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SUMMARY 
 
This background document discusses the potential integration of population and 

development goals within the framework of the UN Millennium Development Goals. The 

discussion examines the specific connection between one population factor (unintended 

pregnancies among teens) and one Millennium Development Goal (the gender gap in 

educational attainment). Because pregnancy-related dropouts disproportionately (if not 

exclusively) affect girls, a logical argument can be made that by reducing pregnancy-

related dropouts, countries can bring the educational attainment of girls closer to those 

of boys. Yet the policy question is whether reductions in pregnancy-related dropouts 

would make a difference that is large enough to warrant policy attention.  

After reviewing the theoretical arguments for integration, the report presents 

some estimates of how much a variety of countries would narrow their gender gaps in 

schooling if they reduced the incidence of pregnancy-related dropouts. By comparing 

impacts across countries, the report draws tentative lessons about the circumstances 

under which policy integration of teenage fertility would have the greatest payoffs in 

terms of the UN goal of closing gender gaps in schooling. Overall, findings suggest that 

payoffs are likely to be greatest when countries have begun to address gender 

discrimination and in countries that are within intermediate levels of socioeconomic 

development. Reductions in teenage pregnancies are not a panacea but they can 

complement the efforts to address other barriers to gender equity in schooling.  

Although this report focuses on teenage fertility as a factor, the general approach 

used here can be applied more widely to assess policies that address other causes of 

dropout. This approach can usefully complement the insights from statistical and 

evaluation studies. A triangulation of analytical approaches and policy experiences is 

warranted. Likewise, the search for appropriate gender-equity policies for each country 

requires a policy dialogue between different disciplines, between researchers and policy-

makers, and between planners from different sectors. The present document hopes to 

contribute to this dialogue.  
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III...   IIInnntttrrroooddduuuccctttiiiooonnn   
Can the UN meet its Millennium Development Goal of achieving gender parity in 

education by 2015? Moving close to this goal requires sound policy, specifically an 

increased ability to identify effective and integrated programs that make the best use of 

resources while benefiting multiple sectors. It also requires a willingness to recognize the 

diversity of situations across and within nations.1 Even as the UN pursues a global 

agenda, planners must act locally, mindful of the unique constraints and opportunities of 

each nation or socioeconomic group. 

    Against this background, this report discusses the potential integration of 

population and development within the framework of the UN Millennium agenda. The 

reports examines the connection of teen fertility to gender equity concerns, i.e., would 

programs to reduce the incidence of teen pregnancies help narrow the global educational 

gaps between boys and girls? Specifically, how much would any policy effort to reduce 

pregnancy-related dropouts (PRDs hereafter) among teens pay off in terms of narrowing 

the educational gap between boys and girls? 

Section 1 outlines a few theoretical arguments for integration, including the 

intuitive -but potentially faulty- notion that reductions in teenage fertility would help 

narrow the gender gap in schooling. Section 2 reviews several indicators of the relevance 

of teenage fertility to gender equity concerns. After noting the limitations of these 

indicators, Section 3 introduces a more direct method of impact assessment. The 

application of this method requires extensive data that can be met in part by using data 

                                                 
1 Wodon, Q. and R. Jayasuriya. (eds.)  2003. Efficiency in Reaching the Millennium 

Development Goals.  Washington DC: World Bank. 
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from Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) to collect schooling information. We use 

these data to estimate the possible impact of reducing PRDs across several countries 

(section 4) but also within urban and rural areas in four of these countries (section 5). By 

analyzing how results vary across countries, we draw tentative policy lessons about the 

contexts where reductions in PRDs can foster gender equity in education. Section 6 is a 

general conclusion.  

 

IIIIII...   WWWhhhyyy   CCCooonnnsssiiidddeeerrr   TTTeeeeeennnaaagggeee   FFFeeerrrtttiiillliiitttyyy???   

Why should one consider teenage fertility among the possible initiatives to narrow the 

education gap between boys and girls? Why would the UN, in particular, consider an 

intervention that falls outside its eight Millennium priorities? Why not leave girls’ 

schooling to education planners, and let the population and reproductive health 

community focus on teenage fertility? The reasons for integrating these two concerns can 

be summarized as follows.     

 

II.1. Sex-specificity     

In general, the gender gaps in education will be narrowed by programs that specifically 

target girls or by programs that address issues that disproportionately affect girls. If one 

considers the many reasons why pupils drop out of school (lack of money, distance to 

school, poor grades, poor health, lack of interest, the decision to seize a job opportunity), 

few are inherently sex-specific. One clear exception is pregnancy-related dropouts. Girls’ 

schooling (more than boys’) inordinately suffers from teen pregnancies, either because of 

legal restrictions to the continued enrollment of teen mothers, because of lack of 
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economic and social support to these teen mothers, or because teen fathers in developing 

nations generally do not withdraw from school as a result of impending fatherhood. Such 

sex-specificity implies that girls could benefit most from a reduction in pregnancy-related 

dropouts and therefore, countries would come closer to gender parity in education.    

 

II.2. Synergy     

Education and fertility may fall administratively into two different program domains, but 

they are often correlated in the lives of teens. Studies often find a negative correlation 

between fertility and education, whether at the national level, within families, or at the 

level of individuals.2 While researchers disagree on the statistical interpretation of these 

correlations,3 these correlations suggest that policies that affect one factor or the causes of 

one factor could also affect the other. Potential synergies therefore exist that can justify 

                                                 
2 See e.g., Castro M.T. 1995. “Women’s Education and Fertility: Results from 26 
Demographic and Health Surveys. Studies in Family Planning. 1995, 26(4):187–202.  
 Jejeebhoy, Shireen J. 1995. Women’s Education, Autonomy, and Reproductive 
Behaviour: Experience from Developing Countries. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 Kravdal, Ø. 2002. Education and Fertility in Sub-Saharan Africa: Individual and 
Community Effects. Demography 39(2):233-250. 
 Omariba, D. and W.  Rasugu. 2005. “Women’s Educational Attainment and 
Intergenerational Patterns of Fertility Behaviour in Kenya.” Journal of Biosocial Science. 
00, 1–31, Cambridge University Press. 
 UNFPA. 2002. State of World Population 2002. People, Poverty, and 
Possibilities. New York: United Nations. Available on-line at 
http://www.unfpa.org/swp/2002/pdf/english/swp2002eng.pdf 
 
3 They can reflect either the deleterious influence of fertility on schooling outcomes, the 
transformative effects of education on fertility behavior, or the fact that both fertility and 
schooling outcomes result from the same socioeconomic conditions (see e.g. Hoffman, S.  
1998. “Teenage Pregnancy Is Not So Bad After All … Or Is It? A Review of The 
Literature.” Family Planning Perspectives 30(5):236-239; see also Ribar, DC 1999. “The 
Socioeconomic Consequences of Young Women’s Childbearing: Reconciling Disparate 
Evidence.” Journal of Population Economics 12:547-565.) 



 7

policy integration. The UN, in particular, can benefit from finding win-win solutions that 

serve both its Cairo and its Millennium agendas.  

 

II.3. Agency and immediacy 

Granted that fertility affects education, why focus on the fertility of teens rather than the 

fertility of their parents or on national fertility? The idea here is that the former involves a 

greater role for the teens themselves, even if the behavioral choices of teens are often 

restricted severely by their socioeconomic circumstances4. While national or parental 

fertility also affect the schooling of children, their impact is less direct. Here, teens 

themselves –rather than their parents or society—contribute to shape their own 

educational outcomes hence a greater sense of agency. While families and society 

constrain teens’ decision-making options, the line is more direct between the individuals 

who make the fertility decisions and those who bear the consequences of these decisions. 

Additionally, the effects of teenage fertility can occur immediately and this is relevant to 

the time-bound Millennium agenda and its 2015 benchmark.  

 

II.4. Historical opportunity   

In countries where fertility has recently begun to decline, the number of females within 

the early reproductive years is at a historical high and future cohorts will be smaller. 

There is thus a historical opportunity to affect a generation whose reproductive behavior 

will have a lasting impact on future trends in schooling. Many of these countries are also 

                                                 
4 Friedman, D., M. Hechter and S. Kazanawa. 1994. “A Theory of the Value of 

Children.” Demography 31(3):375-401.  
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experiencing high levels of urban unemployment that intensify competition for job 

opportunities. Furthermore, the age at marriage and premarital fertility are rising5 and 

there is evidence that premarital fertility affects the subsequent chances of marriage.6 In 

that context, teenage fertility and its schooling consequences become determining for the 

life chances and socioeconomic mobility of young women. A historical opportunity 

therefore exists to support the educational mobility of women and their families through 

prevention of unintended and early pregnancies. 

 

II. 5. Caveats 

While the integration of teenage fertility to gender-equity goals is intuitively appealing, 

some of its assumptions require careful consideration. To begin, not all teens are enrolled 

in school at the time of their pregnancy, and therefore, their pregnancy is irrelevant to 

their schooling outcomes. Even when a teen becomes pregnant while in school and she 

drops out afterwards, it is unclear whether the pregnancy was the trigger event or simply 

an aggravating factor. Some students may come to assess their life chances and conclude 

that they are best served by pursuing a romantic relationship and motherhood, rather than 

schooling as a preferred option.7 Under those circumstances, teen fertility and poor 

schooling outcomes are not causally related. Rather, they both are mere symptoms of 

                                                 
5 Gage, A.J. and C. Bledsoe.  1994.” The Effects of Social Stratification on Marriage and 
the Transition to Parenthood in Freetown, Sierra Leone.” In Nuptiality in Sub-Saharan 
Africa Contemporary Anthropological and Demographic Perspectives. Caroline Bledsoe 
and Gilles Pilon (eds). Oxford: Clarendon Press. Pp. 148-164. 
  
6 Meekers, D. and A.E. Calves. 1997. “Main’ Girlfriends, Girlfriends, Marriage, and 
Money: The Social Context of HIV Risk Behavior in Sub-Saharan Africa.” Health 
Transition Review 7(Suppl.):S361–S375. 
 
7 Friedmann et al. op. cit.  



 9

socioeconomic disadvantage. Addressing the “teenage fertility symptom,” rather than the 

fundamental socioeconomic cure, will in this case do little to narrow the gender equity 

gap. On a different angle, one can argue that some teens have used their romantic 

relationships strategically as a means to further their education and this sometimes places 

low-income teens before a quandary. They rely on support from male partners to fund 

their schooling yet this partnership is risky from a schooling standpoint when a 

pregnancy occurs. In other words, these partnerships are both a facilitator and a hindrance 

to girls’ education.  

 The analyses in this report are based on the direct accounts of women themselves 

about the reasons why they dropped out of school, rather than a statistical study of the 

correlations of fertility and schooling events in their lives. As such, it is more defensible 

to expect a causal connection even it is possible that pregnancies may not have been the 

only factor behind their dropout. In our analyses, we assume that when women report a 

pregnancy as the cause of their dropout, it is indeed the true and main reason why they 

dropped out. We do acknowledge that at least for some of these women, pregnancies may 

have only been a aggravating factor. In that sense, the estimates presented in this report 

are an upper bound estimate. Below, we examine several common indicators for the 

relevance of teenage fertility to girls’ schooling.      

 

IIIIIIIII...   TTThhheee   SSSaaallliiieeennnccceee   ooofff   TTTeeeeeennnaaagggeee   FFFeeerrrtttiiillliiitttyyy:::   AAA   FFFeeewww   IIInnndddiiicccaaatttooorrrsss   

Analysts can assess the relevance of teenage fertility to girls schooling by using one of 

several indicators, including the percentage of PRDs, the rates of teen pregnancy, 
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statistical correlations between teenage fertility and schooling, and program evaluations 

of the impact of reducing teenage fertility.  

   

III.1. Percentage of pregnancy-related dropouts 

A few surveys have asked questions about reasons for school dropout and answers to 

such questions provide a simple means to gauge the salience of fertility to schooling 

outcomes.8 Figure 1 presents the DHS results regarding the incidence of pregnancy-

related dropout in several African countries.   

As the data show, the incidence of pregnancy-related dropout varies greatly across 

countries and across levels of schooling. These dropouts are more prevalent within junior 

secondary than in junior secondary or, understandably, in primary school. Across 

countries, the data in figure 1 show that few PRDs occur in countries such as Niger, 

Benin, the Comoros or Mauritania, but the numbers are much larger among the top tier of 

countries displayed in this figure. In terms of ranking (data not shown), pregnancies are 

the leading cause in the secondary school dropout of female among three of the 23 

African countries in Figure 1. 

However, PRDs are limited as a policy indicator. First, their policy importance 

depends heavily on the denominator. Given the same number of PRDs, higher 

percentages will be obtained where female dropout rates are low. Less obviously, the 

importance of PRDs also depends on their timing. When they occur early in the school 

cycle, the potential number of schooling years lost is larger than if they had occurred 

                                                 
8 Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS). 2003. Statcompiler, ORC Macro. Measure 

DHS+project,  http://www.measuredhs.com, accessed July 1, 2003. 
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later. Thus, the same percentage of PRDs can have vastly different consequences 

depending on their distribution over the school cycle. Third, the importance of PRDs as a 

policy priority must be judged against the magnitude of other sources of gender 

inequality in schooling. Finally, and more practically, the data on dropout reasons are 

often not available on the scale or detail needed. In such cases, rates of teenage fertility 

can be considered as a substitute.     

 

III.2. Incidence of teenage fertility   

Where PRD data do not exist, data on the incidence of teenage fertility can be used as a 

substitute. Figure 2 shows data on the incidence of teenage fertility in a number of 

countries, specifically, the percentage of women who reach age 20 without becoming 

mothers or pregnant. The country situations, again, vary. Teenage fertility is common in 

Niger or Mali for instance, where as many as 2 in every five girls become pregnant 

during their teen years. While this indicator is convenient because data are available, it is 

less satisfactory than the incidence of pregnancy-related dropouts. Among others, it 

presumes that a teen fertility necessarily compromises schooling and this is questionable 

in situations where girls (1) can continue their education after a pregnancy, (2) 

deliberately choose motherhood and early marriage over schooling9 or (3) were not 

enrolled in school to begin with.  

 

                                                 
9 Friedman et al. op.cit; Calves and Meekers, op. cit. 
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III.3. Statistical correlations   

Analysts can also evaluate the relevance of fertility to gender equity based on statistical 

studies of the correlation between teen motherhood and the schooling of girls. The 

meaning of these correlations is ambiguous, however. A correlation may exist because 

girls who experience little success in their educational pursuits may choose the alternative 

path of early motherhood and marriage. It may also exist because girls who come from 

disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds are at greater risk of both dropping out of 

school and having an unintended pregnancy. In those situations, a mere correlation 

between teen fertility and schooling cannot be taken to imply that policy makers could 

narrow the gender gaps in schooling by reducing unintended pregnancies among teens.  

 

III.4. Evaluation studies  

Evaluation studies are another source of evidence. They are especially useful insofar as 

they assess actual programs and they consider the practical difficulties of implementation. 

When based on appropriate designs, evaluations can generate credible conclusions about 

policy impact, even though results are difficult to generalize to other settings. 

In sum, several measures can serve to indicate the impact that teenage fertility 

could have on gender inequality in educational attainment. The common limitation of 

these measures from a policy stand point is that they do not fully address the 

quantification needs implied in the UN Millennium agenda. Under the quantitative and 

benchmarked Millennium agenda, it is important to assess how much any given program 

would affect the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals. Below, we describe 

a framework that permits such quantification. 
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IIIVVV...   AAA   FFFrrraaammmeeewwwooorrrkkk   fffooorrr   PPPooollliiicccyyy   AAAsssssseeessssssmmmeeennnttt   

a. The Framework  

Schooling life tables provide a useful framework for education policy analysis. They can 

serve to estimate how much the gap in education between boys and girls would narrow if 

they managed to reduce one specific cause of dropout, in this case, pregnancy-related 

dropouts. In that sense, they are well suited to the UN quantitative agenda, where the 

interest is on meeting quantitative goals by 2015.  

 

b. Strengths and weaknesses  

The application of schooling life tables to the analysis of education policy is severely 

limited by their extensive data requirements. Yet this shortcoming must be weighed 

against its enormous possibilities in informing policy evaluation. The use of schooling 

life tables can support before-hand quantification of likely impacts, before resources are 

committed. Importantly from a UN perspective, this framework can express outcomes in 

the specific terms and units of the Millennium Development Goal in educational equity 

by gender. The section below briefly explains the main idea behind the proposed 

framework.      

 

c. The main idea   

The main idea here is that one can classify dropout reasons across two dimensions: type 

and timing.  Based on type, the main distinction is between sex-specific (e.g. 

pregnancies) from non-specific reasons for dropping out of school. This distinction 

between intrinsically sex-specific and less sex-specific influences matters, because it 
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makes it possible to contrast the relative contributions of societal discrimination versus 

teen pregnancy. The second classification criterion is timing, where one can distinguish 

primary from post-primary dropouts. Crossing these two classifications generates four 

sources of gender inequality in educational attainment, as shown in Figure 3. 

Schooling life tables expand the taxonomy outlined in Figure 3 into a more 

detailed and quantitative treatment. Rather than distinguishing two periods and two main 

reasons, a schooling life table examines dropout rates at every single grade and perhaps 

through a larger set of dropout reasons. A table will then use information on these grade-

specific and reason-specific rates of dropout to estimate the levels of educational 

attainment. More importantly, it can be used to estimate how the levels of educational 

attainment would change if one modified one/several of the dropout rates. For instance, 

what would happen to educational attainment if one reduced the number of students who 

drop out of secondary school because of lack of money? In the case at hand, the exercise 

consists in examining how educational attainment for girls and the gap between boys and 

girls would change if one reduced the incidence of pregnancy-related dropouts (see 

Figure 4).        

The calculations involved are tedious but can be expedited by creating a 

computing interface that planners can use to investigate the schooling implications of 

various policies, without being involved in the details of the calculations. As shown in the 

leftmost box of Figure 5, users would simply input choices about the nature (cause of 

dropout addressed) and intensity (percent by which this cause of dropout is reduced) of 

interventions, as well as about target populations and grade levels. Based on these input 

data, the output values (simulated magnitude of the gender gap) would be re-calculated 
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automatically. The system can therefore show how policy choices affect education 

outcomes, e.g. how a 25 percent reduction in PRDs among female 10th graders would 

reduce sex inequalities in secondary school attainment. More generally, planners can 

compare multiple policy alternatives and select the one with the most desirable effects. 

While the computations themselves are straightforward, the real limitations comes from 

data, as one needs detailed information about the reasons why pupils drop out of school at 

different grades. This lack of data has probably one key factor in limiting the application 

of schooling life tables to education policy. In recent years, however, the data collection 

efforts of DHS have generated information that partially overcomes these limitations. By 

combining these data with other available secondary information on the structure of the 

school systems of these countries as well as the rates of grade repetition, one is able to 

estimate the potential gender equity impact of reductions in the incidence of pregnancy-

related dropouts.    

 

VVV...   NNNaaatttiiiooonnnaaalll---llleeevvveeelll   AAAsssssseeessssssmmmeeennntttsss      

The data used in these assessments come from DHS surveys but also with additional 

information from UN and World Bank sources. The calculations are described in detail 

elsewhere10 and the results can be used to achieve three policy goals: (1) simulate the 

impact of reducing PRDs on the gender gap of a specific country, (2) decompose the 

gender gap of a country into its pregnancy and discrimination components, (3) compare 

                                                 
10 Eloundou-Enyegue and Stokes (2004). Teen Pregnancy and Gender Inequality 

in Education: A Contextual Hypothesis: Demographic Research 11(11). December 2004 
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country responses with an eye toward understanding the contextual conditions under 

which reductions in PRDs are most likely to have a substantial impact.  

 

Simulation  

Figure 7 illustrates the detailed results of a simulation. It specifically shows, for one 

country, how the female to male ratio in school participation would change if countries 

began to reduce their incidence of pregnancy-related dropouts.   

The bottom curve in this figure shows how the ratio in female to male enrollment 

changes as pupils progress through school, from the first to the 14th grade. As these data 

show, this ratio gradually declines from parity at school entry until about 0.75 by the end 

of secondary school. The other curves show how the female-to-male ratios in school 

participation would change if one were to reduce the incidence of PRDs by 10%, 20%, … 

up to 100%. In this illustrative case, the elimination of PRDs would likely bring the 

country to parity in secondary school completion, if indeed pregnancies were the true and 

only reason why girls who report such dropouts terminated their education.  

A simpler chart can be drawn if one focused on educational attainment, rather 

than a full description of what happens at all the levels of schooling. In that case, one 

could focus on a meaningful education milestone. By doing so, one no longer needs a full 

set of curves to illustrate program impact and instead, one can use a small bar, as shown 

in Figure 8. The bottom tip, the middle, and the top of this bar represents the value of the 

FMR in secondary school completion if pregnancy-related dropouts were reduced by 0%, 

50%, and 100%, respectively. The total length of the bar therefore indicates the 
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magnitude of the potential impact of programs to reduce PRDs. This simpler presentation 

is practical in making cross-national comparisons, as shown in Figure 8.  

As Figure 8 indicates, the size of the bars varies considerably across the 23 sub-

Saharan nations in this analysis, from very low values in Niger and Benin to much higher 

values in countries such as Kenya, Uganda, the Central African Republic, or Cameroon, 

for instance. Ultimately, researchers can compare the results across countries as a way to 

understand the socioeconomic factors associated with greater program impact.  Because 

the input data needed to simulate program impacts exist for few countries only, the 

lessons from these analyses are tentative. Nonetheless they suggest general guidelines 

about the contexts in which programs to reduce teenage fertility could have a sizeable 

impact on narrowing the educational gap between boys and girls.   

 

Decomposition    

Figure 6 below breaks down the total gender gap of several sub-Saharan countries into 

four sources, including “pregnancy within primary,” “discrimination within primary,” 

“pregnancy after primary school,” and “discrimination after primary school.” Results 

show three clusters of countries.  

The first cluster (Chad to Comoros) comprises countries where gender discrimination 

with primary school is the main source of the gender gap in educational attainment. In 

Chad for instance, passage through primary school is associated with over a 50% decline 

in the female to male enrollment ratio in school participation as a results of gender 

discrimination alone. 



 18

In the second cluster (Eritrea, Madagascar, and Mozambique), the limiting factor here 

is discrimination within secondary school. In Eritrea, for instance, passage through 

secondary is associated with a 50 percent decline in the female-to-male enrollment ratio 

in school participation, because of gender discrimination alone. Compared to the first 

cluster, there is less gender discrimination within primary school, but some 

discrimination remains within secondary level. Based on these results, this middle cluster 

of countries should focus on addressing discrimination within secondary school. The 

specific areas of discrimination to address can be identified by examining the dropout 

causes that disproportionately affect girls.  

A third cluster (Kenya through Zambia) is one in which PRDs within secondary 

school are the limiting factor. These countries are ones in which one is most justified in 

considering teenage fertility as a potential factor in narrowing the educational gap 

between boys and girls. The simulation below serve to indicate exactly how much 

individual countries would narrow their gender gaps, if they reduced their pregnancy-

related dropouts.    

 

Comparative analyses 

Figure 9 shows the relationship between a country’s levels of teenage fertility and the 

potential impact of programs to reduce pregnancy-related dropouts. On the X axis of this 

figure, countries are ranked by increasing order of the percentage of women who reach 

age 20 without becoming mothers or pregnant.  This ordering is expected to represent the 

countries’ advance in the transition in teenage fertility, with countries to the right being 

more advanced in the process. For each country, the estimated impacts of PRD program 
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are plotted by thin bars. Using this figure, one can examine the correlation between the 

initial size of the gender gap (the bottom tip of the thin bars) and the country’s advance in 

teen fertility.  Most importantly, one can also examine the correlation between the 

potential impact of PRD programs (length of the thin bars) and the countries’ advance in 

the transition in teenage fertility. Statistical analyses indicate that the size of these bars on 

average is greatest for the middle-range countries, even as the chart clearly shows 

important exceptions such as the Central African Republic or Madagascar.      

 

VVVIII...   DDDiiiffffffeeerrreeennnccceeesss   wwwiiittthhhiiinnn   CCCaaassseee   CCCooouuunnntttrrriiieeesss 

Previous analyses have focused at the national level. Yet because countries are 

heterogeneous, it makes sense to examine differences within countries, especially 

between rural and urban areas. Not only do rural areas differ in terms of their levels of 

fertility and age at marriage, but they also differ in terms of access to schooling 

opportunities. For this reason, programs to address teenage fertility may be relevant in 

one sector but not the other. Figure 10, shows the results of these more detailed analyses 

for selected case countries, including Kenya, Madagascar, the Dominican Republic, and 

Nepal.    

These four countries present contrasted scenarios with respect to the size of 

existing gender gaps in schooling and their sensitivity to reductions in pregnancy-related 

dropout, but also with regard to their rural-urban differences. Kenya presents a fairly 

unusual situation where rural enrollments exceed urban enrollments (data not shown). In 

this country, both rural and urban gender gaps in secondary school completion would be 

narrowed by reductions in pregnancy-related dropouts, with a stronger response from the 
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rural populations. In the rural sector of this country, it would take about a 65% reduction 

in pregnancy-related dropouts in order to close the gender gap, whereas about an 80% 

reduction would be needed in the urban sector.   

Madagascar presents a more classic case where urban enrollments are 

considerably higher than rural enrollments (data not shown). The gender gap in 

secondary completion in this country is also high for both rural and urban population. 

These gaps would respond moderately to reductions in pregnancy-related dropouts, but in 

neither area would the gender gap in schooling close because of programs to reduce 

PRDs. Other factors, including attention to discriminatory practices at the primary level 

of schooling, are needed. In other words, Madagascar is a setting where PRDs would not 

be sufficient. 

The situation is quite opposite in the Dominican Republic where the response to 

reductions in PRDs would be modest but it is not even needed. The country was already 

close to parity and attention to teenage fertility is not warranted on gender-equity 

grounds.  Finally, Nepal offers a scenario of high contrast between urban and rural 

situations. Gender parity has been achieved among the small urban population of this 

country, but the gaps are quite large within rural communities. Nepal’s situation 

illustrates quite clearly how analyses must go beyond a study of national aggregate and 

examine possible differences within countries. Even if a reduction of PRDs would do 

little to advance educational equity between rural boys and girls, the gap in the rural 

sector deserves attention.     
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VVVIIIIII...   TTTeeennntttaaatttiiivvveee   PPPooollliiicccyyy   LLLeeessssssooonnnsss   

The various case countries reviewed above suggest tentative policy lessons. Overall, the 

gender-equity payoff of reducing PRDs varies substantially across countries. While not 

always necessary or sufficient, it has some effect, especially in countries that also address 

discriminatory barriers to gender equity and in countries that are at intermediate stages of 

socioeconomic development. These various lessons are discussed in turn. 

     

1. The gender-equity payoffs from reducing PRDS vary across countries  

As shown in Figure 9, program impacts vary substantially and such variation cautions 

against blanket statements about the potential gender-equity payoffs of reducing PRDs in 

developing countries.   

 

2. Reducing PRDs is neither always necessary nor sufficient 

A few countries, South Africa for instance, have now closed their gender gaps in 

secondary school completion in spite of some incidence of pregnancy related dropouts. 

Conversely, other countries such as Nepal, Tanzania, and Burkina Faso would not close 

their gaps, even if they managed to eliminate all pregnancy-related dropouts. Still other 

countries show little incidence of pregnancy related dropouts but have large gaps in 

secondary completion. These findings indicate that PRD programs are neither necessary 

nor sufficient components of efforts to close the gender gaps. Nonetheless, they would 

make a substantial difference in many countries, particularly within the sub-Saharan 
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region. Among the 23 sub-Saharan countries where data were available, the simulations 

showed that current gender gaps would be reduced on average by one third.   

 

3. Payoffs depend on efforts to limit gender discrimination   

PRD program impacts will be greater where countries have begun to address 

discrimination-related factors. Some interaction exists between PRD programs and efforts 

to address other sources of the gender gaps namely discrimination at the primary and the 

secondary level. Overall, simulations show that the impact of PRD programs will be 

substantially greater when countries address the problems that occur before puberty or 

outside the realm of pregnancy. Again, policy integration on a case-to-case basis is 

warranted.  

 

4. Countries fall under four different gender equity-regimes  

One important contribution of this framework is to draw attention to qualitative 

differences in the makeup of gender inequality. Two countries can have a gender gap of 

the same magnitude but the source of this gap can differ dramatically. In terms of the 

sources of inequality, countries can be classified under four regimes, as shown in Table 1. 

Under a cultural regime, gender discrimination within primary school remains 

substantial. Other factors may be important, but the fundamental factor that needs to be 

addressed is cultural acceptance of gender equity in education. Only when this first factor 

is addressed would programs to address other factors be likely to payoff.  The next 

regime is labeled economic. In this situation, discrimination has subsided within primary 

school but it remains substantial at the secondary level. This regime is labeled economic 
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because families begin to value their daughters’ schooling, but they will still divest 

disproportionately from girls when the costs of schooling are high or when the economic 

conditions are difficult. Under the third, demographic regime, discrimination is moderate 

but there is a substantial incidence of pregnancy-related dropouts, especially at the 

secondary level. This is the stage during which PRD programs are likely to have the most 

substantial impact. In the final stage, all four sources of gender inequality have been 

addressed and the country has closed its gender gap in schooling.  

 

5. The impact of reducing PRDs depends on socioeconomic context   

Preliminary analyses show PRD program impacts to be associated with several aspects of 

socioeconomic development. Two important aspects of development include the extent of 

progress in teen fertility transition (i.e. the percentage of teens who reach the age of 20 

without becoming pregnant) and the cultural advances in gender equity as indicated by 

the female to male ratio of literacy within the adult population. In designing gender 

equity programs, planners could consider investing in reducing PRDs in countries that 

have already made some advance in promoting cultural acceptance of girls’ schooling 

and where early fertility and marriage are becoming less normative. Where these other 

barriers are being removed, unintended pregnancies become a more critical factor to the 

UN goal of closing the global gender gap in education.   

 

VVVIIIIIIIII...   CCCooonnncccllluuusssiiiooonnn   

The UN progress in closing the global gender gap in education depends on the extent to 

which individual countries can identify programs that are most effective within their 
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socioeconomic environment. In identifying these programs, policy analysts can rely on 

decades of policy experience and on previous research in this area. In addition, however, 

policy analysts can use schooling life tables and the increasingly available education data 

on developing countries to simulate, before hand, the potential impact of different 

education policies. This report attempted such an analysis, focusing on the potential 

impact of pregnancy-related dropouts on gender parity in educational attainment. In 

countries where the required input data is available, planners can use schooling life tables 

to generate quantitative upper-bound estimates of the gender-equity impact of 

investments in programs to reduce teenage fertility.   

Our results suggest that these impacts vary greatly across countries. They tend to 

be greatest within countries that are socio-economically intermediate and have begun to 

address gender discrimination, whether such discrimination is culturally or economically-

based; Countries fall under four gender equity regimes, including a cultural regime, an 

economic regime, a demographic regime, and an egalitarian regime, depending on the 

main source of discrimination against girls; By identifying these regimes and simulating, 

before implementation, the possible impact of policy, planners would be in a better 

position to achieve the effectiveness that is essential to meeting the UN in gender parity 

in education. As with any simulation, the accuracy of results depends on the quality of 

the input data on the dropout reasons and dropout rates. The DHS data collection efforts 

have opened an opportunity but these data are incomplete and additional data collection 

efforts on schooling must be pursued by national administrations or research institutions. 

Further, the simulations proposed here must be accompanied by additional assessments of 

the practical and economic feasibility of the policy options that appear most promising. 
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This implies a broad policy dialogue not only between 1) different academic disciplines, 

but also 2) between researchers and policy-makers, and 3) between planners from 

different sectors.  The present document hopefully contributes to this broad dialogue.  

 

    



Figure 1. Percentage of all female dropouts caused by pregnancy, by level of education
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Figure 2. Percent of teens reaching age 20 without becoming mothers or pregnant 
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Figure 3. A Classification of Sources of Gender Inequality, by timing and reasons for dropout 

(e.g. early health problems) (e.g. distance to secondary schools, 
job opportunity)

(e.g. pregnancy) (e.g. pregnancy, marriage)
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Figure 4. Example of a Complete Schooling LifeFigure 4. Example of a Complete Schooling Life--table table 

and its Related Simulation and its Related Simulation 



Figure 5. Schematic representation of a computing interface for using schooling life table simulation in appraising education policies 
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Figure 6. Percent reduction in the female-to-male survivorship associated “pregnancy” and “non pregnancy” 
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Figure 7. Detailed simulation results for the effects of reducing pregnancy-related dropouts on the female-to-male 
enrollment ratio in school survivorship  
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Figure 8: Simulation results for the impact of reducing pregnancy-related dropouts on the female-to-
male ratio in secondary school completion (23 sub-Saharan countries)
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Figure 9.  Gender-equity impact of reducing pregnancy-related dropout, by national levels of teenage fertility 
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Figure 10. Estimated impacts of reductions in pregnancy-related dropouts on the female-to-male ratio in secondary school completion
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Dominican Republic 
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Table 1. Proposed typology and characterization of gender equity regimes*.   
 
 
 SOURCES OF GENDER INEQUALITY IN EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 

 
 Discrimination  Pregnancies
 
REGIME 

Primary school  Secondary school Primary school Secondary school   

 
 
Cultural  

 
 

SUBSTANTIAL 

 
 
----(variable)--- 

 
 
-----(variable)---- 

 
 
-----(variable)--- 

 
 
Economic  

 
 

Low 

 
 

SUBSTANTIAL 

 
 
-----(variable)---- 

 
 
-----(variable)--- 

 
 
Demographic  

 
 

Low 

 
 

Low 

 
 

VARIABLE 

 
 

SUBSTANTIAL 
 
 
Egalitarian  

 
 

Low 

 
 

Low 

 
 

Low 

 
 

Low 
 
Notes:  *The shaded cells represent the leading sources that should focus attention. Cells to the left of shaded cells indicate factors that have 
already been overcome. Cells to the right represent factors that may or may not be important but that should focus attention until the limiting factor 
is addressed.  
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