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Gender Disparity in Education in Sub-Saharan Africa: How it Affects the Economy 

Abstract 

This research will look closely at the Sub-Saharan gender disparity of African women in 

education and their respective wealth. More importantly, it will analyze the funding that is 

allocated towards education in each country and the percentage of educated people that are 

females. Additionally, a close analysis of the reasons why women might choose to leave 

school/are forced to leave will be evaluated. Moreover, to better identify the relationship 

between gender disparity and economic disadvantage, this essay will investigate the primary 

goals of the education systems in the Sub-Saharan African countries. This paper will analyze 

how successful Sub-Saharan women have achieved their success and the tools that they used to 

break the cycle of poverty. In the end, the research will analyze the effects of gender disparity in 

education in Sub-Saharan Africa and how it impacts the economy.  

Introduction 

This research looks at the connection between gender disparity in education and the 

economy in sub-Saharan African countries. Most of the world’s poorest countries, in terms of 

educational funding, are located in sub-Saharan Africa. The problem in many of these countries 

is that not enough children are enrolled in school, and those who are enrolled, do not learn 

enough. Of the overall out-of-school population in the world, 52% of those out-of-school 

children live on the continent of Africa (Newman 10). On the African continent, 23% of all girls 

are out of school, with about 19% of all boys out of school (Newman 13). There is a definite 

correlation between poverty and education levels. The opportunity to receive a formal education 

in sub-Saharan Africa is noted by massive disparity in wealth, gender, and other social issues.  
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This paper will explore specifically the role of gender disparity and how it plays a part in 

the economic development of these sub-Saharan nations. Should women be able to receive the 

same sort of education and opportunities as men in these countries, the economic freedom of the 

entire world could be improved through the trade of resources that Africa has to offer, and to 

create competition in the economy. Throughout the literature review, there will be articles from 

each point of view. Some from an economic standpoint, and others from an educational 

standpoint, in order to make sure that all sides of the research are shown. In the end the research 

will reveal that gender disparity in education is impacting the level of economic freedom in sub-

Saharan Africa.  

Literature Review 

This literature review will contain information from ten different articles that show 

different points of view in relation to this research. Five of the articles are specifically about the 

connection between gender and education. Two are on the education system in sub-Saharan 

Africa. One is focused on economies. And lastly, two are focused on gender and its impact on 

the economy.  

 In an experiment with 24 juveniles, living in 18 poor households in Kenya, it was found 

that the young men in the experiment felt that they were more prepared to deal with life than 

their sisters. They perceive that their sisters are dependent upon the males in their lives. 

However, the young women in the study describe their male counterparts as absent and incapable 

of supporting them and their children. At the conclusion of this experiment, it was discovered 

that gender roles are perpetuated throughout this community in Kenya and therefore men chase 

education more than women, because the women are concerned with caring for their children 

(Chege 202).  
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 The next article discusses several articles that all lead back to equity and equality within 

tertiary education systems. Higher education in sub-Saharan Africa is mostly funded by the 

government, but is also mostly used by students of wealthier and more educated parents, which 

means the states investment is only helping a small portion of the population. While many 

countries in sub-Saharan Africa are trying to increase their enrollment of girls in primary, 

secondary, and tertiary education, many wealthier countries are struggling with females 

outperforming and outnumbering males in higher education (Roche 2).  

 Another article does a cross-disciplinary review of gender inequality in education and 

how it has changed over time. It specifically discusses why women achieve better grades in 

school than men, yet for some reason do not reach higher levels of education. This article is 

written from a worldwide standpoint, not just sub-Saharan Africa. This specific research lists 

future research opportunity in their conclusion. It begins with suggesting that future research be 

done regarding gender inequalities in earlier life, such as before kindergarten, and the behavior 

that might be displayed to females versus males in that time of their lives. It also recommends 

that future research be done regarding the differences in performance by race, ethnicity, and 

immigrant status (Buchmann 320). 

 An article on Free Primary Education (FPE) discusses the difficulties that the 

governments in Malawi and Ghana are having to implement this policy. Implementing this 

policy has complications with equity and efficiency within education in each nation. The first big 

difficulty in introducing FPE is how governments and donors will finance it. These two countries 

have similarities in terms of education and development while they are also both aiming to meet 

terms of Education for All (EFA). Even those these countries are similar, they took different 

approaches when it came to FPE. Malawi focused more on quantitative expansion, in terms on 
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monetary spending towards education, whereas Ghana prioritized qualitative efforts towards 

better curriculum. The article concludes that there are several final implications in the case of 

these two countries. First, if governments focus on minimizing inequity in schooling, the 

foremost way to do that is to get rid of tuition fees and especially eliminate this for lower income 

families. The most important part towards the research of this paper is in regards to gender. FPE 

did not significantly improve disparities in gender in these countries (Inoue 42). 

 The next article discusses gender and ageing in South Africa. This article will reveal 

something about the way that gender plays into household roles and the way that it impacts 

society. It was found that in the average household, a young man is the head of the house, 

usually an educated young man, in the smaller households. However, in larger households, an 

older, less educated woman is the head of the house. The focus of this article is to determine how 

these roles impact older women and their experience. In conclusion, they find that most of the 

elderly women in South African societies have only obtained a primary school education. They 

also conclude that because of their education and lack of employment, their ageing experience is 

the worst of any social category in South Africa (Makiwane 16). 

 The next article is a cross national study on how democracy plays a part in understanding 

gender disparity in education. This article takes studies in economics and how the return on 

investment of education is being used by governments to stimulate the economy. They used a 

rigorous test that controlled for income, economic growth, region, religion, colonial history, and 

when women gained rights. Using this regression, democracy failed to explain the reason for 

gender disparity in education, although executive recruitment is competitive and has a 

statistically significant impact on gender inequality (Brown 140). 
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 This article is incredibly relevant to the topic of this paper, seeing as it discusses the 

conditions that economic development improves gender equality. They use Kuznet’s thesis 

“regarding a curvilinear relationship between economic growth and income inequality (Eastin 

156).” According to Eastin, scholars and practitioners often believe that development will 

improve gender equality on its own. In each development step, the response to gender issues will 

lead to policies that will promote economic development. Feminist scholars think that 

contemporary economic development perpetuates patriarchal society, which is the opposite of 

what neoliberals believe. Through the regressions in this research they found evidence that goes 

against the feminist scholars and neoliberals. They found evidence that shows economic 

development and gender equality have a curvilinear relationship. This means that there is a U-

Shaped relationship between economic development and gender equality. They explain that this 

happens because of three different phases of development. The way this works out is that in 

economically underdeveloped areas that do not have gender equality, the norms are set in stone 

in these societies. Once these communities start to economically develop, women begin to have 

more opportunities outside of the home and it begins to demand a change in gender roles, thus 

creating the U-shaped curve (Eastin 160). 

 This article relates closely to the last article because it discusses the impact of the World 

Bank and IMF policies on human rights of women in sub-Saharan Africa. Governments across 

sub-Saharan Africa have brought in World Bank and IMF policies. This article researches 

whether these policies have negatively impacted women’s rights or not, seeing as they might 

have to pay more for agriculture, have less public service access, and could lose their chance to 

enter the work force. The conclusion of the research shows that the World Bank and IMF 

policies are not useful in sub-Saharan Africa. The area is severely in debt to these policies, yet 
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not much economic growth has been seen. The article suggests for these policies to be effective, 

it needs to include ways for monitoring. It needs to provide specific tools to ensure that women 

and men are meeting expectations with actual return (Ibnouf 30).   

 The last article included in the literature review focuses on literacy gaps in sub-Saharan 

Africa. It is mostly about how socioeconomic status and school quality impact literacy rates. 

Sub-Saharan Africa has mostly universalized primary education, but even though they have 

made great progress in this realm, the area is still not close to reaching Education for All (EFA) 

requirements. In conclusion, this article finds that improving schools in rural sub-Saharan Africa 

will be very difficult, but if it is attained, it would increase educational opportunities and better 

learning environments. The quantitative data in this article shows that reading gaps in urban and 

rural areas is much higher in sub-Sahara Africa than in most countries. This is because of the 

distance that rural children must travel to school and therefore do not go to school at all. There 

are opportunities for policies to bridge the gap, but it is very difficult to do this because there is 

no fair or equal way to achieve these policies or fund these policies (Zhang 583).  

Analyzation Related to Gender Disparity in Education and Economic Impacts 

 The literature review leads to a lot of different details on this topic. How does gender 

disparity in education affect the economy in sub-Saharan Africa? Throughout all the literature, 

there is more than one reason that contributes to the economy in the sub-Saharan region. There 

are also many reasons for gender disparity in education.  

 After looking through all of the literature, gender disparity in education connects back to 

two major things. The first of these things is societal expectations. It is implemented from a 

young age that women should be reliant on men and the men should provide for their families. 

Although, while researching, it seems that women do not necessarily believe in male power to 
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provide for them. The women believe that they are the only ones who can adequately take care of 

their children (Chege 2). Both of these societal expectations lead directly to disparity in 

education. It is a direct correlation because the men believe that they are to provide for their 

family, therefore pushing them forward in school and encouraging them to get more education. 

The women do not make it as far in school because they end up caring for younger siblings or for 

their own children, therefore not seeing the reason or need to continue with their education.  

 The next major thing that leads to gender disparity in education is tied into the economy 

and is closely related to debt and poverty. Throughout the literature, it is a common theme to see 

the lack of education in rural Africa, especially sub-Saharan Africa. The literacy rates are much 

lower in rural parts of sub-Saharan Africa, mostly because of the poverty (Zhang 583). With the 

poverty, the government is unable to provide school close to these rural communities and 

provide teachers to teach the correct curriculum. These children in the rural areas do not have the 

motivation to travel the distance to go to school, especially women who do not feel as though 

school is their contribution to their family. They are much less inclined to travel so far to school. 

On top of the rural poverty, these sub-Saharan nations are indebted to the IMF and the World 

Bank, yet the programs and policies that are being run are mostly helping to fund men’s 

businesses or educational ventures. These opportunities perpetuate male dominance in these 

societies because there are no markers to ensure that both men and women are being provided 

the same opportunities (Ibnouf 33). This is also connected due to economic development in sub-

Saharan Africa. Because these IMF policies are not working as well as intended, they find that 

the economies in these areas are not being sufficiently stimulated. According to Eastin, the more 

stimulated the economy is in these areas, the more women would take the opportunity to further 

advance their careers or business opportunities. This prohibits women from moving forward 
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because these sub-Saharan nations are stuck in the second part of development that does not 

allow for much movement in the economy (Eastin 160). 

Conclusion 

 To conclude, gender disparity in education affects the economy but also the economy 

affects gender disparity in education. It is a difficult paradox to find a solution to, especially 

when economic and educational tactics imposed by the governments of sub-Saharan nations are 

ineffective. Without changes in societal norms and effective change towards empowering women 

in these nations, there will be no way to move forward to improve gender disparity in education 

in sub-Saharan Africa. Although education has been universalized, it has not been provided to 

the entirety of each nation, therefore not reaching EFA requirements. In this research, it has been 

shown that universalized education does not help women in terms of attaining education. It 

simply eliminates the differences in curriculum. This is an issue that needs to be addressed, and it 

is crucial to find a way to educated and empower women in sub-Saharan Africa to escape from 

the debt by the IMF and create their own way forward.  
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