.
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Twelve percent faced health problems that ham-
pered their secondary school studies. One young
woman contracted chicken pox during her annual
exams, could not prepare and became depressed
at the prospect of failure. Ready to quit school if
she failed, she passed with borderline marks and
continued her education.

Nearly half of the study participants had difficul-
ties obtaining information and guidance while
applying to university. Though most of them found
the process easy to navigate, they lacked informa-
tion about college programs and did not know how
to use computers or the Internet. As many were the
first in their families to pursue tertiary education,
there was often not a close relative that could pro-
vide appropriate guidance. Kiran reports:

After completing 12th grade, | wasted a year by
not pursuing a program of my choice, because
| didn't get any guidance. | wanted to study
medicine but did not know the procedures and
options. My brother could not help me because
he is in engineering. | collected papers according
to the information given in the newspaper but
that didn’t turn out to be enough. | had to run
around a lot. | wish | knew how to use the com-
puter and Internet; | could’ve done much better
in getting correct information.

The new college environment was not an easy
adjustment for many young women, especially
those from socioeconomically disadvantaged back-
grounds who had low self-confidence.

Forty percent of the young women stated that they
had poor communication skills and low self-confi-
dence. Consequently, they reported being afraid to
talk to males, appear for interviews, participate in
competitions or speak English. Kavita explains:

Since | joined university, | was very conscious
of my poor communication skills. In my second
semester at the university, | had to give a pre-
sentation. My fear of having bad communication
skills, and the resulting lack of confidence, made
me forget all that | was supposed to say. | came
back home without giving the presentation,
which consequently affected my scores. | wish to

know how to speak well in English, because the
audience was English-speaking.

Sapna had a similar situation. She found that
preference is given to students who can speak in
English and come from private schools, “The trend
is to flaunt your new clothes everyday and be high-
class. No one is concerned about students who
have a low status. Even teachers discriminate.”

For another 12 percent, coming from a less wealthy
state or a small village made them feel less confi-
dent at university. These young women also faced
challenges living in hostels with other women
of different and varied backgrounds, particularly
around “ragging,” the Indian version of college
“hazing.” Pankaj explained that in her nursing
program, “ragging” was the social norm. The older
students required the underclassman to greet
them in a particular fashion and be polite at all
times. She explained, “They also make us stand in
a row for two hours each night as they check our
dress and accessories. They pass comments if we
even look at the ground. We also have to fill buck-
ets of water for them and deliver them on the fifth
floor so they can take a bath without any effort.”

Sixty percent of the study participants studied
in English at university, and 24 percent of all par-
ticipants said they faced a change in language of
instruction, from Hindi or Urdu to English. Sana
was from a poor Muslim family. She did her entire
schooling in Urdu, her first language and the lan-
guage of instruction at the conservative Muslim
school in her neighborhood. Sana dropped out of
school after 10th grade when all her books were
burned in a house fire. Two years later, she returned
to school motivated and determined again. When
she finally completed 12th grade, she could not
find a teacher training program that was taught in
Urdu. Sana struggled in her classes taught entirely
in Hindi and was unable to perform well because
of this challenge.

Delhi has a high rate of crimes against women.
Sixteen percent of the young women interviewed
stated that security was a concern for them,
and some explicitly reported experiencing “eve-
teasing,” or sexual harassment. This was a major
concern when long-distance travel was required
for educational trips or trainings in other parts of



the city, or if the young women commuted daily to
distant colleges.

One young woman remembered an unfortunate
day on the bus:

Once when | was travelling by bus, | had a man
place his hand on my thigh. Another time, a man
touched me inappropriately repeatedly. When
| gained control and confirmed his intention in
my mind, | started yelling. I also fought with the
fellow passengers for not speaking up and pro-
tecting a girl.

Twenty-eight percent of the young women re-
ported difficulties finding space to study. This was
especially true for young women living in joint
families or with unsupportive family members.
Alcoholism at home was also cited as a distraction.
Swati explained her situation:

I had problems because of my joint family. We
have a small house,and each nuclear family has a
single room for itself. There were always distrac-
tions, noise, and disturbance. Once there was a
problem with my uncle’s employers, who discon-
nected the electricity at the house. This was right
before my 10th grade English exam. My mother
kept on asking me to study and not bother, but |
couldn’t study in such a disturbing atmosphere.

One participant lived in a one-room house. Her
mother had to turn off the fan when she cooked
in the same room, making it difficult for the young
woman to study in the heat. Additionally, her father
drank alcohol at night. Recognizing she could not
focus on her studies, her mother eventually sent
her daughter to a hostel.

© Manit Balmiki

Manorama visits her father at his workshop.

© Saryu Dahra

Manorama meets with the research team for an open-air interview.
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Achieving success

Maternal motivation

Meera
20 years old
Delhi

.
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As the only female child, Meera’s studies were not
deemed important; she was expected to care for
the household while her parents worked. She tend-
ed to her sick father, cared for her mother when
she was abused by her father and attended school
only when she could find time. Meera explained,
“Though my brother supported this idea, the rest
of my family wanted me to complete my studies,
work at home and get married. | tried to argue with
them, saying that | managed to study and grow be-
cause of the help that | received from others. Now |
want to give back and help others, too.”

Meera’s extended family also encouraged her
mother to get Meera married and not waste their
money and her education. Meera, however, told her
family that she will file a lawsuit against the family
if they coerce her into marriage. Meera admitted
that she was scared but displaying her fear was not
an option. She would rather run away than be forced
into a marriage before she finishes her education.

Meera paid her fees and other expenses from the
scholarship she received from Udayan Care’s Shalini
Fellowship Program, which provided US$200 per
year. Her family’s financial support was minimal
and the earnings from her part-time teaching po-
sition at an NGO orphanage were not consistent,

although she earned approximately US$22-26 each
month. She contributed some of her scholarship
funds and personal earnings to household ex-
penses. Focusing on education was an escape from
the challenges at home and kept her motivated
towards a brighter future. Her mother said proudly,
“Itis her hard work that has brought her this far”

Hindi literature is Meera’s passion, but her older
brother pressured her to study materials manage-
ment, as he believed this would lead to a good job.
Meera agreed with her brother’s choice in order to
postpone her marriage. Focusing on her education
was an opportunity for Meera to carve out a new
role for herself and ensure that her future would
be much better than her past and different from
her mother’s life. Confident and determined, Meera
wanted to learn self-defense to protect herself,
“Being bold, showing strength is important. The
trick is to become powerful. That is why | want to
learn martial arts. Girls shouldn’t be so weak as to
fall with a slight touch.”

Meera grew up in poverty and had seen disease
destroy her family, but she was determined to
have a better future for herself. While she faced
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Two siblings; father is deceased;
mother is illiterate and a cleaner
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EDUCATION FUNDING

. Shalini Fellowship, family and self-
funded

EMPLOYMENT:
Teacher at NGO-run orphanage

socioeconomic challenges, including the domi-
nance of male family members and the pressure
to marry, she was able to triumph over these
challenges. Similar to the other young women
interviewed in India, Meera was goal-oriented
and had both familial and organizational support.
Following is further description of the success fac-
tors that Meera and her peers identified as they
pursued university education:

| want to continue my studies after undergrad.
| want a master’s degree of education and to
become a teacher educator. | don't want to
teach just 5o students. Instead, | want to teach
50 teachers, who will further teach 5o students
each. One day, | want to become a teacher at my
college.

Meera’s mother was the principal motivator of her
determination to study. In contrast, many of the
study participants attributed their determination
and confidence to their own academic accomplish-
ment and extracurricular activities. Nearly half (48
percent) recounted an academic accomplishment
such as placing first in their class, their school
or the university entrance exams, or winning a
teacher’s approval in class. Additionally, nearly half
(44 percent) participated in extra-curricular activi-
ties, including winning competitions, participating
in poetry recitals and excelling in arts and crafts.
These experiences bolstered self-confidence and
further fueled their determination to succeed.

LIVING SITUATION
Family

FUTURE ASPIRATIONS
Master’s in business administration

CHALLENGES
+ Family ties

L & D

- Financial need
+ Adjusting to university

SUCCESS FACTORS
-+ Determination

« NGO support

+ Family support
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Though it appeared in different forms in different
cases, family support was one of the most remark-
able and noteworthy success factors. Sixty-eight
percent of the study participants received support
from both parents. This support was manifest in a
variety of ways, including encouragement, creat-
ing a space at home for studying, not burdening
daughters with household chores and providing
them with necessary study materials. Sayyada and
Sumayya reported that neighbors tried to discour-
age and sway their parents away from supporting
their education, but their parents told them that
education is the most valuable asset in life, “Our
mother takes care of all the household chores, and
asks us to concentrate on our studies. Both our par-
ents struggled to pay for our education, but even if
the school fees were late and we had to pay fines,
they did it. She once sold her jewelry to pay for our
school fees.”

Kiran’s family supported her desire to be a medical
doctor and stopped pressuring her towards mar-
riage. She said, “They have also started to share
my dream of becoming a doctor one day.” Many
young women said they would not have been able
to pursue tertiary education or see themselves as
successful if they did not get family support.

For 20 percent of the study participants, a single
parent was their sole source of family support.
While most of the study participants had their
mothers’ support, some young women’s fathers
also supported their education. When the mother
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was the supportive parent, it was generally the
case that she wanted to save her daughter from
the fate that the mother herself had suffered in life.
With supportive fathers, the mothers usually could
not envision the productive results of a higher edu-
cation, and held traditional attitudes about early
marriage or girls performing household chores
rather than attending school.

© Manit Balmiki

Meera cooks at home.

Thirty-six percent of the participants had the sup-
port of their siblings. This support was stronger
when an elder sibling had pursued tertiary educa-
tion prior to the young women herself. However,
one participant reported having immense support
from her younger brother, who highly valued uni-
versity education for his elder sister and always
helped her create suitable conditions for studying
at home.

Sixteen percent of the young women also reported
receiving encouragement from an enlightened
uncle, a helpful aunt or visionary grandparents.

Seventy-six percent of the young women inter-
viewed received both mentoring and financial

support from organizations as well as support
from teachers and peers.

Approximately 84 percent of the young women
had influential and guiding teachers as a reinforc-
ing support factor. For most of the participants,
these were teachers who showed vision, provided
encouragement, helped with career counseling or
taught their subjects well.

Mentors were a common force in providing help
and assistance to the young women, though some
found mentors in their school or tuition teachers
and not through formal mentoring. For Udayan
Shalini Fellows, mentoring was a more formal
process. Sapna explained that during a residential
camp for Shalini Fellows, she communicated her
problems and feelings with her mentor. Originally
she had been unhappy with the university major
she had chosen, but he helped her see the advan-
tages and provided advice about how she could
use her degree. Similarly, Swati noted, “This fellow-
ship not only gives us financial support, but it also
teaches us to be good human beings. Career coun-
seling and mentoring support helps us to achieve
success in life.”

For three participants, the support of considerate
seniors—older peers at secondary school or uni-
versity—also proved to be a positive factor. These
slightly more experienced young women provided
help with adjustment issues, studying and career
advancement.

For 8o percent of the young women, financial sup-
port came from scholarships for tertiary education.
This study purposely selected young women who
were associated with Udayan Care, (see Appendix |)
and 95 percent of the scholarship support was
provided by the Udayan Shalini Fellowship. This
scholarship addressed their financial needs in
pursuing higher education and thus contributed
greatly to their success. Four young women also
received financial assistance from teachers for
academic fees or other expenditures such as edu-
cational trips.



In their voices: Advice to young Indian women

FIGURE 10.

Be self-confident but not
overly confident. Respect your elders and do

Keep your options open. .
Py p p not have a massive ego.
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Select your major of study
Do not trust according to your interests. Do Know your moral values
anyone easily. not be influenced by what others and do not change them

want you to do. for anyone.
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Coumba and Diallo meet with university professors to discuss the study.
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The Islamic Republic of Mauritania, mostly desert,
lies at the geographical and cultural crossroads
between the Arab world and sub-Saharan Africa,
south of Morocco and north of Senegal. Its vast land-
scape stretches across more than one million square
kilometers. With a population of only 3.3 million,
approximately 40 percent of the population lives
below the poverty line.4®

Even though many nomads and subsistence farmers were forced into the
cities by droughts in the 1970s and 1980s, half the population still depends
on agriculture and livestock for its livelihood. There is a high opportunity cost
involved in sending girls to school, particularly for families that do not have
domestic help or need additional assistance with their farms and livestock.
Many parents feel that their daughters’ time should be spent on household
chores and supporting the family’s financial needs. Girls are also expected to
marry at an early age, bear children and move into their husbands” homes.
If girls attend school, the chores must be delegated to another family
member, or the girl must continue to complete her chores in addition to her
schoolwork. The requirements for girls’ household chores are generally not
as stringent as for boys, as was recently confirmed by a UNICEF study that
found a clear gender differential in household chores in Mauritania.*® In ad-
dition to poverty, girls from rural areas face problems with transportation,
making it challenging to continue with secondary school. In a desert country
where the population density is approximately three inhabitants per square
kilometer, distance can be a huge barrier both for girls and for parents who
fear for their daughters’ safety.

This country study describes the educational landscape, presents research
findings based on discussions with 40 study participants and introduces
two success stories, Mariem and Khadijetou, young Mauritanian women
who are exemplary role models for both their peers and their communities.
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The educational landscape

Mauritania’s commitment to promoting girls’ education is indicated by the

dramatic increase in girls’ enrollment in primary education during the past

decade. The gender gap has also narrowed considerably and gender parity

has been surpassed in primary school, as now more girls than boys attend

primary school. Despite this, only 23 percent of Mauritanian females enroll

in secondary school° Young women and girls face economic and social

challenges due to the patriarchal structure of society and lack of resources

for public schools.

FIGURE 11.

Education background statistics for Maurtania
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TOTAL

12,519

NUMBER OF TERTIARY
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See endnote 6 for data sources.

The Mauritanian education system is impoverished
due to the lack of public spending on education
(2.9 percent of GDP).This became evident following
a study conducted by the Ministry of Primary and
Secondary Education that identified weaknesses
in schools” infrastructure and lack of teaching
materials as key problems.s' For example, the public
schools in Nouakchott’s poorest neighborhoods
have 100-200 students in one classroom; there are
too few desks available and many students must
sit on the floor. The teachers are also frequently
absent, do not have quality teaching materials
and are paid low salaries without health benefits.
Additionally, rural and low-quality urban schools
usually teach primary grades in local languages
and students emerge without any knowledge of
French or Arabic. As a result, each subsequent level of
school becomes more difficult for students who do not
understand enough French or Arabic to pass the en-
trance exams for secondary school, let alone university.

Tertiary education

Enroliment in Mauritania’s public schools, includ-
ing public universities, is free. Despite this, only 15
to 20 percent of students who take the entrance
exams are able to pass and only 25 percent of those
passing the exams are women.s* University class-
rooms are approximately 30 percent female, but
only two percent of all young Mauritanian women
study at university.® Young women from poorer
backgrounds are even less likely to complete uni-
versity degrees.



The research team coordinated with the University
of Nouakchott (see Text Box 17) faculty and staff
to identify 40 young women to participate in this
study. Thirty-five students were from sub-Saharan
black African ethnic groups and five were from
the Moor ethnic group. It was more difficult to
find Moor students who were willing to partici-
pate and able to obtain their parent’s permission.
Twenty-eight percent of the participants were
studying sciences, 25 percent were studying law
and 18 percent were studying social sciences. The
students interviewed were enrolled in a wide range
of departments and majors (see Text Box 16).

Fifty-three percent were the first in their family to
both graduate from high school and attend univer-
sity. The students and their families came from a
mix of urban (25 percent), peri-urban (45 percent)
and rural (30 percent) backgrounds. The average
family size was 10 members and the household
income ranged from US$50-250 per month. Twenty
percent of the young women interviewed were
married and 13 percent had at least one child.

Only two participants (5 percent) had received
secondary school scholarships but 12 participants
(30 percent) were receiving government university
scholarships of US$40 per month to help cover ad-
ditional living expenses. However, the majority of
them (78 percent) lived with their families. The re-
maining 22 percent rented rooms. Excluding tuition
fees, monthly expenses for students living on their
own ranged from US$110-215 (see Table 11). Due to
the stigma that is associated with women working,
only two young women reported working full time.
However, the research team believes that many of
the participants were probably engaged in some
type of informal employment, not only to support
themselves, but also to assist their families as well.
Young women who work are usually discreet and
they do not openly report their employment status.

TEXT BOX 16.

Participants’ areas of study

Arabic, Arabic Literature, Biology, Economics,
English, French Literature, Geography,
Interpretation, Law, Medicine and Sociology

TEXT BOX 17.

The University of Nouakchott

The University of Nouakchott is Mauritania’s only university, although
there are at least six other schools of higher education in the capital
city. The university has approximately 8,000 students with a 25 per-
cent female tertiary enrollment rate as of 2008-2009, an increase of 13
percent since 1992. Classes are taught in French and Arabic; students
with fluency in both languages can take full advantage of course of-
ferings and academic resources.

Several strikes were held throughout the course of this study in which
students demanded improved resources such as buses, a medical
clinic and improved library supplies. These requests resonated with
the participants as many of their concerns relate to transportation,
computer access and academic resources.

TABLE 10.

Student participants’ backgrounds

Number of participants 40

Age Range 18-28 years old
Public Schooling (primary and secondary) 34 85%
First generation high school graduate 28 70%
First generation university admission 39 98%
First and only family r.nem.ber to graduate high . 53%
school and attend university

Received a secondary school scholarship 2 5%
Receiving a university scholarship 12 30%
Receiving financial support from their families 38 95%
Currently employed (part-time or full-time) * 2 5%
Married 8 20%
Children 5 13%

*This number may not be accurate; because, due to social and cultural norms, women
may not have reported their employment status.

TABLE 11.

Estimated monthly expenses for university
students in Nouakchott

MONTHLY EXPENSES us$

Shared Housing $50-100
School supplies $10-15

Food and transportation $50-100
Total $110-215
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Overcoming Challenges

Mariem’s father believed that girls’ schooling was
necessary only as a prerequisite for marriage.
His narrow perspective reflects the opinions and
beliefs of many Mauritanian men who, despite
having completed higher education themselves,
have no shame in limiting that option for women.

Mariem’s mother, on the other hand, had always
supported her daughters’ educational ambitions
and swore that her daughters would go to school
to ensure they would not endure the hard life that
she had suffered. But this battle was not easily
won. Mariem’s mother would enroll her in school
and then several months later when her father
returned from his travels, he would take her out
of school. After this happened several times, her
father threatened to divorce her mother if she kept

Without a birth certificate

Mariem

27 years old
Nouakchott

Mariem in school. Fortunately, their family and
community intervened and eventually convinced
Mariem’s father to allow her to go to school.
Although he finally agreed, he did not offer her
any financial support because Mariem had acted
without his approval. Without support from her
father, Mariem’s mother was forced to earn money
selling cold drinks and ice to pay for her daughter’s
notebooks, pens, books and clothes.

In 2007, Mariem was in her final year of secondary
school and determined to study at university. To
register for the exam she needed an identification
card. Once again, she needed her father’s help.
Initially he again refused, but Mariem’s family and
friends intervened and begged him to help his
daughter. He finally agreed but required her to



About Mariem

FAMILY

Six siblings; mother is illiterate; father
is a travel company executive

L MAJOR
BA Geography, 3rd year
. EDUCATION FUNDING
University is free, family

do housework in the morning before school and
studying at night.

Finally, with an identification card in hand, Mariem
was able to take and pass the exam. She was
the first child in her family to attend university.
Her father eventually recognized her efforts and
began supporting her financially with US$60
per month. Though the university was free, her
father’s contribution plus $US40 per month from
her boyfriend helped cover other expenses, such
as transportation and school supplies. Despite the
many challenges in her life, Mariem’s determina-
tion and love for learning persisted and her dreams
of attending university were fulfilled. Because her
parents lived in their local village, she stayed with
relatives near the university, in the capital city.

Mariem was determined not to give up until she
obtains her Ph.D. She has already rejected three
marriage proposals and was consequently stigma-
tized by many in her family. She refused to marry
because for Mariem, education was a metaphor
for life and she felt that marriage would end her
dream of becoming educated.

Mariem’s situation was an example of what many
young Mauritanian women from socioeconomi-
cally disadvantaged backgrounds faced—a lack of
family support and financial resources. However,
with the help of her extended family, community
and a strong will to achieve, she graduated from

LIVING SITUATION
Family friends

FUTURE ASPIRATIONS
Master’s in business administration

CHALLENGES
+ Family ties

L © D

- Financial need
- Navigating pre-university

SUCCESS FACTORS
' « Determination

+ Goal-oriented
+ Family support

high school, postponed marriage and focused on
her tertiary studies. Among the 40 young women
interviewed, eight had come close to dropping out
but, after participating in the study interviews and
subsequent discussions, they were persuaded to
stay in university. Following is a further descrip-
tion of the common challenges that Mariem and
other socioeconomically disadvantaged women in
the study experienced in pursuit of their university
education, including the lack of family or commu-
nity support, struggling to meet educational and
daily living expenses, navigating secondary school
and adjusting to university life.

Mariem’s story illustrates the pressures that
families placed on young women to marry before
they were ready. Among the students interviewed,
20 percent were married and 55 percent were en-
gaged. Girls were usually raised to understand that
marriage was the major priority in their lives. If a
girl did not marry while she was young, she was
seen as undesirable. Her family could be shamed
and there was fear that the daughter would never
marry. Fatimettou’s family tried to marry her to a
45-year-old man because of the US$soo dowry
that was proposed. Based on tradition, she could
not refuse her parents’ decision. Ambitious and ea-
ger to continue her education, Fatimettou instead
ran away and hid in the city. Eventually she found
help from a local government agency in charge of
women’s issues. The agency spoke with her parents
and told them not to force her to marry anyone and
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they agreed to allow her to continue her education.
One student reported that her mother actually left
her father because he did not want their daughter
to leave the house and go to school.

Although tuition for university is free, students
have to pay all other costs such as transportation,
housing, food, books, printing expenses, clothing,
school supplies,computer lab time and health care.
Because of this, students have no choice but to
live on meager budgets of US$110-215 per month.
Fatimata had been working to support her own
education since she was in primary school, when
she sold ice cream and cold drinks after school.
After starting university she found herself in a des-
perate financial situation and was forced to drop
out for several months. Similarly, Naya regularly
missed classes because she was working to sup-
port herself and her family, a husband and a child.
Her parents and even her neighbors pressured her
to drop out because they felt that married women
should not study. Even though she missed classes,
Naya was extremely dedicated to her studies. She
regularly walked up to two hours a day, spent the
day at school and went without food, only to return
home to a baby, waiting to be fed. Guedie relied on
her father and uncle for money to cover her uni-
versity transportation and food expenses. After a
disagreement about her education, however, she
stopped receiving any support from them and was
looking for a part-time job to support herself.

Graduating from secondary school was a great ac-
complishment for the young women interviewed
in Mauritania. Not only did they face family and
financial challenges but 9o percent of the par-
ticipants reported that distance to and from their
secondary schools had also been a problem.
Conquering this distance was necessary since there
were no boarding schools. Thus parents generally
made living arrangements for their daughters with
family members or friends. Aissata had struggled
academically in secondary school and needed to
take private tutoring lessons,an additional expense
her family could not afford. With the combination
of financial stress and family pressure, Aissata
was almost always on the verge of dropping out.
Aissata failed the national exam twice, but finally
passed on her third attempt.

Many students indicated difficulties at university
that stemmed from low-quality primary and sec-
ondary schools. For example, some students faced
linguistic challenges as a result of not learning
French or Arabic, the languages of instruction at
university, during their primary and secondary
schooling. Khadijetou said she found studying in
only Arabic at university to be very limiting. Many
of the courses she wanted to take were offered
only in French, but she was not able to study in that
language.

Five of the participants also spoke of having been
raped, but none of them had reported the rapes to
the authorities. Financially desperate, one young
woman admitted to having accepted an offer of
USS$s5 to be ayoung man’s girlfriend. Several months
later she was pregnant and the father of her child
would no longer speak to her. Looked down upon
by her community and all alone, she reported that
she had attempted suicide twice after becoming
pregnant. In fact, two of the participants in this
study spoke of feeling depressed and mentioned
thoughts of suicide. Maintaining their health in the
face of these dangers to their own personal safety
was yet another challenge for the brave young
women interviewed.

Sixty percent of the participants mentioned that
stereotypes reinforcing traditional gender roles
were common on their campuses as well as in the
syllabiand textbooks.One young woman explained
that these ideas and illustrations continually rein-
forced the idea that girls should stay at home and
marry. These conventional representations of girls
and young women made it difficult for female stu-
dents to be taken seriously.

Ninety-five percent of the young women inter-
viewed felt that finding time to study was a major
challenge. As both women and students, they had
designated domestic roles that jeopardized
their ability to concentrate on school. Household
chores such as cooking, cleaning, collecting wa-
ter, procuring food, washing clothes and taking
care of younger siblings regularly interfered with
classroom punctuality and the ability to study dur-
ing the evenings. One respondent explained the



difficulties of studying at home when coupled with
her responsibilities of preparing meals and doing
housework. She spoke of having to wake up early
each morning to help prepare breakfast. Guedie
struggled to focus on her studies because she
shared a bedroom with her six sisters who did not
attend school and often disturbed her while she
tried to study.

University facilities

Many of the participants also described difficulties
related to overcrowded classrooms. Designed to
seat 5o-70 students, classrooms instead accom-
modated 100-200 students. Similarly, classrooms
designed for 200 students, would frequently
have 500-1000 students enrolled in a single class.
Participants spoke of cramped, claustrophobic
classrooms, with students sitting outside the
classroom, on window sills or on the floor. This
overcrowding made it extremely difficult for teach-
ers to teach and for students to hear and learn
during lessons.

Each of the participants also reported a lack of
teachers,as well as a shortage of essential teaching
materials. Sometimes there were not computers,
not only for students but for teachers as well. Ten
of the participants were currently writing their
master’s dissertations, yet none of them owned a
computer. Consequently, they were forced to use
Internet cafes and pay for typing services, addi-
tional costs that were difficult to afford.

© ANFE

Entrance to the University of Nouakchott.
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Achieving success

22 years old
Nouakchott

In Mauritania, French is the language of commerce,
while Arabic is the national language. French is
primarily taught in high quality schools and is also
the language most widely spoken by university
students. Due to her persistence and dedication
to learning, Khadijetou passed her entrance exam
and received a US$40 government scholarship
each month. With this scholarship she pusued
a major in economics but had to study in Arabic,
which caused feelings of embarrassment in front
of her girlfriends who were able to study econom-
ics in French. Not knowing French, she was unable
to enroll in all of the classes she wanted to take.
Socially, her lack of French skills was also challeng-
ing because most of the other students speak
French and local television shows were produced
in French. Khadijetou wanted to learn French, but
she could not afford language training, which cost
approximately US$400 per month.

Despite her scholarship, Khadijetou still often
fell short financially each month, which required
her to manage her money very carefully. Cultural
restrictions made it difficult, if not impossible, for
her to live alone in the capital city of Nouakchott.
As a result, she stayed with her aunt, who lived far
from the university. While conscious of her budget,
Khadijetou had no choice but to take the bus, at a
cost of US$15 per month and still had to walk two

Becoming a volunteer teacher

Khadijetou

hours per day just to reach university. She stayed
at the university throughout the day to attend
classes but could not afford to eat there. A restau-
rant lunch would have cost US$1and there was also
no place for her to keep and heat a packed lunch,
so she often went without food all day. Her family
did not approve of her education and did not sup-
port her financially or emotionally because they
believed that going to school was a sin and that
it would lead her to hell. Careful not to overspend,
she managed her US$40 per month as carefully as
she could, but often experienced difficulties with
additional expenses such as basic school supplies.

Despite these challenging situations, she was
dedicated to finishing university and helping other
women gain access to education. After participat-
ing in this study, Khadijetou graciously offered to
give Arabic lessons to ANFE’s girls on a voluntary
basis and, in exchange, ANFE offered to seek funds
to help her pay for French lessons. In the future
Khadijetou hopes to utilize her economics degree
by working foran NGO to help young women like her-
self attend school and develop entrepreneurial skills.

Most young Mauritanian women do not attend
university in part because they did not have role
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models. Only two percent of Mauritanian women
have attended university, making it difficult for
young girls to imagine their futures at university.s+
Khadijetou was not only a role model for young
Mauritanian women, but also for her new Arabic
students at ANFE. Despite the language barrier, she
was determined and willing to help other young
women to help themselves. Khadijetou’s suc-
cess, similar to that of the other young women
interviewed, was a result of her own personal moti-
vation as well as support from the government and
other organizations.

All of the Mauritanian participants demonstrated
tremendous motivation, determination and cour-
age. Five of whom consistently ranked at the top
of their class, a clear indication of strong willpower
and sense of purpose. Nearly all of the students
(98 percent) were the first in their families to
both graduate from secondary school and attend
university. However, their paths were far from easy
and many like Khadijetou rebelled against social
norms or went against their families’ wishes to at-
tend school. Initially, Mariem did not have financial
support from her family, but was armed with deter-
mination and a strong desire to make her mother
proud. With a young child and a lack of family sup-
port, Fatimata was determined to continue her
university education and support herself; she also
hoped to volunteer and work with disadvantaged
young women in the future.

LIVING SITUATION
Extended family

FUTURE ASPIRATIONS
Social work

CHALLENGES
+ Family ties

L © D

- Financial need
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SUCCESS FACTORS
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- Government support
+ NGO support

Family support was often identified as a key factor
that enabled many of the participants to study at
university. Although financial support was nearly
always limited for most students, several of them
reported that the emotional support of their
parents and relatives helped them to deal with
difficult situations and maintain the courage to
continue going to school. Mariem decided not to
give up until she had obtained a Ph.D. because her
mother had suffered to keep her in school. Her
mother’s support had also given her the courage to
reject unwanted marriage proposals.

Five students also mentioned that their fami-
lies had moved with them to the capital city of
Nouakchott so the young women could attend uni-
versity. These parents recognized that it would be
impossible for their daughters to go on their own
and wanted to ensure that they had every chance
to succeed in their studies.

Several of the respondents’ parents took out loans
or sold livestock to support their daughters’ uni-
versity expenses. One student recalled how her
mother had cried pleading with her father to allow
their daughter to attend university. Another par-
ticipant, Aissata, had a father who was a teacher
and a mother who was a computer scientist. Even
though she had nine siblings, she had both of her
parents’ financial and moral support and remained at
the top of her classes throughout her years at university.
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Community, NGO and government
support

Financial support

Some of the students reported that, in addition
to their families’ emotional and financial support,
access to financial resources, such as government
scholarships, were critical for their success at
university. Support of this type was also essential
to help cover other expenses, such as computer
access, meals on campus and transportation fees.

© ANFE

A group of university students walk to class.




In their voices: Advice to young Mauritanian women

FIGURE 12.

Find out in advance
about university procedures
to avoid being poorly
oriented.

Do not be afraid to ask
for advice from older
students.

Discuss with university
staff how and where to find
grants and other kinds
of support.

Adapt to university life
and be prepared to overcome
obstacles.

Act with confidence. Be
able to endure hardships
and remain determined.
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The Cambodian research team conducts a focus group discussion in Kampong Cham.
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Appendix [: Methodology

Young women were identified to participate in the
study based on eligibility criteria, which required
that study participants were first generation high
school graduates or university students, scholar-
ship recipients, from economically disadvantaged
backgrounds and enrolled in and attending cam-
pus-based university courses. The young women
were selected using partner organizations or local
universities and were personally invited to partici-
pate in the study by the local research team.

In India and Cambodia, Room to Read enlisted the
help and support of two local NGOs, Udayan Care
and KAPE, organizations that provide scholarships
to disadvantaged young women attending uni-
versity (see the India and Cambodia chapters for
more information). Interested and available par-
ticipants were invited to join an interview or focus
group discussion in their respective location. The
local research teams and participating Research
Assistants also identified several non-scholarship
recipients to participate in the study. In India and
Cambodia, the Grameen Foundation’s Progress Out
of Poverty Index™ss was used as a tool to narrow
the range of the young women’s socioeconomic
circumstances as further verification of eligibil-
ity. This tool measures basic household conditions
and calculates meaningful comparisons across the
sample population within those countries. In India,
many young women enrolled in tertiary educa-
tion are engaged in distance learning, as families
often discourage travel and living away from home.
However, for the purpose of this study, only young
women enrolled in campus-based programs were
invited to participate.

In the case of DRC, Ethiopia and Mauritania,
written announcements regarding the study
were posted on university campuses. In DRC and
Ethiopia, dormitory proctors met with residents,
explained the study and confirmed the students’
eligibility, all of which they communicated to the
research team. After interested participants com-
pleted a participant background pre-screening to

assess the socioeconomic conditions, eligible study
participants were selected. In Mauritania, faculty
members assisted in the identification of eligible
students. Engaging each university department
before the start of participant selection ensured
approval by the university and the faculty’s in-
volvement in the review of the interview guides.
Additionally, as news of the study spread around
campus, young women volunteered to participate.

In DRC and Ethiopia, dormitory proctors also
identified mothers of eligible students who were
originally from the capital city. Those mothers were
then invited to participate in the study.

Semi-structured interviews and focus group dis-
cussions were conducted by the local research
team including at least one research assistant. The
locations selected for the interviews were relaxed
atmospheres, intentionally chosen to encourage
study participants to talk freely about their living
and learning conditions. They were organized in
quiet, private rooms of organization offices or on
campuses. In the DRC, Ethiopia and Mauritania, a
major concern of many of the students who were
interviewed was privacy and very few participants
authorized their photos to be shared publicly. To
promote a relaxed atmosphere, interviews were
conducted in a public restaurant in Mauritania.
Each interview and focus group discussion lasted
between two to four hours. For a comparison of the
research teams and data collection strategies, see
Table 12.

While research assistants led the interviews and
focus group discussions, the lead researcher or
research consultant also interjected probing ques-
tions and oversaw the overall research process.
Interviews were primarily conducted in the local
language of the country. This was the most chal-
lenging in Mauritania where several regional
languages in addition to French and Arabic are
commonly used. Please see Text Box 18 for a com-
plete list of languages.



TABLE 12.

The research team and data collection strategy

Authoring

Organization Ropmioliedd

Recruitment
Partners

Participants - Young

Women 29

Participants - Parents -
29

Total

To assist with note-taking, the interviews were also
audio-recorded with the permission of the partici-
pants.Allinterviews in Cambodia, the DRC, Ethiopia
and India were recorded both by a note-taker and
an audio recorder. Interviews in Mauritania were
recorded only by a note-taker.

The India research team also integrated word as-
sociation activities and drawing at the end of each
interview. The participants were asked to associate
a list of words with descriptions to reflect on their
perceptions and values. The words were spoken
aloud, one by one, to each participant, and their
responses were recorded. This technique helped
the research team gather the young women'’s
thoughts and ideas on topics that did not come
forth during the interviews. Similarly, at the end
of each interview, the participants were given
stationery and asked to draw pictures of the most
meaningful aspects of their lives. These free ex-
pression drawings were used to supplement the
information obtained in the interviews, build on
the data analysis and capture distinct expressions
of relevance.

The research assistants in India and Cambodia
submitted detailed field notes after each interview
or focus group that captured their observations
and interactions between the participants. The
observation method assisted the research team in
descriptive, inferential and evaluative interpretations.

FHI 360

33 33
43 38

25

189

Data collection tools

Interview and focus group discussion guides were
developed in collaboration with all three research
study partners. These guides provided a list of
open-ended questions designed with the Critical
Incident Techniques® and Appreciative Inquiry
approach in mind. This guide provided the main
structure to the interview process and was trans-
lated into local languages for each research team.
The research guide is available on request from
Room to Read.

TEXT BOX 18.

Languages used for this study

Cambodia
Khmer and English

DRC
French

Ethiopia
Ambharic

India
Hindi and English

Mauritania

French, Arabic, Pulaar, Wolof, Sonike and Hassanya

THROUGH THEIR EYES, IN THEIR VOICES 93

Room to Read

25 4



94

APPENDIX I: METHODOLOGY

In addition to the guides, each participant was
asked to fill out a participant background form to
gather basic background information related to
the individual’s family and educational life. These
data were used to supplement the descriptive data
and to develop respondent comparisons.

All participants’ rights and identities were protect-
ed according to country and international human
subject protection standards. All participants were
assured that any written information or visual rep-
resentation included in the study would be used
only with their consent, consistent with the guide-
lines for their protection. This was read and signed
at the start of the interview or focus group discus-
sion. Agreeing participants signed and returned
a copy of the form for our records. They kept one
copy for their information. The informed consent is
available from Room to Read upon request.

In Cambodia, participants were given a small token
thank you gift at the end of each interview. This
included two notebooks, a pen, a highlighter, three
bars of soap and $2 USD to cover their transporta-
tion toand from the interview. In India, participants
received a notepad and pen and were reimbursed
for public transportation to the interview venue. In
the DRC and Ethiopia participants were reimbursed
for their travel, US$10 and USS$6 respectively. In
Mauritania, participants were provided snacks and
several received transportation and clothing. They
were not told about these participation gifts prior
to the completion of the interview.

Given the decision to focus the study on young
women who had persevered to succeed in universi-
ty education as positive role models, disadvantaged
young women who did not make it to university,
drop outs and young men were not included in the
study. This is an area for future research and would
be useful in complementing this study to identify
the similarities and differences in their circum-
stances, coping mechanisms and support systems.

In Ethiopia and in the DRC, the study took place
with young women who only attended one univer-
sity—the largest and most prestigious university
in the capital cities. It is probable that challenges

are similar in other universities, especially since
there were many similarities across countries.
However, there may be nuances unique to young
women who attend smaller universities, private
universities or universities outside of capital cities.
Similarly, in India there may be unique nuances
for young women studying university via distance
education courses. This is another area for future
research and would complement this study.

In India, during data collection, the research team
tried to use snowball or chain-referral sampling to
recruit additional respondents. The research team
regularly asked the respondents to refer classmates
or friends who may be interested in participating
in the study. However, the culture of status and
the fear of being labeled “socioeconomically dis-
advantaged” often prevented young women from
approaching friends to come forward to provide
additional information.

University or organization-associated research
teams were an asset in quickly moving the study
forward and crucial to the success of this study.
As a result it was relatively easy to locate, invite
and secure the participation of the young women
in the study. However, initially the research team
in Mauritania found recruiting eligible students
very difficult. Students were reluctant to be inter-
viewed because culturally people in Mauritania are
hesitant to share information about themselves
or their families. Additionally, these young women
had not been previously exposed to this type of study.
As information about the study spread, more young
women expressed interest and wanted to participate.

The local research teams were university students
(see Appendix Il on Engaging youth) or employ-
ees of the same university or organization. While
this helped move the study forward, it was also a
limitation. Lead researchers observed that the local
research team had a tendency to make assump-
tions about the participants’ responses because
they shared similar experiences. During the in-
terviews in which lead researchers were present,
lead researchers had to encourage the university
research assistants to probe further. In reading the
interview transcripts, there were instances in which
all organizations recognized that further probing
might have enriched the story and the study.



The gender dynamics of the interviewers may have
limited the extent to which some young women
were willing to reveal and share information. In the
DRC and Ethiopia, both of the lead research con-
sultants were male because no female researchers
were identified during the search. Both researchers
were professionals who demonstrated a sincere
respect for all people, women and men alike;
however, given the topic, this was a concern when
interviewing young women about sensitive issues.
In the DRC, all of the in-depth interviews were con-
ducted by the female research assistants, but the
focus group discussions and the interviews with
mothers were conducted by the male research
consultant. Given the sensitive information that
the young women did discuss such as prostitution,
sexual coercion and gender-based violence, it ap-
pears that the researchers exhibited excellent skills
to foster a feeling of ease during the interviews. As
a result, participants shared personal information,
seemingly with comfort. In Ethiopia, many of the
interviews were conducted jointly with the male
research consultants and the female FHI 360 staff.
It was only after the interviews, informally, that
many of the young women discussed in great detail
how pervasive sexual coercion and gender-based

violence was at the university. It may be that some
participants did not feel comfortable discussing
these issues in front of a male and an instructor at
the same institution. There is a possibility that they
feared repercussions in exposing to a male profes-
sor the disgraceful behavior of his male colleagues
at the university.

© FHI 360

Researchers in the DRC prepare for the study.
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Appendix II:

Engaging youth in the
research process

The three partner research organizations recruited
and trained young women who themselves were
positive role models—first generation univer-
sity scholars—to become research assistants.
Engaging these young women who were similar
in background to the study participants not only
met research goals but also facilitated respondent
recruitment and interviewing. Respondents were
more likely to participate and share responses with
a research assistant from a similar background.

We thank these remarkable young women who
dedicated considerable time, energy and heart to
this report, but also serve as role models for the
next generation of university-bound young women
in their countries. We share their biographies and
some of their experiences and observations from
the research process below.

Hawai, a first-year en-
vironmental studies
major in Phnom Penh
said, “l got to travel to
new places in Phnom
Penh and Kampong
Cham and learn how
to use a camera and take photographs. | also
learned how to work as a team, ask questions, write
interview summaries, observe the participants
during the interview and prepare myself and the
environment before the interview...It will be easier
to find a job after | graduate...” Hawai comes from
a traditional Cambodian house made from palm
tree wood with a metal roof and no toilet facility
or power supply. Her family shares three bicycles.
With the financial support of a private donor and
the research stipend associated with this study,
Hawai will be able to complete her university

© Borin Srey

studies. After completing her bachelor’s degree, she
hopes to work as an environmental educator for an
NGO in the rural provinces of Cambodia.

Nita said, “I felt a great
sense of responsibility
in conducting interviews
and taking photos, |
especially liked taking
photos...After meeting
the others | realized
that there are many girls that have more difficult
situations than me...This experience has taught
me about different family environments and
helped me reflect on my own.” Nita, a second year
medical student in Phnom Penh, grew up with
her parents and three siblings in a traditional
Cambodian house built on stilts and constructed
from plywood. They relied on firewood for cooking
and on a well for water. Room to Read supported
Nita’s school fees through secondary school. Nita
supported herself through the first year of medical
school by working. With the financial support of
private donors and the research stipend from this
study, she will be able to pay for several more years
of medical school. Nita dreams of returning to her
village as a practicing pediatrician.

© Borin Srey

Joellebelieves,’Anything
is possible for those who
believe in themselves
and are determined.”
Joelle was determined
ofHIze0 [0 attend university,

though her family en-

couraged her to marry. A humanities professor
inspired her to continue her studies explaining
that a university degree will help her to be com-
petitive in the job market. Now she is in her fifth
and final year of a psychology degree in Kinshasa.




Joelle supports herself by selling yogurt, sausage
and other fast foods at the university. Joelle is
full of hope for the future. She plans to work in
human resources in a large organization and
eventually marry someone who supports her inde-
pendence.Shealsoplanstosupportherhalf-siblings’
education when she starts earning an income.

Rachel thinks, “Poverty
is not a syndrome but
a state of mind.” When
she was
ary school her father
died, leaving behind
two wives and eleven
children. Rachel is now 21years old and in her third
year of medical school in Kinshasa. Her mother has
sold all of their cows to send Rachel to university.
With no other source of income, Rachel works part-
time for a photocopying business. She struggles to
find enough money for daily needs, such as food
and transportation from her mother’s house to the
university. Despite these challenges, she remains
positive about the future for herself and others.
She is vice-president of the management commit-
tee in charge of gender and HIV/AIDS prevention
and an active member of her church in organizing
women'’s entrepreneurship workshops.

in second-

© FHI 360

Beselam currently studies information technology
in Addis Ababa.Her parents are both illiterate farm-
ers and could not afford her education. They sent
her to live with a wealthier relative in Addis Ababa
to begin high school. However, she later decided
to return to her hometown. She always wanted to
become a musician or traditional dancer and she
joined the Awi Zone Band during secondary school.
After scoring well on the national college entrance
examination, she gave up this dream to take up
another dream-studying at university.

Hilwuna reflected, “The fact that our family went
through several challenges has helped me to get
rather stronger” When she was in first grade, her
father was imprisoned for political reasons so her
mother encountered severe financial challenges
in supporting the family. Hilwuna attributes these
challenges to be the source of her academic accom-
plishments. The Ambassadors’ Girls’ Scholarship

Program supports her stationery materials, text-
books, mentoring and tutorial classes. Hilwuna is
a second year student studying civil engineering in
Addis Ababa.

Manorama  enthusi-
astically  proclaimed,
“I kept learning from
the beginning to the
end, starting with the
field of social develop-
ment, moving on to
learning about professional research and ending
with the exposure to data analysis. The research
project feels like one of the biggest achievements
of my life.” Manorama recently completed the third
year of her bachelor’s of technology in electronics
and communication in Haryana. Manorama is the
first person in her family to go to university and is
an inspiration to her younger sisters to complete
schooling and pursue higher education.Manorama
has been an Udayan Care Shalini Fellow since she
was in 11th grade. After the completion of her bach-
elor's degree, Manorama wants to work for two to
three years, save money for her further studies and
eventually learn more about research and develop-
ment. Alternatively, she hopes to work in aircraft
maintenance at the Technical Department of the
Indian Air Force.

© Saryu Dahra

«
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Shweta said, learned
about photography, about
taking charge of situations,
about conducting research
and even about aspects of
my own personality.” She
is completing a bachelor’s
of science in physics in Delhi. Shweta is the first
person in her family to attend university. She
also works part-time tutoring students at home.
Shweta wants to pursue a master’s of science in
physics and hopes to earn a doctorate degree to
become a researcher.

© Saryu Dahra

Aissata is 26 years old and the only member of
her family to graduate from high school and at-
tend university. She has chosen to study law with
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aspirations of becoming a lawyer who defends
impoverished and marginalized sectors of society.

Assiya is 26-year-old, second-year law student. She
is the eldest girl in her family and has four sisters
who attended primary school. She married before
graduating. After her father’s death, her mother re-
mained the only supporter of the family, operating
small businesses such as clothes-dying.

Djeynaba is 22 years old and is currently in her
fourth year of law school. Djeynaba was forced to
marry a cousin while in secondary school and gave
birth to a small boy. Despite challenges, she suc-
ceeded in the secondary school national exam and
was able to attend university.

Fatimatais 27 yearsold and a first-year law student.
She has triumphed over many challenges including
serving as her family’s sole financial provider.

Fatimata is 25 years old and a fourth-year university
student majoring in geography. Though her family
is middle-class, she is the only child who had to the
opportunity to enroll in school. With no financial
support from her parents, Fatimata has sold ice cream
and cold drinks since she was in primary school.

Guedie is 27 years old and a third-year geography
student. She lives in a polygamous family with 14
children in a 3 bedroom house and shares a bed-
room with six sisters. Guedie is the only member of
her family to attend university, which she is able to

do through the support of her 70-year-old grand-
mother, who pays her tuition fees.

Jamila is 19 years old and in her first year of study
in the field of Arabic literature. As she is from a re-
mote, rural area, her parents sent her to the city to
stay at her aunt’s home, which is located in a slum
far from the university.

Mariem, originally from Senegal, is 25 years old and
is in her fourth year of studying sociology. Mariem
is the only member of her family to attend univer-
sity; her younger brother dropped out of school and
returned to their village and her elder sister joined
their mother in Senegal. Mariem’s dream is to fin-
ish her university education, find a job and marry.

Naya is a third-year student majoring in sociology.
Married with a child, Naya lives with her younger
sister, who eventually dropped out of school to
babysit for Naya. Naya receives a scholarship worth
US$40 a month.

Sokhna is a 28-year-old Senegalese woman mar-
ried to a Mauritanian citizen and is in her second
year studying English. Among her seven brothers
and two sisters, she is the only member of her fam-
ily who succeeded in passing the secondary school
national exam.



Researcher credits

Dr. Cory Heyman

Cory serves as the chief program officer, support-
ing Room to Read’s Habit of Reading portfolio
(Reading Room, Local Language Publishing and
School Room programs), the Girls’ Education
program and the Monitoring & Evaluation unit.
Cory received his bachelor's and master’s degrees
in public policy from the University of California,
Berkeley and has a doctorate in sociology from
Johns Hopkins University.

Kirsten Anderson

As the Girls’ Education program fellow, Kirsten has
coordinated and led two multi-country qualitative
research studies focused on young women and
their post-secondary transitions. Kirsten holds a
bachelor’s in anthropology from Grinnell College
and a master’s in TEFL/TESL from the University of
Birmingham, UK.

Theresa Chen

Theresa is a global program officer with the
Monitoring & Evaluation team at Room to Read.
Theresa received her bachelor’s degree in history from
the University of California, Berkeley and her master’s
in publicaffairs from Indiana University, Bloomington.

Michael Wallace

Michael is Room to Read’s global Monitoring &
Evaluation director. Michael received his bachelor’s
degree in philosophy as well as his master’s and
doctorate in public policy from Harvard University.

Kirsten Anderson (Cambodia)
See project managers.

Bridget Lombardo (DRC)

Bridget was a program officer on the Ambassadors’
Girls’ Scholarship Program (AGSP) for nearly three
years at Academy for Educational Development
(AED), now FHI 360. She coordinated AGSP ac-
tivities in Cameroon, Chad, Djibouti, Ethiopia
and Tanzania. She holds a master’s degree in ex-
perimental and social psychology and a minor in
statistics from New Mexico State University.

Liza Baron (Ethiopia)

Liza worked for Academy for
Development’s (AED) Center for Gender Equity
(now FHI 360’s Center for Gender Equity) for three
years where she specialized in youth empower-
ment in the Middle East. Liza studied anthropology
and Arabic at Washington University in St. Louis and
went on to pursue a Fulbright scholarship in Morocco.

Educational

Julia Kirby (DRC and Ethiopia)

Julia has been a program officer with AED, now FHI
360, since February 2009. She received a bachelor’s
degree in religion and anthropology from Colorado
College and a master’s degree in international rela-
tions and religion from Boston University.

Saryu Dahra (India)

Saryu was a consultant for Room to Read India’s
Girls” Education program from July 2010 through
June 2011.Saryu received her master’s in social work
from the University of Delhi.
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Heather Arney (Mauritania)

Heather is co-founder and board president of Girls
to School and the senior manager of International
Programs at Water.org. In 2009, Girls to School was
established to support ANFE’s work. Heather has a
bachelor’s degree in business management from
Wagner College and a master’s in international af-
fairs with a focus in international development and
women’s studies from Ohio University.

Coumba Dieng (Mauritania)

Coumba is the founder and CEO of ANFE. She be-
gan ANFE in the summer of 1998 in Nouakchott,
Mauritania. Her goal for the project was simple—
to get as many girls to school as possible. She has
a bachelor’s degree in business management and a
master’sin local development and decentralization.

Sokheng Bong (Cambodia)
Sokheng completed a bachelor’s degree in psychol-
ogy at Royal University of Phnom Penh in June 2011.

Chantha Chum (Cambodia)

Chantha graduated from the Royal University of
Phnom Penh with a bachelor’s degree in psychol-
ogy in July 2010.

Roger Musumadi (DRC)
Roger has a bachelor's degree in organizational
management and a master’s of public health from
the University of Kinshasa.

Wendmagegnehu Tuji Dugda (Ethiopia)
Wendmagegnehu is a doctoral candidate and
instructor at Addis Ababa University. He received
a bachelor’s degree in pedagogical science and a
master’s in curriculum and instruction from Addis
Ababa University.

Aissata (Mauritania)

Aissata has been working with ANFE for one year.
She has a master’s degree in sociology and local
development.

Diallo (Mauritania)

Diallo is a teacher of English and works with girls
associations and educated young women’s asso-
ciations and cooperatives in both rural and urban

)

areas.

© Saryu Dahra

Study participants in India reflect on their paths to tertiary education.
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