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  SECTORAL BRIEF

GENDER, EDUCATION AND LITERACY IN SOUTH 
SUDAN

In 2022, the National Ministry of Gender, Child 
and Social Welfare (MGCSW), in collaboration 
with the UN Women South Sudan Country Office, 
undertook a study to develop the country gender 
equality profile for the Republic of South Sudan. 
The study built on several initiatives by the two 
institutions, which have been working closely with 
relevant Government ministries, civil society organ-
isations, women groups, academia, and other 
development partners to promote gender equal-
ity and women’s empowerment and governance. 

The country gender equality profile for South 
Sudan examined the current status of gender 
equality, leadership and political participation, 
women’s rights, social justice and civic space, and 
customs and traditions. It also assessed human and 
capital development and several social, economic, 
and development sectors, including education, 
health, agriculture and environment and how the 
country is complying with national, regional and 
international policies and normative standards on 
women’s rights and gender equality. 

Findings reveal that South Sudan has made signif-
icant strides in domesticating and implementing 
gender equality policies and programmes. The 
country is transitioning and implementing the 
peace agreement, the Revitalized Agreement for 
Resolution of Conflict in South Sudan (R-ARCSS). 
Citizens are aware of the gender rights provided 
and actively participate in implementing peace. 
Yet, women remain constrained by structural and 
institutional hurdles in various sectors. 

This brief on Gender, Education and Literacy in 
South Sudan assesses, analyses and concludes the 
effects of armed conflict on women and calls for 
the promotion of gender equality and women’s 
rights by allocating sufficient funding for imple-
menting gender-responsive policies, programmes 
and plans to improve the lives of women, girls, 
men, and boys. The brief provides key recommen-
dations and areas of interventions to be addressed 
by various government sectors, development 
partners, UN agencies, and civic groups focusing 
on legal framework, institutional structures, and 
socio-economic development. 
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Background

Regarding education, South Sudan’s conflict has 
affected the development of infrastructures and 
key institutions vital for human development. 
In areas affected by conflict, there has been an 
increase in the number of children dropping out 
of school due to displacement, insecurity, and pov-
erty. Specifically, women and girls are the most 
affected because they are regularly subjected to 
forced marriages against their will due to poverty 
or adopted as wives. The call for peace remains 
critical to increase school enrolment and protect 
women and girls against gender-based violence.

 The Ministry of Education, Science and Technology 
(MEST) adopted the General Education Policy 
Framework 2017-2027 and the General Education 
Act 2012. The Act aims to build and enhance the 
capacity of staff and an educated and informed 
nation through accessible, relevant, quality educa-
tion through Technical and Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET) towards greater employment 
for all without discrimination. Although improve-
ments are being made, progress is slow. There is a 
great disparity among the genders in their levels 
of education.

34.52%

According to a report by UNESCO (2018), the adult 
literacy rate in South Sudan is the lowest compared 
to other countries, with a percentage of 34.52 per 
cent.

Of these, 40.26 per cent were male and only 28.86 
per cent female. 

28.86%
40.26%

Adult Literacy

The 2017-2022 MoGEI Strategic Plan indicated a 
decline in girls’ enrolment; for instance, 48 per cent 
of girls stopped at the secondary level, and only 22 
per cent could enrol at the university level. 

22%

A study of 490 people recorded that 64 per cent 
of women and 38 per cent of men have never 
attended school. 

64%
38%

The study found that the leading causes for the lack of girls’ education were mainly early and forced 
marriages, while for boys, it was the high cost of school fees. Many schools and centers were closed, 
destroyed, or non-functional due to the years of conflict.

It is important, therefore, that the policies towards 
education and skills building be improved and 
focus be made on the Girl Child Education strat-
egy. The campaigns targeting the retention of girls 
in school should be intensified, as well as raising 
awareness on the importance of girls’ education 
and women’s rights. Respondents called for a 
scholarship program that targets women and girls. 

Increasing the budget for health and education 
remains key to reducing the gender gaps. There 
is a great need to increase the capacity of TVET 
to provide opportunities for out-of-school children 
and youth and meet skills development needs in 
the country.
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Education is recognized as a fundamental right 
to all without discrimination. Article 29 (1) of the 
Transitional Constitution of the Republic of South 
Sudan provides that education is a right for every 
citizen, and all levels of government shall provide 
access to education without discrimination based 
on religion, race, ethnicity, health status, includ-
ing HIV/AIDS, gender, or disability. South Sudan 
General Education Act 2012 further provides access 
to education without discrimination on gender. 
Section 35 of the General Education Act demands 
the government lay a plan of affirmative action 
throughout the country to redress the past and 
present discriminatory practices, harmful beliefs, 
and cultures that impede female learners from 
attending schools. 

According to a report by UNESCO, the adult liter-
acy rate in South Sudan is the lowest compared 
to other countries, with a percentage of 34.52 per 
cent. Of these, 40.26 per cent of males were lit-
erate while only 28.86 per cent of females were 
literate, yet women were half of the population.

40%
This study established that only 
40 per cent of respondents were 
aware of the government’s strat-
egy and programs;

of this, 60 per cent mentioned 
the USAID South Sudan 
Teach Education Program, 

60%

30% 30 per cent cited the General 
Education Act, 

10% and 10 per cent noted the 
adoption of CEDAW.   

Education Expenditures account for 1.8 per cent 
of GDP, ranking 28th globally (2016). Such low 
levels result from the difficult conditions South 
Sudan faced following its independence and the 
oil pipeline shutdown following a disagreement 
with Sudan. The cost and financing capital spend-
ing is very low at less than four per cent of total 
education expenditure, resulting in inadequate 
resources to make badly needed improvements 
to school infrastructure. Development aid sup-
ports education efforts, providing one-third of total 
expenditures in 2014/2015. The donor community 
contributes 12 per cent of the development aid.

The government budget for 2012-2022 shows 
a significant increase in the education budget 
from 24.5 billion to 49.2 billion, representing 100.8 
per cent. Many schools and centers were closed, 
destroyed, or non-functional due to the years of 
conflict.

The Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology 
adopted the General Education Policy Framework, 
which aims to build an educated and informed 
nation through accessible, relevant, and quality 
education that is equitable and of good quality 
without any discrimination.  Although improve-
ments are being made, the progress is slow. There 
is a great disparity among the genders in their lev-
els of education. Moreover, the majority of women 
never received formal education. While enrolment 
rates for primary schools have steadily increased, 
enrolment in secondary schools registered a min-
imal increase.  

1.Country fact sheet, South Sudan, Access Network
2.Ibid
3.South Sudan Education Sector Analysis 2016, Planning Resilience https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259247
4.Country Fact Sheet, South Sudan 2016. Access Network. http://haliaccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/SOUTH-SUDAN-

EDUCATION-1.pdf 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259247
 http://haliaccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/SOUTH-SUDAN-EDUCATION-1.pdf  
 http://haliaccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/SOUTH-SUDAN-EDUCATION-1.pdf  
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Table 1: Students’ Enrolment in Different 
Courses

Course Name Sex

Female Male

Tailoring and 
embroidery

412 41

Automobile 57 381

Computer 122 174

Electrical 46 186

Hairdressing 142 23

Road 
construction

32 152

Woodwork /
furniture

4 143

Water 
Technology

1 42

Wielding 0 42

Printing and 
Publishing

0 0

Table 2: Level of Education and Gender 

Level of Education Female Male

Upper Nile/Primary 
equals

6.4 6.4

Upper Nile Secondary 
equals

8.5 10.7

Unity: Unity Primary 1.5 1.6

Unity Secondary 0.9 1.2

Challenges at 
Primary

Boys Girls

Economic factors 24 22

Family issues 30 35

School issues 13 15

Other reason 19 13

Challenges at 
Secondary

Boys Girls

Economic factors 23 22

Family issues 23 16

School issues 38 52

Other reason 19 13

Table 3: Showing challenges facing enrol-
ment of students by gender
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Proposed Policy and Program for Girls’ 
Education

Girls and Child 
Education

National gender 
equality policy

Awareness of 
Illiteracy and com-
munity support

Strengthen the laws of 
South Sudan girl and 
child act

47%

14%

25%

14%

Figure 1: Chart showing programs and policies on Education 
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Figure 2: Chart showing responsible body for promoting girls’ education

The Education Needs Assessment Report of 2021 showed that 92 per cent 
of schools were functioning,92%

with government schools making 68 per cent.
68%

Key Findings

Of these, 61.3 per cent were in rural areas compared to 38.7 per cent in urban locations. Between 2019 
and 2020, most schools closed due to flooding, looting and insecurity in or around schools. The report 
by UNESCO shows the adult literacy rate for South Sudan was the lowest compared to other countries, 
with a percentage of 34.52 per cent. Of these, 40.26 per cent of males were literate while only 28.86 
per cent of females were literate, yet women were half the population.5 

Although improvements were being made, the progress remains slow. There is a great gender disparity 
in the levels of education, with the majority of women not attaining formal education or not reaching 
the secondary school level.6  The Ministry of General Education and Instruction (MoGEI) Strategic Plan 
2017-2022 indicated that post-primary Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) becomes 
an attractive system for curbing illiteracy rate, offering education for school dropouts and the youth, the 
majority of whom were women. A study of 490 people recorded that 64 per cent of women and 38 per 
cent of men have never attended school.7  

5.Adult Literacy Rate for South Sudan: https://countryeconomy.com/demography/literacy-rate/south-sudan#:~:text=According%20

to%20UNESCO%20South%20Sudan,South%20Sudan%20is%20very%20low
6.Country Fact Sheet, South Sudan 2016. Access Network.  
7.World Bank Report South Sudan 2019 which World Bank report? Fuller details

https://countryeconomy.com/demography/literacy-rate/south-sudan#:~:text=According%20to%20UNESCO%20So
https://countryeconomy.com/demography/literacy-rate/south-sudan#:~:text=According%20to%20UNESCO%20So
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Gaps and Challenges 
According to the Ministry of General Education and Instruction (MoGEI) Strategic Plan 2017-2022 report, 
post-primary Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) has proven to be an option for 
curbing the illiteracy rate, offering education for school dropouts and the youth. However, this training 
often does not meet the requirements of the business market or the needs of young people.

The MoGEI report indicates the lack of coordination between relevant Ministries in building synergies 
around TVET and a strong, cohesive policy and programming approach. The 2015 MoGEI report indicated 
that 26 centers and six secondary TVET schools (public and private) enrolled 4,722 students. However, this 
data was not aggregated by gender.8  The school enrolment for girls to boys is only 28 girls to 100 boys. 

There is more enrolment in government-funded schools than Private schools, with about 67 percent 
enrolment, of which 43 per cent were girls. Female enrolment accounted for 22 per cent of total enrol-
ment in public universities and 48 per cent in private institutions in 2015. The Ministry also introduced 
the Girls’ Education South Sudan (GESS) to support girls’ education through school bursaries, the EU 
Impact project supplemented the monthly salaries of USD 40/month for up to 30,000 primary teachers 
and head teachers and DFID cash transfer to support girls in from Primary five to senior four through 
five and regularly attending school was able to reach approximately 127,000 girls in 2015.9  However, 
the 2022/2023 national budget shows a great shift with an increase in the budget for education. The 
2022/2023 indicated that out of the proposed budget of 1.3 trillion SSP, 107.8 billion was allocated for 
education, a substantive increase for the first time in the sector. 10 

It should be noted that although progress is made on girls’ enrolment in schools, girls remain under-
represented. The 2017-2022 MoGEI Strategic Plan indicated a decline in girls’ enrolment; for instance, 
about 48 per cent of girls stop at the secondary level while only 22 per cent enrol at the university level. 
In 2015, the majority of students enrolled in public universities (41 per cent) registered in social sciences 
and related studies, while 14 per cent of students registered for courses in agriculture and 11 per cent 
registered in health and social welfare. Science and technology courses attracted a limited number of 
students, with only 11 per cent of those who enrolled (688) participating. 

Female students tended to enrol in humanities, art, social sciences, and health and welfare courses. 
The 2016 South Sudan Education Sector Analysis, Planning Resilience indicated the ratio of girls to boys’ 
enrolment per course as follows:

•	 The enrolment rates for girls are lower than for boys at all grades. There is also a gap between the 
urban and the rural. A study of 490 people recorded that 64 per cent of women and 38 per cent of 
men have never attended school.11  The leading cause of lack of education for girls is early marriage, 
while for boys, it is the high cost of school fees. In 2013, about 45 per cent of girls were married 
before the age of 18.12  2015, education courses attracted barely 380 students, a low number given 
the high demand for teachers.13

8.General Education Strategic Plan 2017-2022
9.https://www.sssams.org/
10.ROSS, Ministry of Education and General Instruction (2022)

https://www.eyeradio.org/education-sector-gets-increased-budget-for-the-first-time/
11.World Bank Report South Sudan 2019 which World Bank report? Fuller details
12.South Sudan General Education Strategic Plan 2017-2022  
13.Country Fact Sheet, South Sudan 2016. Access Network.  

https://www.sssams.org/
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Respondents were asked if, in their view, more women were educated than men in their communities. 
About 80 per cent agreed that women were less educated than men. Respondents cited poverty, early 
and forced marriages, insecurity, negative cultures, discrimination, lack of support and far distance to 
schools as factors hindering women and girls from accessing education. This confirms the analysis of 
the South Sudan Education Sector Analysis 2016, Planning Resilience. 

The Ministry of General Education and Instruction is responsible for implementing the government 
plans and policies regarding general education and training. The Ministry of Gender, Child, and Social 
Welfare is responsible for monitoring the implementation of the Gender provisions pertaining to the 
implementation of the education and training policies, programs, and plans. This low level of education 
resources and the recent and rapid deterioration in the macroeconomic and social situation jeopardize 
past investments in the education sector and represent a major threat to its future development, not to 
mention the country’s future development. This situation calls for the urgent mobilisation of additional 
resources from both domestic and international sources.

Recruitment and training of female teachers and ensuring all teachers are paid decent remunerations. 
The respondents suggested developing a curriculum on women’s rights, child rights, and SGBV in schools 
and higher learning institutions. 

There is a great need to increase the capacity of TVET to provide opportunities for out-of-school children 
and youth and meet skills development needs in the country. The government of South Sudan has 
further shown commitment to addressing gender inequality in education, manifested in developing a 
girl education strategy for South Sudan 2017. The girl education strategy has been developed to remove 
barriers preventing girls in South Sudan from obtaining education. 

A question on what UN Women and other partners can do moving forward: respondents recommended 
that UN Women establish a women’s training centre for women for civic education, awareness raising, 
and experience sharing. When asked for recommendations on improving education for women and 
girls, 57 per cent of the respondents called on the government to create awareness of the importance 
of education and campaigns against early marriages, 21 per cent called on the government to embark 
on free training workshops for women and girls at the community level, 14 per cent called for funding 
opportunities for women and girls while 9 per cent recommended for scholarship programs for bright 
girls. 

Respondents called for the imprisonment of any person who forces or marries an 
underage girl. They recommended that the MPs and the constitutional drafting 
bodies increase the marriageable age to at least 18 years of age; define education 
age for boys and girls to be 21 years to allow them to complete high school. One 
participant from the validation workshop cited Tanzania’s policy towards the preven-
tion of early marriage of schoolgirls, suggesting that anyone who made a schoolgirl 
pregnant should be imprisoned for 30 years.
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Conclusion
Education in South Sudan is enshrined as a fun-
damental right in the Transitional Constitution, 
emphasizing the government’s obligation to pro-
vide access to education without discrimination. 
Despite this, the country faces significant educa-
tional challenges, as evidenced by the low adult 
literacy rate of just 34.52 per cent, with women 
being particularly disadvantaged—only 28.86 per 
cent of females are literate compared to 40.26 per 
cent of males. The South Sudan General Education 

Act of 2012 aims to remedy past discriminatory 
practices through affirmative action, yet practical 
implementation has been slow, with many girls 
never receiving formal education. While enrolment 
in primary education has somewhat increased, 
the progress in secondary school enrolment 
remains minimal, highlighting ongoing gender 
disparities and the need for stronger government 
commitment and adequate resources to improve 
educational access for women.

Recommendations

Empower young women and girls who have dropped out of school with life skills and 
develop activities that promote peace and security in South Sudan.

The government should enact laws that combat harmful customs and traditions that 
undermine the dignity and status of women.14  In a patriarchal society like South Sudan, 
where women’s roles are set and defined by societal norms, women must be empow-
ered to choose their own roles, make decisions for their own lives, including on family 
and marriage issues and be made aware of their fundamental rights and freedoms. 
Including men who support these rights through advocacy and awareness-raising ses-
sions is also important.

For gender equality to be realised in South Sudan, there is a need to take deliberate 
actions towards the fair treatment of women, demonstration of political will and high 
leadership support in ensuring equal and fair treatment of women, promotion free 
education for women, empower women to be able to make decisions, pursue justice 
and meaningfully lead the 35 per cent affirmation at all levels.

Recruit and train female teachers and ensure all teachers are paid decent remunerations. 
The respondents suggested the development of a curriculum on women’s rights, child 
rights and SGBV in schools and high institutions of learning

Increase the capacity of TVET to provide opportunities for out-of-school children and 
youth and meet skills development needs in the country. Implement the 2017 Education 
Strategy to remove barriers preventing girls in South Sudan from obtaining education. 

14.Article 16 (4) b 
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Implement free education programs and scholarships for women and girls to ensure 
their school retention. The government should ensure affirmative action of 35 per cent 
for women in recruitment of teachers and school enrolment; revise the education cur-
riculum to incorporate human rights principles and gender sensitivity, free provision 
of sanitary/dignity kits, sex education in schools and promotion of dialogues on sexual 
and gender-based violence at the community level. 


