
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Gender, WASH and education case study: 
 
Working in partnership to improve education in Niger 



Introduction 

Niger, in West Africa, is one of the poorest countries in the world.1 According to the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 2009 report,2 63 per cent of Niger’s 15.3 million 
people live below the national poverty line. Most people earn their livelihoods as pastoralists 
(animal herders), or combine pastoralism with growing crops (agro-pastoralists), although 
infertile soil and irregular rainfall mean that harvests are unpredictable. In recent decades, 
regular droughts have resulted in food crises, putting millions of people at risk of starvation 
and destroying their livelihoods. During the 2005–6 drought, for instance, pastoralists lost up 
to 70 per cent of their animals.  
 
In 2010, more than 7 million people – nearly half the population – were short of food as a 
result of poor rains, widespread crop failure, and high food prices. Malnutrition rates are on 
the rise. In areas worst affected by the drought, one in five children under the age of five is 
malnourished.3 An international appeal was launched to prevent a humanitarian catastrophe.  
 
Oxfam GB4 has been working in Niger since 2001, supporting the most vulnerable and 
marginalised communities in agricultural and pastoral zones. Our programme focuses on 
two of the biggest problems facing communities: food security and education. Due to 
people’s daily struggle to survive, sending their children to school is not always a priority. 
Parents often have to choose between sending their children to school or keeping them at 
home to support the family’s economic activities (cattle breeding, agriculture, etc.). Girls 
often stay at home to do household chores like fetching water and collecting firewood.  
 

What are the key education challenges? 
In Niger, more than 70 per cent of adults are illiterate, and more than 60 per cent of primary 
school-aged children are out of school.5 Of those who do enrol, most complete less than five 
years of schooling,6 and girls are much more likely to drop out than boys. Providing 
education in a country as large as Niger, with widely dispersed communities, is a major 
challenge (for instance, many children from pastoralist communities, who lead nomadic 
lifestyles, have to walk long distances to get to school or have to stay with other (host) 
families due to seasonal migration of their own families. The host family (usually the head of 
the village) does not always have enough food to feed children who stay with them.7 

 
However, achieving Universal Primary Education (UPE) is essential for a country’s longer-
term development. Niger developed a poverty reduction strategy in 2002 within the 
framework of its pledge to achieve the eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 
2015.8 To guarantee the success of this strategy, it has created sectoral programmes, 
including the Ten-Year Education Development Programme (PDDE), from 2003 to 2013.  
 
The PDDE set a target of 73 per cent gross enrolment rate (GER) in primary school by 2010. 
While this target has not been reached, the government has made significant progress 
towards it (GER was estimated at 72.9 per cent in the last PDDE review document).9 
However, this rate hides significant disparities between boys and girls, and between children 
in urban and rural areas. In 2010, for instance, 64 per cent of girls were enrolled at primary 
school compared with 82 per cent of boys,10 and only 42 per cent of girls completed primary 
school compared with 57 per cent of boys.11 Children in rural areas are more than twice as 
likely to be out of school as children in urban areas.12 The PDDE 2010 review report 
revealed that only 44 per cent of children in rural areas were enrolled in primary school, 
compared with 65 per cent in urban areas.13  
 
 



Oxfam’s education programme 
Oxfam’s education programme supports the government’s Strategy for Development and 
Poverty Reduction (2007), which aims to ensure primary education for all by the year 2015. 
This paper focuses on Oxfam’s programme in the Tillabéri region of Niger, where many 
people have little or no access to basic services. The programme aims to improve children’s 
(and especially girls’) access to basic education in the pastoral and agro-pastoral 
communities where we work, and to improve the school environment so that fewer children 
drop out. We are doing this by improving water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) facilities, 
and motivating teachers and children to promote good hygiene in schools and in homes.  
 
Female community workers (animatrices) play a central role in the programme, promoting 
positive role models for young girls, and working with schools and the wider community to 
tackle negative gender stereotypes and attitudes. We are also raising awareness within 
communities about the importance of education, working closely with school management 
committees and parents’ and mothers’ associations. Finally, we are building the capacity of 
officials from the Ministry of National Education by providing training and support to enable 
them to manage resources as effectively as possible.  
 
Working with local partners, including the government, non-government organisations 
(NGOs), and teachers, parents and children in each community, we are supporting 16 
schools in 16 villages.  
 

Key challenges to education 
Access to water and sanitation facilities 

More than 80 per cent of people in Niger live in rural areas, and almost three-quarters of 
them have no access to clean drinking water. Women and young girls often have to walk for 
hours to fetch dirty water from the river or from wells that are contaminated. This makes it 
even less likely that girls will go to school.  
 
Only 7 per cent of the population (just 3 per cent in rural areas) have access to adequate 
sanitation.14 The lack of latrines in schools is a particular problem for girls as they reach 
puberty, which may be another reason why parents are reluctant to send their young 
daughters to school. Lack of access to clean water and adequate sanitation is also a 
considerable threat to public health. Basic interventions like providing latrines and 
encouraging people to wash their hands with soap after going to the toilet can reduce the 
incidence of diarrhoeal diseases – one of the biggest causes of child deaths in developing 
countries.  

 
Gender inequalities 
Patriarchal attitudes and significant gender inequalities still prevail in Niger. In particular, the 
gender division of household labour, and cultural norms such as early marriage, still 
represent significant barriers to girls’ access to and retention in education. Once girls marry 
and have children at an early age, they are pulled out of schools. Girls are also burdened 
with most of the household chores, and their attendance at school can be seen as a cost 
that poor families can ill afford. 



Improving the education system 

The government has made considerable progress in improving some aspects of the 
education system. For example, the teaching workforce has more than doubled since 1999, 
improving the pupil/teacher ratio significantly.15 But greater effort is needed if Niger is to 
achieve its Education For All (EFA) goals.16  

Working in partnership to achieve our goals 
Oxfam works with others to take action to achieve the common goals of overcoming poverty 
and injustice, and the education programme in Niger has worked on the basis of this 
principle since 2001. The programme works with three national civil society organisations: 
the Association pour un Développement Durable (ADD), Volontaire pour une Intégration 
Educative Kande ni Bayra (VIE Kande ni Bayra) and Association Timidria. Their members 
come from some of the most disadvantaged communities, and they therefore have 
legitimacy to speak on their behalf. They are also best placed to identify problems and put 
forward solutions proposed by the communities themselves.   

 
The programme also works in partnership with the Réseau des Organisations du Secteur de 
l’Education du Niger (ROSEN), a network of more than 30 national NGOs active in the 
education sector. In addition, Oxfam has developed a dialogue with more than 20 
international and national NGOs involved in advocacy to achieve the six EFA goals in Niger. 
The Ministry of Education is another key partner. The programme provides training and 
support to help the Ministry develop its institutional and management capacities in order to 
meet the country’s education goals by 2015.  
 

What have we achieved together? 
Building water points and latrines in schools 

In 2010, we built 14 latrines in 7 schools in Fogou, Ayoga, Ezack, and Boumbounga villages. 
The children will receive hygiene education and awareness raising sessions to sensitise 
them to good hygiene practices. We also supported local communities to build 13 latrines. 
Providing separate toilet facilities for boys and girls affords them privacy and security, which 
encourages girls in particular to continue to attend school. The programme has made 
considerable progress in increasing the number of girls who are enrolled in school in the 
communities where we work, and reducing the number of dropouts.  

Promoting improved hygiene practices  
Building infrastructure for water and sanitation facilities is vitally important to improve the 
school environment, but promoting good hygiene practices in schools and at home is equally 
important. The programme works through animatrices (female community workers) recruited 
by each of the three partner organisations. These are educated women from the community 
who act as positive role models for girls, demonstrating the benefits that education can bring. 
They help children to understand how to use latrines hygienically and the benefits of good 
hygiene, including the importance of washing their hands with soap before eating and after 
using the toilet. The animatrices also aim to change people’s views about the value of 
education for girls in particular, and to encourage more children to enrol and stay in school. 
They work closely with parents and teachers to provide joint solutions to the problems 
children face. 

 
The work of the animatrices has improved girls’ access to schooling, as well as the retention 
rate- for example, in intervention schools in Foguou department, Tillabéri region, after the 
introduction of animatrices in intervention schools, no children who enrolled in 2004/5 
dropped out after their first year.17 In addition, parents and the wider community have 
become much more involved in their children’s education – for instance, in all of the schools 
we support, there are now functioning school management committees (which include 
teachers), and parents’ and mothers’ associations. Some parents reported that they noticed 



major changes in their children, who were paying more attention to cleanliness and hygiene. 
There was also feedback that children are acting as agents of change – encouraging other 
family members to practice good hygiene like washing hands, covering food, and keeping 
water containers clean. 
 

Supporting community structures  
Achieving a good-quality education system requires trained teachers, but making schools 
more accountable to the local community requires the active involvement of parents and 
other community members. Therefore, Oxfam’s programme supports the community 
structures mentioned above (school management committees and parents’ and mothers’ 
associations). Many women participate in these groups, often holding key positions such as 
treasurer.  
 
Community groups in the 16 villages where we worked until 2010 have received training in a 
range of skills, including organisational and financial management, gender awareness, and 
income-generating activities. The training was carried out by VIE Kande ni Bayra, one of 
Oxfam’s national partners, because of its experience and expertise in promoting adult 
literacy. In 2008–9, the organisation trained 254 adults (144 of them women) and school 
management committees have developed coherent organograms and annual operational 
plans. 
 
By building the capacity of communities to participate in how local schools are run, the 
programme is helping to ensure that the benefits are sustainable in the longer term.  

Making schools better places for children 
The programme’s support for local community groups has already achieved some important 
results. For example, school management committees in all 16 schools in the districts of 
Téra, Bankilaré, Say, and Torodi have set up canteens so that they can give the children a 
mid-morning porridge of millet to compensate for the fact that many children do not have a 
meal at home every day. The canteens receive regular supplies through wholesale 
purchases made by partners throughout the school year.  

Advocacy and lobbying work 
The work that the animatrices are doing to raise community awareness of the importance of 
educating children (and girls in particular) has been backed up by an advocacy plan at the 
local level, which involves community associations organising exchange visits between 
villages to share experiences and learn from each other. These provided much-valued 
opportunities to discuss common concerns and see what other communities were planning 
to achieve. In some communities, people have organised public meetings attended by local 
government representatives. This was a good opportunity for people to present their 
concerns about their children’s education to those responsible for making decisions and 
allocating resources. In this way, the programme is also promoting greater accountability. 

 
The three operational partners have also signed agreements with community radio stations 
to hold regular broadcasts to discuss the issues that prevent children from getting an 
education, such as early marriage and attitudes about gender roles. Many listeners call in to 
the radio shows to ask for guidance and advice.  

 
Building the capacity of government 
Oxfam has been able to build a strong relationship with the Ministry of Education, locally and 
nationally. A Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was signed with the Ministry for 2008–9 
and 2009–10. The first agreement allowed key officials from the Ministry of National 
Education to attend training on education resources management. Most of these officials 
have subsequently been appointed as heads of key directorates within the Basic Education 



General Directorate, notably the Directorate of Initial Training, the Directorate of Curricula 
and the Directorate of Girls’ Education. The person who was Director of Initial Training has 
now been appointed as Deputy Secretary-General of the Ministry. Key civil servants 
received training on gender issues, enabling them to address gender inequalities in their 
planning and decision-making processes. 
 
The 2009–10 MoU covers key reforms around the ‘quality initiative’,18 girls’ education, and 
updating the curriculum. Programme partners sign a contract each year with the local 
Ministry to train new teachers in French and Maths, as well as providing regular follow-up by 
education advisers from the Ministry, and teacher-training sessions throughout the 
programme.  
 
These strong partnerships, working towards shared goals, have contributed to good success 
rates for the pupils who sat their final primary education exam in 2010, enabling them to go 
on to secondary school. 
 
Following field visits by Ministry officials in 2008, and after subsequent visits and meetings in 
2009 and 2010, the government recommended that Oxfam’s approach to partnership 
working in its education programme be benchmarked, and that other international 
organisations should adopt this approach.   

 
Lessons learned  
Strong partnerships have been the key to the success of Oxfam’s education programme in 
Niger, helping to achieve the goal of improving girls’ access to education and addressing 
some of the barriers to parents sending their children to school. Partnerships with national 
and local civil society groups have been positive and helped to strengthen community 
structures. The fact that parents and other community members are now more involved in 
how local schools are run, developing improvement plans for the longer term, means that the 
benefits of the programme will be sustainable.  
 
Partnership with the Ministry of Education has enabled us to strengthen the capacity of key 
staff involved in planning and decision-making, and some of those staff have subsequently 
been appointed to key directorates and the Office of the Secretary-General. Our strong 
working relationship with the Ministry, with field visits to see the impact at field level, resulted 
in the government deciding to use our partnership approach as a benchmark for others 
working in the education sector. Partnership with the government, nationally and locally, also 
helped to support reforms and training in key areas such as reviewing the curriculum, 
implementing the quality initiative to improve teachers’ performance, and the provision of 
WASH facilities in schools as a means of addressing gender issues and other barriers to 
education. 
 

Key challenges 

Taking into account the context of Niger, where the state is unable to provide basic services 
for the vast majority of its citizens, there is still a need for agencies to engage in service 
delivery while at the same time supporting the capacity of community-based organisations 
and government authorities. Part of this support includes helping community organisations to 
become more representative and accountable.  
 
Lack of funding is also a significant challenge. Some donors (like MCC, IMAGINE, AED and 
USAID) have left Niger, and of those that have stayed, some donors have reduced their 
budgets, most likely because of the political situation. Oxfam and other agencies find it 
increasingly difficult to raise funds for their education programmes and WASH activities, 
which often require substantial inputs. In addition, most local organisations do not have 



funds to support their own running costs, and they are therefore heavily dependent on 
external funding, which jeopardises their sustainability.   
 
The recent decrease in Niger’s education budget19 also represents a significant challenge to 
maintaining the improvements made in recent years. Despite these challenges, Oxfam’s 
programme will continue to work with our partner organisations to ensure that boys and girls 
in marginalised communities in Niger have better access to schools, and a better education 
service, which motivates them to complete their primary education and continue to 
secondary education and beyond. 
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