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ABSTRACT

Realizing the full potential of individuals and human society requires eradicating gen-
der inequality, broad marginalization, and discrimination; adequate policy measures 
are needed to ensure their realization. For technology and innovation to accelerate 
actions that address global inequalities and marginalization, especially those in devel-
oping countries, the teaching and learning processes should be transformative and 
based on an extended scope of learning objectives that stress behavioral changes. 
The concept of learning should go beyond school: the roles of parents, the commu-
nity, and broad-based stakeholders must be recognized in a congruent framework.

ــن  ــاواة بي ــدم المس ــن ع ــى كلٍّ م ــاء عل ــري القض ــع البش ــراد والمجتم ــات الأف ــن كل طاق ــتفادة م ــب الاس يتطل
الجنســين والتهميــش واســع النطــاق والتمييــز، لــذا فهنــاك حاجــة ماســة إلــى تدابيــر مناســبة علــى صعيــد 
السياســات لتحقيــق ذلــك. ولا بــد أن تكــون عمليــات التدريــس والتعلــم تحويليــة وتســتند إلــى نطــاق موســع مــن 
أهــداف التعلــم، التــي تركــز علــى التغييــرات الســلوكية، حتــى يمكــن للتقنيــة والابتــكار تســريع وتيــرة الإجــراءات التــي 
تعالــج عــدم المســاواة والتهميــش علــى مســتوى العالــم، لا ســيما تلــك التــي تعانــي منهــا البلــدان الناميــة. ويجــب 
ــم إطــار المدرســة: يجــب الإقــرار بــدور الوالديــن والمجتمــع والجهــات المعنيــة علــى نطــاق  أن يتجــاوز مفهــوم التعلَّ

واســع ضمــن إطــار عمــل متناغــم.
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CHALLENGE

COVID-19’s indiscriminate infection of the global population on an unprecedented 
scale is a challenge to humanity. The socially marginalized and physically weaker are 
typically more susceptible to being victims of incidents such as this disease and, fur-
ther, are less likely to enjoy the benefits of education. Compared to developed coun-
tries, the situation in developing countries, the focus of this policy brief, is even more 
serious. One global, national, and household concern is gender inequality, which has 
persisted obstinately for many decades.

Issues of gender inequality have many commonalities with issues faced by children, 
youth, and adults who are disabled, conflict-affected, or discriminated against due to 
socio-economic factors, language, ethnic, and other social barriers. Unless these dis-
criminatory barriers are removed, our irreversible commitment to realizing a sustain-
able and peaceful society “leaving no one behind” will not be successful. Removing 
these barriers requires changing the behaviors of individuals, households, and society.

It is true that global gender disparity has shrunk significantly in terms of access to 
basic education, aided by committed actions like those of the Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action (BDPA) (UN 1995), followed by the Millennium Development Goals 
and the Dakar Framework for Action on Education for All (EFA). However, gender dis-
parity remains and, in many developing countries, even worsens as children progress 
from primary to junior and senior secondary to higher education. Primary school age 
girls, for example, are still more likely to be out of school than boys (UNESCO 2019a; 
UNESCO-UIS 2019). Moreover, girls and young women are less represented in techni-
cal and vocational programs and the higher education fields of science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) (UNESCO 2017a). This results in weaker social, 
economic, and political representation for women, as well as lesser participation in 
decision-making.

Gender discussions in the past, including the BDPA, envisaged realizing women’s 
empowerment through increased access to education and other services. Among 
the known barriers that prevent girls from attending school or lead them to drop out, 
supply-side constraints have been relatively eased (such as by more gender-sensitive 
school facilities). In secondary education, for example, 87% of schools worldwide pos-
sess sanitation facilities for girls; this proportion reaches nearly 100% in the majority 
of G20 nations with available data, with the exceptions of India and Indonesia (UNES-
CO 2019a). Nevertheless, demand-side, social norms, and culture-related factors (e.g., 
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child marriage, adolescent pregnancy, preferences for boys’ education) are harder to 
address. Past policy briefs discuss gender equality issues in education (e.g., Ridge et 
al. 2019), digital skills (Lyons et al. 2019), and Information and Communication Technol-
ogy (ICT) for non-formal and informal education (Cobo et al. 2018). However, they deal 
with each issue independently and disregard the critical role that digitalization and 
transformative innovation can have for a social and behavioral transformation that 
favors girls and gender equality.

Unfavorable learning environments and outcomes (both cognitive and non-cogni-
tive) combined with labor market distortions and discriminatory social values and 
norms reinforce gender inequality in both social and economic settings. To achieve 
equality in education for girls and women, the labor market and society need to be 
viewed as intertwined processes.

CHALLENGE
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This policy brief argues that digitalization, innovation, and broader participation in ed-
ucation by non-conventional players can contribute to prompting a breakthrough for 
the needed transformation (behavioral and policy changes) for educating girls and 
the socially marginalized.

Realizing the full potential of individuals and human society requires eradicating gen-
der inequality, broad marginalization, and discrimination—problems that have been 
further aggravated by COVID-19. Ensuring continued good quality learning opportu-
nities for girls and marginalized students with transformative learning objectives and 
outcomes is necessary; to achieve this, the potential contributions of digitalization 
and innovation should be fully pursued. Tackling these issues cannot be achieved 
solely within the educational system, whether at schools or other learning facilities. 
The problems are intertwined and occur between and among learning spaces, house-
holds, and societies. They call for systematic and cohesive policy approaches viewed 
as a continuum, and, for sustained effects, our responses must focus on longer-term 
perspectives rather than quick fixes. We recommend comprehensively taking the fol-
lowing set of policy actions under two broad policy areas.

Policy Area 1. Continued quality learning opportunities for girls and the margin-
alized
Policy Action 1a: Ensure teachers’ attitudes and working conditions are conducive 
to promoting education for girls.
A safe and hygienic school environment is indispensable, both for preventing girls 
from dropping out and attending to their learning needs and is also essential for pre-
venting the spread of infectious diseases. Governments should pursue efforts to pro-
vide facilities that are conducive to quality and inclusive learning experiences. In addi-
tion, corporal punishment, harassment, and violence can trigger negative school and 
learning experiences and lead to any student dropping out, but especially girls and 
those in vulnerable situations (UNFPA-UNICEF 2017). The biased behaviors of teach-
ers toward vulnerable students and girls should be transformed from an attitude of 
punish-to-discipline to one of support-to-include. This requires nurturing a school 
culture that is safe and supportive for all, particularly girls. Moreover, governments 
have a legal obligation to prohibit corporal punishment in schools and to define the 
norms and standards for safe and violence-free school environments. This has impli-
cations for how schools are managed and therefore also for the roles of school leaders 
and teacher development programs.

PROPOSAL
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In some countries, the low percentage of female teachers may act as a barrier to ac-
cess, retention, and learning opportunities for girls. Female teachers face addition-
al burdens compared to male teachers since they often must perform the multiple 
roles of mothers, wives, and members of the community. Moreover, schools are both 
workplaces and learning places for teachers. Policy measures should be introduced 
to make schools fair and good working places for both female and male teach-
ers to encourage and support female teachers to fulfil and continue their services. 
Possible measures could include, for instance, promoting STEM education for girls 
and women (Policy Action 1b) and protecting female teachers from unfair treatment 
when they take maternity or other leaves (Stromquist et al. 2017). In turn, this will help 
girls complete their education and foster improved and continued learning.

Policy Action 1b: Promote STEM education in such a way that it promotes wom-
en’s increased social participation.
It would be both hypocritical and unacceptable if education, its contents, and out-
comes support reproduction of societal bias against women and girls. A case in point 
is STEM education. A report by UNESCO (2017a) states that, with age, girls tend to lose 
interest in STEM, and women’s participation in STEM fields shrinks when it comes to 
higher education. Another report (ILO and UNICEF 2018) points out that female youth 
are three times more likely than male youth to be “not in education, employment, or 
training (NEET).”

Moreover, the statistics clearly show that women worldwide have 25% less access to 
the Internet than men, which increases to even 50% less access in sub-Saharan Africa 
(World Bank 2016). This problem is becoming more serious for girls and women given 
how COVID-19 has influenced the availability of access to educational opportunities.

It is recommended that governments take measures to ensure that policies to 
strengthen STEM do not discriminate against the participation and experiences 
of girls. This includes promoting cooperation between households, the community, 
and schools. In schools, how STEM fields are depicted in the curriculum and teachers’ 
attitudes and perception toward girls’ potential for STEM fields may also reinforce 
messages of traditional roles for girls. The stereotypical roles of women at home and 
in society affect how girls perceive their own value and career aspirations. An instru-
mental action to achieve positive effects would be increasing the number of female 
teachers for STEM subjects, including successful women in STEM fields as role mod-
els, who could consult with female students about their career paths. Thus, STEM pol-

PROPOSAL
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icies should be consistent throughout the education system and society at large. This 
includes policies to redress societal and labor market distortions that disfavor girls 
and women in STEM fields, as well as in the teaching profession.

Policy Action 1c: Officially recognize learning outside school and ensure learning 
continuity for girls.
Past interventions to promote girls' education have been primarily supply-side and, 
to a lesser extent, stimulating demand by offering incentives such as scholarships for 
girls or women. Still, many school-aged girls have missed their learning opportuni-
ties for a variety of reasons: some never attended school, while others dropped out. 
For these girls, non-formal learning opportunities such as community learning cen-
ters, distance learning, or different types of private learning institutions may be their 
only opportunity to develop literacy, life skills, or skills for employment. Governments 
should guarantee the availability of flexible options to serve girls' unsatisfied learn-
ing needs, including authorizing/regulating non-state institutions and programs, and 
where necessary, providing such services themselves. At the same time, we must pay 
attention to the risk that technological advancement in learning practices outside 
school may widen opportunities as well as quality gaps between people with abun-
dant resources and those without.

The nexus between non-formal education and formal education, including the 
mechanisms that ensure non-formal education curriculums are equivalent to those 
of regular schools, needs to be developed for continuing education. Governments 
should provide support for learners whose only option is to use these non-formal 
learning opportunities. Girls and those marginalized tend to suffer most from a lack of 
alternative options and the discontinuity of learning. Interventions should significant-
ly improve the quality of non-formal learning and emphasize students’ acquisition of 
all aspects of learning outcomes.

Policy Area 2. Transformative learning outcomes through digitalization and inno-
vation
Policy Action 2a: Reorient curriculum toward behavioral changes for transforma-
tion.
Education’s roles include providing learners with knowledge, skills, values, and atti-
tudes (UNESCO 1997). This statement has been broadly accepted, as repeatedly stat-
ed in the Jomtien Declaration (UNESCO 1990), EFA Dakar Framework for Action (UNE-
SCO 2000) and Incheon Declaration (UNESCO 2015). However, improvements in girls’ 

PROPOSAL 



8T20 SAUDI ARABIA

PROPOSAL 

education have primarily taken place at the prerequisite stage: access to and trajecto-
ries in education. The BDPA also emphasizes the critical roles that school access and 
participation have for acquiring knowledge and skills, especially for girls and women.

While experiences from international cooperation have shown us that increased re-
sources and interventions (i.e., providing more accessible facilities and gender-sensi-
tive materials) have improved “learning opportunities” in basic education, resulting 
in reduced gender inequality in terms of enrollment, “learning outcomes” have not 
improved (Independent Commission for Aid Impact 2012). UNESCO (2017b) warns 
that more than half the world’s children are not mastering minimum proficiencies, 
whether they attend school or not. The World Bank (2019) stresses that ending learn-
ing poverty should be our priority. The definition of learning outcomes needs to be 
clarified so that it provides the basis for the efforts of governments in developing 
countries and for international cooperation.

G20 countries are expected to commit themselves and urge the international com-
munity to acknowledge that curriculum objectives must more explicitly empha-
size behavioral changes, as the Jomtien Declaration stated, and to reorient curric-
ulum implementation accordingly. This will enable learners to achieve outcomes 
not only in terms of acquiring knowledge and skills, but also and more important-
ly, in terms of the socio-emotional aspects of the objectives, including values and 
attitudes. This is important, particularly for empowering girls and women, because 
societal norms, culture, and behaviors are often sources of gender inequality. How-
ever, the well-intended national curriculum (intended curriculum) does not produce 
results when there is insufficient focus on its effective implementation. For instance, 
even though many countries reference the importance of inclusiveness, teachers 
are not trained regarding what to do and how to ensure that inclusion benefits both 
students with difficulties and other students. Support for teachers and for providing 
an enabling environment is weak or absent. Reorienting the curriculum will begin 
with reevaluating the direction of learning objectives, including providing the utmost 
care for women and those weaker throughout the teaching and learning processes. 
Teachers must receive adequate training and support for this transformative reorien-
tation, echoing the statement of Target 4.7 of the SDGs. The target underscores the 
importance of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and Global Citizenship 
Education (GCED), along with other universal values, such as peace, nonviolence, and 
appreciation of cultural diversity.
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PROPOSAL 

Policy Action 2b: Support transformative innovations that help reduce discrimi-
nation against girls and women.
Under a consistent policy environment that promotes transformation, innovations in 
the teaching and learning processes have the potential to achieve a breakthrough in 
improving education quality. While technology can help, the digital divide highlights 
differences in the availability of and accessibility to educational technology. These can 
result in discrimination and technological inequality inside and outside schools (UN-
ESCO 2019b). Promising discussions on using innovations and digital technologies 
to advance the education of the marginalized, including girls, are ongoing (e.g., the 
G20 (n.d.) initiative #eSkills4Girls). There is a risk, however, that government efforts to 
respond to COVID-19’s challenges using digital and other modern technology may 
adversely affect girls, the socially weaker, and the marginalized. The scope of innova-
tion is broad. The OECD (2012) discusses pedagogical innovation in relation to school 
autonomy, teacher self-efficacy, and professional learning communities. Innovation 
happens through practical experiences in both high-tech and low-tech environ-
ments. Similar to skills (such as those in OECD (2019)), certain education technologies 
and innovations may be generic and transferable (e.g., certain IT), while others are 
context-specific, more deeply connected to the local culture, and difficult to transfer. 
Technological innovation should be considered in relation to practical pedagogical 
innovation that does not exclude girls, women, and the marginalized.

The challenge, then, is how we effectively translate innovations so they more widely 
benefit education practitioners, children, and girls. G20 governments’ policies should 
create enabling environments for digitalization and innovative practices that con-
tribute strongly to learning outcomes, including non-cognitive ones, that benefit 
girls and the marginalized and reduce the learning divide. This can be pursued by 
collaborating with broad-ranging partners who may go beyond the conventional ed-
ucation community. This includes the education technology (edtech) industry, which 
has advantages in developing contents and low-cost devices for classroom innova-
tion in cooperation with teachers.

Policy Action 2c: Parents and the community at large should be part of this trans-
formative reorientation.
Parents, families, and communities have important roles to play in all aspects of the 
school experience and learning process. Setbacks in girls’ education are inseparably 
related to perceived and practiced gender roles in households, communities, and 
broader societal institutions. The school experience reflects society; the problems that 
persist in school mirror the problems in society at large, as repeatedly investigated 
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since Dewey (1899) pointed it out over a century ago. Even if equity in education is 
realized, the equalizing effect of schooling will be nullified if the job market and so-
cietal institutions and rules continue discriminating against women. Therefore, for 
education outcomes to be effective and sustainable, schools, other learning spaces, 
households, communities, and societies at large must align toward the principle of 
equality; education does not end at school.

Governments should establish mechanisms that promote parental and commu-
nity participation in education in the context of a transformative reorientation. That 
way, the changes in attitudes and behaviors promoted in schools will be sustained 
and reinforced in households, communities, and society at large. Biased views of gen-
der roles, stereotyped social values, and norms on the part of households and society 
must be transformed. The first step would be for the government to encourage par-
ents and communities to support, rather than discourage, girls and female adoles-
cents remaining at school, continuing to learn, and realizing their empowerment. An-
other step would be to promote democratic structures and processes conducive for 
authentic parental and community participation in the governance, management, 
and accountability of schools (Lewis and Naidoo 2004; Kwiri and Openjuru 2009). 
Schools can provide more opportunities for parents to engage in school matters and 
activities that help them share common attitudes toward the transformation. Schools 
should also engage community teachers who possess cultural understanding and 
knowledge to establish meaningful connections with students and the community. 
Concurrent measures can include providing life-long learning opportunities for par-
ents and adults that encapsulate common values and promote transformative atti-
tudes.

These policy actions—supporting teachers in promoting girls’ education, non-dis-
criminatory STEM education, and non-formal education; reorienting the curriculum 
for transformation; supporting transformative innovation; and promoting parental 
and community participation—are all interrelated and essential for achieving edu-
cational objectives that leave no one behind. Given the universal nature of the issues 
raised here, the authors believe that these recommendations are relevant to G20 
countries, which are expected to act as global role models. Furthermore, G20 mem-
bers hold richer empirical knowledge and technical and financial resources essential 
for responding to the stated bottlenecks. The G20 is the best situated forum for cat-
alyzing solutions. G20 governments are expected to play leading roles in advancing 
dialogue and cooperating with developing countries.

PROPOSAL
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Disclaimer
This policy brief was developed and written by the authors and has undergone a peer 
review process. The views and opinions expressed in this policy brief are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the authors’ 
organizations or the T20 Secretariat.
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