
 

 

 

 

 
Women and Girls in Sub-Saharan Africa: 

Transforming Education for a Sustainable Future 
 

Virtual side event, 66th session of the Commission on the Status of Women 
Wednesday, 16 March 2022 (1:00 – 2:30 pm EST) 

 

 
Background 
 
Education is one of the most powerful enablers and multipliers facilitating the overall 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. It is a crucial factor to ensuring 
human development and full civic, social and economic empowerment for all. It fosters gender 
equality, human rights, enhances economic growth, and contributes to more peaceful, 
sustainable and just societies. Education is also instrumental to improving our relationship with 
others and with our planet. 
 
Over the past two decades, educational development in Sub-Saharan Africa has been 
characterized notably by substantial gains in girls’ access to schooling at all levels. However, 
particularly for adolescent girls, sizeable challenges remain in accessing inclusive and equitable 
quality education. Women and girls with disabilities are even more disproportionately impacted 
in their access to education. Across the region, 9 million girls between the ages of about 6 and 11 
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will never go to school at all, compared to 6 million boys. Their disadvantage starts early: 23% of 
girls are out of primary school compared to 19% of boys. By the time they become adolescents, 
the exclusion rate for girls is 36% compared to 32% for boys. Held back by social and gender 
norms that prioritize girls’ roles outside of school, gender-based violence, forced labour, lack of 
conducive and inclusive learning environments, female genital mutilation, early pregnancies and 
child, early and forced marriage, adolescent girls face massive barriers to access secondary school 
and to complete a full 12 years of education.  Those that do reach secondary school levels are 
less likely, however, to study in high-status Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) programs and transition into the labour market. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has further upended the lives of girls and their right to safe education. 
An estimated 2.6 million girls in Sub-Saharan Africa are at risk of never returning to school, 
following the outbreak of the pandemic, and many are at risk of early marriage between 2020-
2030. 
 
In addition to education’s vital role in the development of children and young people, the nexus 
between education, sustainable development and climate action proves just as impactful. 
Climate change is an added stressor heightening women’s and girls’ vulnerability and further 
hindering their access to quality education, as it places a disproportionate burden on them, 
exacerbating the existing outcomes of entrenched gender inequality. 
 
Against this backdrop, Education for Sustainable Development (ESD, SDG 4.7 of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development) – a ‘key enabler’ of all SDGs as recognized by UN General Assembly 
Resolution 72/222 – is a critical pathway to raise awareness and action for healthy, sustainable 
lifestyles and active citizenship. ESD also aims to tackle the deep-rooted gender inequalities 
arising from the environmental crises in sub-Saharan Africa. 
 
Investments for adolescent girls to achieve the SDG 4 target of 12 years of high quality education 
lead to enormous returns for individuals, communities, economies and the planet. The global 
community, through partnerships with governments, should make systemic investments in 
secondary education to face the most urgent intersectional challenges and achieve this goal. 
Increasing international and domestic financing for access to quality education in Africa must, 
therefore, remain a priority. The Global Partnership for Education (GPE) – a key international 
partnership dedicated to funding education in developing countries – together with the World 
Bank, UNESCO, UNICEF, other vital international actors and in partnership with Member States, 
will invest more than 4 billion dollars, for the 2021-2025 period, to promote quality education in 
90 developing countries and territories, with a key focus on girls’ education. 
 
Objectives 
The virtual event, to be held on the margins of the 66th session of the Commission on the Status 
of Women, will offer an intergenerational space for dialogue on how to ensure inclusive and 
quality education for all girls in Sub-Saharan Africa, in particular by:  
 

 examining the gender dimensions of the impact of climate change on girls’ and young 
women’s education in different contexts, including its repercussions on the 12-year goalpost 
for education; 
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 highlighting how 12 years of education for girls can be achieved in fragile and climate-
affected contexts in sub-Saharan Africa, including by systemically mobilizing financial 
resources to achieve this goal; 

 analysing how Education for Sustainable Development is being included in educational 
curricula across sub-Saharan Africa and effectively equipping women and girls in sub-
Saharan Africa to become agents of change; 

 facilitating knowledge exchange on the collective, intergenerational and sustained actions 
needed to limit the impact of climate change on girls’ education, so that all women and girls 
can contribute to building a more sustainable future; and 

 making a contribution to the upcoming HLPF’s in-depth review of SDG 4 (Education), SDG 5 
(Gender Equality), SDG 14 and 16 (Life Below Water and on Land), SDG 17 (Partnership for 
the Goals).  

 
Organizers 
The event is organized by the Permanent Mission of Italy to the United Nations, in cooperation 

with UNESCO, UNICEF, UN Women, and cosponsored by the Permanent Mission of Niger to the 

United Nations, the Permanent Mission of Kenya to the United Nations, the Global Partnership 

for Education, the United Nations Foundation, and the Office of the Special Coordinator for 

Development in the Sahel. 
 

Technical aspects: This event will take place in English and will be entirely virtual. Please register 

here, by Monday, 14 March, to participate. The event will also be livestreamed on UN Web TV.  

 
Photographic exhibition: A photographic exhibition by Mohamed Keita, realized in collaboration 

with the Universities Network for Children in Armed Conflict, will be officially launched on the 

occasion of the event and will be on show in the South Wall area of the UN Conference Building 

from 14-18 March 2022.  
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