
Kate Broadley 

Girls‟ Education in the 21st Century: Gender Equality, Empowerment and 
Economic Growth. 

Mercy Tembon and Lucia Fort (Editors) 
 

Girls’ Education in the 21st Century is a collection of papers presented at the 2007 
World Bank Symposium „Education: A critical path to gender equality and women‟s 
empowerment‟. Each chapter has distinct authors, and as a whole, they portray an 
international picture of how educating girls is critical to economic, social, health and 
personal growth in the developing world. 
 
Contributors to the book represent several distinguished organisations, including: the 
World Bank, Oxford University, Stanford University, London University, UNICEF, and 
the Centre for Global Development. There are multiple references for each paper. 
Girls’ Education in the 21st Century is broken into three parts. The first focuses on the 
direct link between educating girls and women, and economic development. Although 
“much has been done to increase gender equality in education over the past 15 
years… progress on the ground remains slow and uneven” (Tembon, 2008, p. 3). 
Research conducted in many countries has established that “educating girls is one of 
the most cost effective ways of spurring development” and reducing poverty 
(Phumaphi & Leipziger, 2008, p. xvii).  
 
The largest gender differences in education are found at the secondary level of 
education. While in many countries it is a battle for girls simply to attend school, the 
quality of the school and education is “overwhelming important” (Hanushek, 2008, p. 
23). A recurring theme throughout the book is how the quality of education affects 
girls; “school quality matters more for excluded girls than for boys” (Lockheed, 2008, 
p. 115). 
 
There are specific examples from developing countries in parts two and three of the 
text which highlight both the issues and solutions in raising the rate and standards of 
girls‟ education. For those who are reading Girls’ Education in the 21st Century from a 
developed-world perspective, there are stark reminders of how other countries are 
still struggling to treat girls equally. “Worldwide approximately half the primary school-
age children who are not at school live in conflict-affected and fragile states” (Kirk, 
2008, p. 155). Chapters on “experiences in the field” from Afghanistan, Colombia, 
Bangladesh, Africa and Yemen give hope by illustrating how individual communities 
and leaders are focusing on the education of girls and women, which results in 
multiple, positive outcomes. 
 
Tembon‟s (2008) final chapter addresses strategic directions for the future. Involving 
mothers in the education of their daughters, focusing on disadvantaged girls, 
increasing research and analysis of gender education, and improving the quality of 
education are all listed as recommendations. Girls’ Education in the 21st Century is a 
stark reminder of how many girls in war-torn and developing countries are suffering 
without basic human rights. This text is a reminder to educators in the developed 
world about the international state of girls‟ education. As well as being an informative 
text, it may provide a renewed focus for educators of girls, and possibly even raise 
some questions about how the developed world can assist other countries in the 
global education of females.  
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A quote from J. Kwegyir Aggrey, who was a Ghanian educator, sums up Girls’ 
Education in the 21st Century perfectly; 
 

“The surest way to keep a people down is to educate the men and 
neglect the women. If you educate a man you simply educate an 
individual, but if you educate a woman you educate a family” (p. xvii). 
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