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(1) The Commission on the
Status of Women re q u e s t e d
UNESCO to pay particular
attention in its educational
p rogramme to those are a s
w h e re women do not
p resently have equal rights.
UNESCO is vitally intere s t e d
in this question and
recommendations in this field
will be considered by the
1947 UNESCO General
C o n f e rence. A detailed
report of UNESCO’s
conclusions about this work
and projected activities in
this field will be presented to
the Commission on the
Status of Women at its 1948
s e s s i o n .
The UNESCO Monitor, October 1947

F rom the Director General’s 
Interim re p o r t .

Support to women’s NGOs
remains one of the
O r g a n i z a t i o n ’s priority
s p h e res of action.

(2) UNESCO conducted annual
surveys amongst Member
States, and provided this
Commission with statistical
data and reports on specific
a reas, such as access of
women to higher education,
to the teaching profession, to
vocational training, etc.

(3) Access of girls and women
to education in rural areas,
UNESCO, 1963.

(4) For example, on education
as a factor influencing the
participation of women in
public life.

(5) Studies on co-education in
1969, publication by IBE of a
selected bibliography on the
education and advancement
of women published on the
occasion of Intern a t i o n a l
Education Ye a r, etc.

1950s on the extension of free and compulsory primary education called for an end to any

distinction between schooling for boys and schooling for girls, urging governments to pro v i d e

m o re schools for girls, and make parents aware of the need to send their daughters to school.

Education of women and girls was accorded a prominent place in the literacy and basic edu-

cation programmes which followed, just as it had been in those devoted to extending primary

and secondary education.( 3 )

STANDARD-SETTING
ACTIVITIES AND THE
INTERDEPARTMENTAL
PROGRAMME

In 1960, the General Conference of

UNESCO adopted the Convention

against Discrimination in Education,

a standard-setting instrument which

was to prove to be of crucial im-

portance for future action, especially

c o n c e rning women, which has been

ratified by 85 Member States to

date. This Convention served as a

basis for the relevant provisions in

other UNESCO texts which set

s t a n d a rds in respect of the re c o g n i-

tion of higher education degrees and

diplomas, technical and vocational

training, adult education, and the

status of teachers. A series of

UNESCO studies ( 4 ) in the 1950s and

1960s drew attention to the deciding

historical, economic and social

factors which are the root cause of discrimination against women, not only in education, but also

in public life. As of 1968, activities to promote equal access to education and the participation

of women in development was intensified within the framework of an interdepartmental pro g r a m m e .

Besides new studies and publications,( 5 ) this programme also included experimental literacy

p rojects (Upper Volta, now Burkina Faso), primary schooling and training of women teachers

(Nepal), and access to technical training (Chile).

Chase Going Woodhouse
Champion of women’s rights

To the question ‘You are so definite about
what you want, are you even certain what
you want on your tombstone?’, she replied
immediately: ‘She was born a woman. She
died a person’. A memorable phrase,
signalizing an evolution which is the
responsibility of all educationists.

Quoted by Jaime Torres Bodet in his opening speech
to the Fifteenth Session of the International

Conference on Public Education, IBE, Geneva,
7-12 July 1952

Jaime Torres Bodet (Mexico)
Director-General of UNESCO from 1948 to 1952

In a humorous parody of the Preamble to
UNESCO’s Constitution, a delegate once
remarked: ‘Wars begin in the minds of men;
it is in the minds of women that the
defences of peace must be constructed.’
No doubt we cannot afford to neglect
either. We are therefore making it our
business to obtain for women as well as for
men universal recognition and effective
enjoyment of this right to education.

Opening speech to the Fifteenth session of the
International Conference on Public Education, IBE,

Geneva, 7-12 July 1952
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■1963
First project for the
education of African
women, financed by
Sweden, begins

■1975
• First United Nations World

Conference on Women,
Mexico City

• International Women’s
Year

■1976-1985
United Nations Decade for
Women

■1979
Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against
Women, United Nations
General Assembly

■1980
Second United Nations
World Conference on
Women, Copenhagen

A GLOBAL STRATEGY

I n t e rnationa l Wo m e n ’s  Year (1975) and

the Un ited Nations Decade for Wo m e n

(1976-1985)  gave new impetus to

U N E S C O ’s activities to enhance the status

of women, which would hencefor th be

c o n s i d e red in a global perspective, and

related to all  the problems modern society

has to face. Whilst proposing pro g r a m m e s

specif ic to various types of discrimination

o f  w h i ch  women  a r e  v i c t i ms ,  t he

Organization was, in future, to take into

account al l aspects of women’s issues. ( 6 )

The Sectors began to implement many

m o re activit ies, in part icular studies and

re s e a rc h . ( 7 ) A teaching guide, Down with

S t e r e o t y p e s , was publ ished in 1986 to

combat sexist att itudes conveyed though

w o rds and images in childre n ’s books and

school textbooks. The 1980s also saw

the development of important community

init iat i ves,  suppor ted by UNESCO and

U N I C E F, to provide education to childre n ,

especial ly girls in rural are a s . ( 8 ) D e s p i t e

these efforts, and notwithstanding the

undeniable pro g ress made, in 1990 out of

over 100 million c h i l d ren without access

to primary school , it can be estimated that 60 mill ion were gi rl s, and that of the appro x i m a t e l y

1 bill ion ill iterate adults, ( 9 ) t w o - t h i rds were women.

EDUCATION FOR ALL: MAKING IT A REALITY

The report of the International Commission c h a i red by Jaques Delors (10) s t resses that a respect for equity

demands a special effort to do away with all inequality between the sexes in the field of education, and

that gender inequality lies at the root of the lasting situations of inferiority that affect women at every stage

of their lives. The strategic importance of women’s education for development is today acknowledged

(6) See UNESCO’s S e c o n d
M e d i u m - Term Plan (1984-
1 9 8 9 ).

(7) Series of national studies on
subjects as varied as the ro l e
of working mothers in
p re-school education, the
image and the role of women
in the media, images of men
and women in school
textbooks, obstacles to
w o m e n ’s participation in
politics, etc.

(8) UNESCO has devoted a
series of publications to
successful basic education
p rojects: Saptagram in
Bangladesh, PROPEL in
India, TOSTAN in Senegal,
etc., specifically dire c t e d
t o w a rds the education of
girls and women. In
Botswana an education
c e n t re cares for teenage
m o t h e r s .

(9) Estimates drawn up for the
World Conference on
Education for All, Jomtien,
1990. In fact, statistics in
respect of literacy are
estimates which should be
t reated with all the more
caution in that they often
d i s re g a rd illiteracy of school-
age children with no access
to school. For example, to
the most frequently quoted
f i g u re of 885 million adult
illiterates in 1995 could be
added several dozen mil lion
ten to fourteen year olds who
have no hope of learning to
read and write, and an
equally large number of
former literates who have
relapsed into illiteracy,
especially in developing
c o u n t r i e s . So, it can be
estimated that efforts at
‘education for all’ today still
c o n c e rn more than one
billion illiterates.

(10) Learning: the Tr e a s u r e
Wi t h i n, Report to UNESCO of
the International Commission
on Education for the Tw e n t y -
first Century. UNESCO,
1 9 9 6 .
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I n t e rnational Literacy Day.

Pan-African
Conference on
the Education
of Girls,
Ouagadougou,
1993
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(11) This Conference, organized
in 1993 by UNESCO and
UNICEF in co-operation with
the Government of Burkina
Faso adopted an Action
Framework for the Education
of Girls and a Declaration
which, inter alia, called upon
‘ [...] spouses of heads of
states, ministers and
parl iamentarians to form a
pressure group for ensuring
the education and welfare of
the girl child’.

(12) Education for All Summit of
Nine High-population
Countries, New Delhi, 1993.

and a very clear correlation has been established between the educational level of women on

the one hand, and an overall improvement in the population’s health and nutrition, and a dro p

in fertility rates on the other. The World Conference on Education for All (Jomtien, 1990)

succeeded in securing an international commitment to educate girls and women. One hundre d

and fifty-three countries adopted a Declaration which states that ‘The most urgent priority is

to ensure access to education of girls and women and to remove every obstacle that hinders

their active participation.’ For, whilst indispensable, political will alone does not always suff i c e .

The behaviour of parents and communities must also change. UNESCO now advocates

a p p roaches which make use of awareness-raising and social advancement campaigns

designed to increase the demand for education. These aspects were studied during meetings

in 1993, in particular the Pan-African Conference on the Education of Girls held in Ouagadougou,

which, beyond regional consensus, sought to pinpoint priorities for girls’ education and to devise

national mobilization strategies through new partnerships,( 1 1 ) and the New Delhi Summit ( 1 2 ) w h i c h

Alva Myrdal
(Sweden)
Sociologist, leading
authority on women’s rights,
Director of the Department
of Social Sciences at
UNESCO from 1951 to 1955

The acknowledgement
of women’s claim to

human rights is not just a question of giving
benefits to women. [...] It is not only a
question of making a reality of those
egalitarian principles, which all democracies
must honour if they are to justify the title of
d e m o c r a c y. The real issue is something
much more fundamental: the participation of
women as full partners in the economic,
social and cultural life of a nation.
As for UNESCO itself, it has devoted its
efforts to trying to improve the status of
women by drawing attention to the
progress or lack of progress achieved in
woman’s access to education, and by
undertaking special investigations into the
complex factors which either hinder or
favour woman’s progress.

The UNESCO Courier, No. 11, 1955

James Gustave Speth 
(United States)
UNDP Administrator since 1993

Investing in women’s capabilities and
empowering them to exercise their choices
is not only valuable in itself but is also the
surest way to contribute to economic
growth and overall development.

Foreword, Human Development Report, UNDP, 1995

EDUCATION OF GIRLS AND WOMEN

TEACHING “CLINICS” FOR GIRLS IN GHANA

The Ghana Education Service has instituted a programme to organize annual “clinics” to give girls in
secondary schools the type of orientation that would help to remove the misconceptions about girls’ parti-
cipation in the study of science, technology and mathematics in school and subsequently related careers.
The Clinic has chosen to focus on girls in secondary schools because that is where the problem manifests
itself the most.

The programme, which has the support of UNESCO and the Commonwealth Secretariat, as well as other
public and private organizations attracts girls from other West African countries.

With its follow-up activities the STME Clinic is now a year-round effort to enhance the effectiveness of the
study of science and mathematics among girls in the secondary school.

The programme has the following objectives :
1. To make participants aware of the gender stereotypes that tend to inhibit girls/women from entering

STME-based occupations and how they can overcome these inhibitions.
2. To encourage the girls to study the full range of science and mathematics-related subjects in secondary

schools.
3. To make participants aware of the application of science and mathematics skills in various occupations

and in the production of goods and services.
4. To provide opportunities for participants to explore science and mathematics-based careers through

first-hand experiences.
5. To assure participants, through role models, that they can succeed in STME-based occupations and at

the same time maintain normal marital life.
6. To create opportunities for participants to improve their skills in creativity and problem-solving.

Source : World Education Report 1995, UNESCO.Experience quoted in The National Report from Ghana presented to the
44th session of ICE, Geneva, 1994.
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recognized that education and

s e l f - rel iance of women were

significant objectives and potent

factors contributing to social

d e v e l o p m e n t .

HORIZON 2000

The World Conference on Wo m e n :

Action for Equality, Development

and Peace (Beijing, 1995) defined

a legal and institutional framework

which would not only ensure

complete equality of women with

men in the economic, social and

political spheres, but also the pos-

sibility for them to accede to the

highest levels of education, sci-

entific knowledge and culture. This

c o n f e rence was the culmination of

a series of meetings convened by

the United Nations in their efforts to

e n s u re the application of the

Universal Declaration of Human

Rights. One of these meetings was

the International Conference on

Population and Development (Cairo ,

1994), which demonstrated how

education, when accompanied by

other measures which alleviate

p o v e r t y, is the single most powerful

contributing factor in empowering

women and curbing demographic

g ro w th ; another was the Wo r l d

Summit for Social Development

(Copenhagen, 1995), which re-

a ffirmed the importance of national

■1985
• Forward-looking

strategies for the
advancement of women
for the period up to the
year 2000

• Third World United
Nations Conference on
Women, Nairobi

■1993
Pan-African Conference on
the Education of Girls,
Declaration and Framework
for Action, Ouagadougou

■1994
International Women’s Day
on the theme ‘They want
peace, they make peace’

■1995
Fourth United Nations
World Conference on
Women, Beijing
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1893 New-Zealand
1906 Finland
1913 Norway
1915 Denmark

Iceland
1918 Austria

Canada
Georgia
Germany
Ireland
Latvia
Poland
Russian Federation

1919 Belarus
Luxembourg
Netherlands
Ukraine

1920 Czech Republic
Estonia
Slovakia
United States of
America

1921 Armenia
Azerbaijan
Lithuania
Sweden

1923-1924
Mongolia

1924 Kazakstan
1926 Lebanon
1928 United Kingdom
1931 Spain

Sri Lanka
1932 Maldives

Thailand
Uruguay

1934 Brazil
Cuba
Turkey

1937 Pakistan
Philippines

1942 Dominican Republic
1944 Bulgaria

France
Jamaica

1945 Albania
Belize
Guatemala
Hungary
Indonesia
Italy
Senegal
Slovenia
Solomon Islands

1946 Cameroon
Democratic People’s

Republic of Korea
Djibouti
Liberia
Panama

Rumania
The former Yugoslav

Republic of
Macedonia

Trinidad and Tobago
Viet Nam

1947 Argentina
Bangladesh
Japan
Malta
Mexico
Venezuela

1948 Belgium
Israel
Lao People’s

Democratic Republic
Niger
Républic of Corea
Seychelles
Singapore

1949 Bosnia and
Herzegovina
Chile
China
Costa Rica
Croatia
Yugoslavia

1950 Haiti
India
Peru

1951 Antigua and Barbuda
Barbados
Dominica
Grenada
Nepal
Saint Kitts and Nevis
Saint Lucia
Saint Vincent and

the Grenadines
Sierra Leone

1952 Bolivia
Côte d’Ivoire
Greece

1953 Bhutan
Guyana
Sudan
Suriname
Syrian Arab Republic

1955 Nicaragua
1956 Benin

Comoros
Egypt
Gabon
Mali
Mauritius
Somalia
Togo

1957 Colombia
Honduras
Malaysia

Zimbabwe
1959 Madagascar

Tunisia
United Republic of

Tanzania
1960 Cyprus

Gambia
San Marino
Tonga

1961 Burundi
El Salvador
Paraguay
Rwanda

1962 Algeria
Bahamas
Monaco
Uganda
Zambia

1963 Congo
Equatorial Guinea
Islamic Republic

of lran
Kenya
Morocco

1964 Malawi
1965 Afghanistan

Botswana
1967 Australia

Zaire
1967-1970

Yemen
1968 Swaziland
1969 Lybian Arab

Jamahiriya
1971 Kiribati

Switzerland
1974 Jordan
1975 Andorra

Angola
Cape Verde
Mozambique
Papua New Guinea
Sao Tome and Principe

1976 Portugal
1977 Guinea-Bissau
1978 Ecuador

Republic of Moldova
1980 Iraq

Vanuatu
1984 Liechtenstein
1986 Central African

Republic
1989 Namibia
1994 South Africa

Sources: United Nations
Statistical Division, New York;
Inter-Parliamentary Union,
Geneva.

WOMEN’S RIGHT TO VOTE
Years in which women obtained the right to vote (at national and federal

levels, on equal terms with men, and without restriction)



(13) About 100 technical
co-operation pro j e c t s ,
financed either by the
Regular Budget or by
extra-budgetary funds, are
(have been) aimed at
p romoting education for girls
and women, particularly in
Asia and Africa.

TO KNOW MORE (see also CD-ROM, Vol. I)

■ The School Education of Girls. Isabelle Deblé. Paris, UNESCO, 1980. (English, French, Russian, Spanish)
■ Knowing and Doing: Literacy for Women. Krystina Chlebowska. Paris, UNESCO, 1992. (Arabic, Chinese,

English, Fre n c h )
■ Women in Higher Education Management. Paris/London, UNESCO/Commonwealth Secretariat, 1993.

(English, French, Spanish)
■ The Education of Girls and Women: towards a global framework for action. Paris, UNESCO, 1995.

(Chinese, English, French, Spanish)
■ What about Women? A priority for UNESCO. Paris, UNESCO, 1995. (English, French)
■ Fourth World Conference on Women: Action for Equality, Development and Peace: a UNESCO

Agenda for Gender Equality. Position paper, Beijing, 4 - 15 September 1995. Paris, UNESCO, 1995.
(Arabic, Chinese, English, French, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish)

■ Women, Education and Empowerment: Pathways Towards Autonomy. Carolyn Medel-Añonuevo.
Hamburg, UNESCO-UIE, 1995. (English, French)

THE BEIJING PLATFORM FOR ACTION

UNESCO is particularly mentioned in para. 87, under Strategic Objective B: Education and Training of

Women. UNESCO is requested to:

• contribute to the evaluation of progress achieved, using educational indicators generated by national,

regional and international bodies, and urge Governments, in implementing measures, to eliminate dif-

ferences between women and men and boys and girls with regard to opportunities in education and

training and the levels achieved in all fields, particularly in primary and literacy programmes;

• provide technical assistance upon request to developing countries to strengthen the capacity to monitor

progress in closing the gap between women and men in education, training and research, and in levels

of achievement in all fields, particularly basic education and the elimination of illiteracy;

• conduct an international campaign promoting the right of women and girls to education;

• allocate a substantial percentage of its resources to basic education for women and girls.

Priority: Woman, n° 1/1996.

Nancy Birdsall (United States)
Executive Vice President, Inter-American
Development Bank, since 1993

I am convinced that women bring a unique
and indispensable perspective to
management and policy analysis in such
fields as preventive diplomacy, peace-
keeping and development. Because they
are the primary educators in our homes
and societies, women have an unparalleled
ability to instill values and communicate
concepts. Their resourcefulness, born of
n e c e s s i t y, can and should be utilized to
enhance the effectiveness of the United
Nations and to benefit international
r e l a t i o n s .

Beijing and Beyond. Journalists Look at Women’s
Issues into the Twenty-first Century, UNESCO, 1995

Federico Mayor (Spain)
Director-General of UNESCO since 1987

We are not doing enough to close the
gender gap. Despite the solemn
declarations by world leaders to invest in
women and girls, gender disparities are
still the main constraint to achieving
Education for All. There are fewer girls than
boys enrolled in schools, and two-third of
the world’s illiterate adults are women. We
have said it many times before, but we
must say it again with even greater force: a
society which fails to care for the
education of its daughters handicaps its
f u t u r e .

Keynote Address, Education for All, Mid-decade
Meeting of the International Consultative Forum on

Education for All, Amman, June 1996

policies in guaranteeing equal educational opportunities for women.( 1 3 ) UNESCO has included

the education of women and gir ls in its new Medium Term Strategy 1996-2001, guided

by the orientations set out in the Platform for Action adopted by the Beijing Confere n c e .

The Organization wil l, in this way, contribute to the attainment of its threefold goal of

e q u a l i t y, development and peace.

EDUCATION OF GIRLS AND WOMEN
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