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The Problem

As many as 70 per cent of girls enrolled in Katchi dropout at
some stage and do not complete their secondary education.

Pakistan now has more young people that it has ever had, and this is forecasted to continue to increase until
at least 2050." A large proportion of this young population comprises of school-age children who are
unable to complete their school education. Some estimates suggest that over 22 million children aged 5-16
years are not in school. Among these, 54 per cent are girls and 46 per cent are boys.2 As many as 70 per
cent of girls enrolled in Katchi dropout at some stage and do not complete their secondary education. The
risk of girls dropping out of formal education substantially increases during the transition from primary to
secondary school.

Education is vital for combating inequality and poverty as it can drive economic stability, create livelihood
opportunities, and build human capital®. Apart from the economic case of education, every child has a right
to a basic education as per Article 25-A. Pakistani girls do not get an equal opportunity to realise this right
and struggle to complete a basic education due to many factors: social norms, school distance, lack of trans-
port facilities, inability to cover out-of-pocket expenses, child marriages, etc. Furthermore, supply-side
factors such as lack of qualified teachers and learning materials also play an important role in suppressing
the demand for education.

This note presents evidence on the scale at which girls drop out from education and discusses demand as
well as supply-side factors behind this issue. At the end, we make practice recommendations to increase
retention of girls in the education system.

Dropping Out: Dynamics of the Transition from
Katchi to Secondary Education

Traditionally, focus of the provincial governments in Pakistan has been on improving access to primary
education. Over the years, significant progress has been made, and now more girls are enrolled in primary
schools and are learning better. However, the transition from primary to secondary schooling continues to
be a point where most girls tend to drop out of the education system.

As the chart below shows, around 70 per cent of girls drop out of their academic journey between Katchi to
Grade 10 This percentage varies across provinces. For example, 65 per cent of the girls enrolled in Katchi
drop out of school before completing secondary education in Punjab. The problem is much bigger in Baloch-
istan where 86 per cent of girls cannot reach grade 10 . For Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Sindh, the dropout
rates between Katchi and grade 10 are as high as 74 per cent and 76 per cent, respectively®. Provincial
charts are shown separately below.

Pakistan 70%

Punjab 65%

Drop outs from salochisian | 86%
KPK 74%

Sindh 76%

LUNICEF (2020), Investing in Pakistan’s Young People.

2Regional disparities are high. In Balochistan, for example, 78 percent of girls are out of school.

3 OECD (2023).

4 Analysis is based on enrolment data from the Pakistan Education Statistics reports for different years.
® ibid
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Survival Rates
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Survival Rates from Katchi to Secondary Schooling in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa
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Why are girls dropping out of schools?

Many factors are responsible for the low transition and retention levels in Pakistan. Reasons such as a
lack of middle and high schools for girls, lack of school transportation, poor quality of classroom instruc-
tion, lack of career prospects, and poor skills development conspire with demand-side challenges such as

early marriages, fear of insecurity and inability of parents to meet out-of-pocket expenses® to contribute to
low retention rates.

® These issues are documented in UNICEF (2013); Werunga, Musera & Sindabi (2011); Lloyd et. al. (2005); Alderman & King (1998).

POLICY NOTE | Educating Girls: Increasing Retention for Greater Impact 3



These challenges are examined in more detail below:

Demand-side Factors

Discriminatory social and gender norms often discourage girls from continuing education. Attitudes
regarding girls’ education vary across communities and geography. While there is a growing acceptance of
its value, girls are often removed from school when they must travel a distance to join a middle or high
school, or when households must cope with financial pressures such as in the wake of emergencies. The
practice of early marriage also holds girls back from attending school.

A “Son bias” is widespread backed by strong economic incentives. Boys' education is prioritised as they
are considered to be the breadwinners of their families while girls are seen as homemakers. In many rural
seftings, girls are often kept home to do unpaid housework or be the default caretakers of younger siblings.

Girls also face harassment on the way to school. There is a very strong perception among parents that
girls are not safe in public spaces, transportation, and near schools. This undermines parents' confidence in
sending their girls to school.

Financial constraints also bar parents from enrolling their girls in schools. Since the distance to schools
increases at post-primary levels, they have to bear additional costs for transportation for their children. In the
later part of secondary schooling, parents also incur tuition costs, in addition to the costs of transportation
and other materials such as uniforms, stationery, etc. Girls in poor families are 22 percentage points less
likely to attend school than boys’.

Supply-side Factors

There are fewer secondary schools as compared to the number of primary
schools in Pakistan. This issue is more pronounced in the case of provinces like s*c'hﬁﬁfs
Balochistan and Sindh, where only 452 and 709 post-primary schools (high 944
and higher secondary schools) for girls exist for 3,587 and 15,983 girls’
primary schools, respectively®. For Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Punjab, the
number of girls’ schools declines from 10,705 and 19,283 at the
primary level to 1,199 and 4,277 high and higher secondary
schools, respectively. This pyramid-type school structure clearly
shows the disadvantage girls face as they transition from
primary to secondary schooling. To access middle and

secondary schools, girls must travel long distances. In Primg;Y%;‘“'S

many cases, transport facilities are either not avail-
able, or they are beyond parents’ financial reach.

The School Pyramid of Pakistan (Number of
There are also constraining social perceptions about the girls schools in Pakistan)

relevance of education for girls. This perception stems from the poor quality of education, unavailability of
qualified female teachers in far-flung areas, as well as a lack of focus on skills. The absence of a dedicated
focus on developing competencies and skills, such as financial and entrepreneurship skills, which could
contribute towards employability is a major factor affecting retention.

The availability of school facilities that matter for menstrual hygiene and safety of girls are highly important
considerations for parents in making decisions. Among these, facilities such as functional toilets, drinking
water and boundary walls are the most important ones. All provinces have made good progress in these

areas however these issues still persist in some areas.

" https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/facing-challenges-girls-education-pakistan
& Pakistan Education Statistics report, 2020-21

POLICY NOTE | Educating Girls: Increasing Retention for Greater Impact 4



What can we learn from various initiatives?

Based on a systematic review of educational interventions, Evans & Yuan (2022) report interesting and
relevant findings on using targeted versus not-targeted educational interventions and their impact on
improving girls’ retention at the secondary level. They found that interventions which aimed to reduce the
cost of schooling are the single most effective form of educational intervention to bring and keep girls in
schools, including at the post-primary level. These interventions include both conditional and unconditional
cash transfers.

Interventions that reduce the cost of travel to school — either through providing safe transport facilities or by
building village or community schools — effectively increase girls’ transition from primary to higher education
levels. While providing public transport or building new schools in far-flung rural or peri-urban areas could
be a long-term investment that governments need to consider, an alternate option is to involve local govern-
ments, school communities, and parents to innovate and plan cost-effective and group transport arrange-
ments for children. This can be done in cost-sharing formats within the community or those available with
the school councils.

The Sustainable Transition and Retention in Delivery Education (STRIDE) programme was one such initiative
which had a dedicated focus on improving the transition of boys and girls from primary to secondary level.
It used a combination of local planning, afternoon schooling in existing government buildings, provision of
transport facilities, and community mobilisation to improve the transition and retention of children at
post-primary levels. An independent evaluation? of the project showed that more children were in school,
retention was high, and the demand for girls’ education increased in project locations. Based on the positive
feedback and significant results of the pilot programme run by the Institute of Social and Policy Sciences
(I-SAPS), the solution was scaled up by the provincial governments of Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
through government budgets.

Different transport-focused initiatives have been implemented across the globe to alleviate distance barriers
for school-going children. Mukhyamantri Balika Cycle Yojna program is one such initiative implemented in
Bihar, India. The programme focused on reducing gender gaps in secondary school enrolments by giving
girls who have passed middle-level education money to purchase a bicycle. The programme showed great
potential as girls’ age-appropriate enrolment in secondary schools increased by 30 per cent in just one year
and reduced the gender gap in age-appropriate secondary school enrolment by 40 per cent'® . Similarly,
World Bicycle Relief, in collaboration with the Zambia Ministry of Education, implemented the Bicycles for
Educational Empowerment programme in 2012. The objective of this initiative was to make better educa-
tional and development opportunities accessible for marginalised students through the provision of bicycles.
Estimates based on different surveys show an increase of 27 per cent in students’ attendance and 59 per
cent in their academic performance' due to this programme.

°Coffey International (2019) — later called TetraTech
¥ Muralidharan & Prakash (2016).
1 Gase et al. (2014).
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Recommendations

The following are key recommendations for improving the transition and retention of girls at post-pri-
mary levels, based on the insights and learnings gained from previous interventions, literature review,
and after deliberating with the education stakeholders.

Design retention policies and programmes tailored to each distinct group of out-of-school
girls and the concerns of their parents. For example, girls who have completed primary education
and now must go to secondary schools may require special transport arrangements to reach the
nearest secondary school. Community-managed transport or provision of bicycles could solve this
issue.

Girls who are vulnerable to the practices of early marriage will benefit from targeted community-level
behaviour change campaigns and conditional cash transfers. Parents who are concerned about the
safety of girls should be supported to find local solutions to make the journey to school safer. Girls
with disabilities are more likely to attend school if school infrastructure, teachers and learning materi-
als are disability-inclusive.

Expand the provision of middle and high schools through afternoon schools. The narrow top
of the schooling pyramid is a major cause of girls dropping out of education. There are not enough
middle and secondary schools for intake of all girls who complete primary education. Construction of
new schools is expensive and takes a long time. Where middle and high schools are not available or
are at a large distance, existing primary schools can be used as the afternoon schools to serve the
same objective at a much lower cost. There is already a successful model in Punjob'? and can be
replicated in other places.

Focus on skills education for girls at the secondary level: It is essential to make education more
relevant for girls, especially as they transition into post-secondary levels. Subjects and/or content on
financial literacy, employability, and entrepreneurship should be included in the curriculum, either as
standalone subjects or through infusion. This will increase parental motivation and ensure that the
girls have the relevant skills and tools to transition from school to work life if needed.

Civil society should support the government to boost girls’ transition and retention: This will
involve interventions to change behaviours against harmful social practices such as son bias, child
marriages, sexual harassment and violence. On the supply-side, complementary non-formal educa-
tion programmes for overaged girls, and monitoring of educational outcomes and progression for
girls in their localities can provide powerful pathways for change.

Development partners and donors should promote best practices and evidence on what
works. Bilateral and multilateral partners have made major contributions to improve the transition
and retention of girls in Pakistan. The learnings from these programmes must documented and used
to design retention policies and programmes.

2STRIDE and Insaaf Afternoon Schools
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