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Another School Barrier for African Girls: No Toilet

By SHARON LaFRANIERE

BALIZENDA, Ethiopia — Fati-
mah Bamun dropped out of Baliren-
da Primary School in first grade,
more than thres years ago, when har
father refused o buy her pencils and
paper. Only after beachers convinced
him that his daughter showed umn-
usual promise did be relent. Today
Fatimah, 14, tall zpd slender, studies
math and Amhbaric, Ethiopia's olli
cial language, in a i rt- Tl rasd
lourth-grade classronm.

Whether she will reach fifth grade
is anather matter. Fatimah is facing
the onset of puberty, and with it the
realities of menstruation in a school
with mo latrine, no water, no hape of
privacy other than the shadow of a
bush, and no girlfriends with whorn
to commiserate. Falimah is the only
gir] of the 23 students in her class. In
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fact, i kool of 178 sodents, she is
Fatimah Bamun, 14, is the enly girl in her f:runh-grllh class in Balizen- u:m nrﬂ:;:m,u. girts who has made
da, Ethiopia, where a lack of sanitation threatens education for girls. it past third grade.

Even ihe women among the
school's teachers say they have no
cheolice but to use the tharmy semib, In
plain sight of classrooms, as a woilet

“It ks really too difficult™ said
Azeh Beyens, who arrived here in
September to teach fifth grade. Here
and throughout sub-Saharan Africa,
schoolgirls can only empathize, In a
region where poverty, tradition and
ignorance deprive an estimated 24
million girls even of an clementary
schonl education, the lack of school
tnilets and walter is one of many ob-
stacles to girls’ attendance, and until
recenily was considered unfit for dis-
cussion. [n some rural communlties
in the region, menstruation itselfl is
s0 taboo that girls are prohibited
fram cooking or even banished to the
countryside daring their periods,

But that impact is substantial, Ré-
searchers throughout sub-Saharan
Africa have documented that lack of
sanitary pads, a clean, girls-only La-

Contimeed on Page AlD



Contirmeed From Page Al

trine and water for washing hands
drives a significant number of girls
from school The United MNations
Children's Fund, for example, estl-
mates that one kn 10 school-age Afri-
can girls either gkips school during
menstruation or drops out entirely
because of lack of sanitation

The average schoolgirl's struggle
for privacy is emblematic of the up-
hili batle for public education in sub-
Saharan Africa, particularty among
girls. With slightly more than & in 10
eligible children earolled in primary
school, the region’s earodlment rates
are the lowest in the world

Beyand that, enrcliment among
primary school-aged girls is 8 per-
cent lower than among boys, accord-
fng to the United Natens Children’s
Fund, Unicef, And of those girls who
enroll, B percent more drop out be-
fore the end of sixth grade than boys.

African girls in poor, raral arcas
like Balizenda are even more Hkely
o o omt. The World Bank estimat-
ed in 1088 that enly one in four of
them was enrolled in primary sehool.

The issee, advocates for children
say, is not merely fmirmmess. The
World Bank contends that il women
in sub-Saharan Africa had equal ac-
cess to education, land, credit and
other assets like fertilizer, the re-
gion"s gross national product could
imcTease by almost one additional
percentage poinl annually, Mark
Blackden, one af the bank's lend ans-
Iysts, said Africa’s progress was in-
extricably linked to the fate of girls

“There is & connection between
growth im Africa and gender equalk

o he sadd. “It is of great impor-
tance but still ignored by S0 many."

The pressure on girls to drop out
peaks with the advent of pubsrty and
the protdems that accompany ma-
turity, lihe sexual harmssment by
male teachers, sver growing respon-
sibilities at home and parental pres-
sure to marry. Femake teachers who
could act as role models are also in
short supply in sub-Saharan Africa:
thiey make up & quarter or less of the
primary school teachers in 12 na-
tions, nccording to the United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization.

Florence Kanyike, the Uganda co-
ardinator for the Foram of Women
Educationalists, a NMairobi-based or-
gankzation that lobbies for education

without sanitation was just one more
reason for girls to stay home,

“They miss thres or four days of
schoal,” she sald. “They lind them-
selves lagging behind, and because
they don't perform well, their in-

terest falls. Tl'n:r start to think,
“What are we doing here?’ The big-
gost number of them drop out in year
five or six™

[mcreasingly, international organ-
izations, African education minis-
tries mand the continent’s fledgling
women's rights movements are ral-
lying behind the notion of a “girl
friendly" school, one that ks mane se-
cure and closer o home, with a
bealthy share of female teachers and
a clean toilet with a door and water
far washing hands,

In Guinea, enrollment rates for
girls from 1887 o 202 jumped 17
percent  after |improvemenis in

Mesert Mesfin, 17, said that when
her menstrual period began at
school, where there wers no toi-
Hnnq.'um!:er,lh:i‘m:llnruni‘mnt.

school sanitation, according o & re-
cent Unioe! repart. The dropoul rate
among girls fell by an even bigger
percentage. Schoals in mortheastern
Migeria showed substantial gains af-
ter Undcef and donors baili thouw-
sands of latrines, trained thousands
of teachers and estabiished school
heealth chubs, the agency contends.

Ethiopin has also made strides.
More than 8 in 10 girls of primary-
sechoal age are enrolled in school this
year, compared with fewer than 4 in
10 girls in 1980, S2ill, boys are far
ahead, with nearly 8 in 10 of them en-
rodked in primary school,

Unicef is building latrines and
bringing clean water 1o 300 Ethiopi-
an schools, Bui more than halfl of the
nathon's 13,181 primary schools lack
water, more than hall lack latrines
and some lack both. Maoreover, those
with latrimes may have just one for

300 students, Therese Dooley, Uni-
cef's sanitation project of ficer, sajd.

In theory, at least, outfitting Ethio-
pia's schools with baskc facilitles can
be cheap and simple, she said. Toi-
lets meed be little more than pits and
concrete skabs with walls and a door;
raln can be trapped on a school's roof
and sirained through sand.

Sl she said, tollets for boys and
girls must be clearly separate amd
studenis who may have never seen o
lntrine must be tasght the impor-
tance of using one. And the tollets
must be kept clean, a task that fre-
quently falls to the very schoolgirls
who were supposed to benefit most.

In Benkshangul Gumuz Province in
western Ethiopla, where low moun-
tains rise over brilliant yellow ficlds
of ollsesds, such amenities are rare
indesd. Guma, & town of 13,000 about
an hour's drive from Balizenda aver
a vichously rutied road, has water
only sporadically, The town's main
streat is dotted with shops, bil bt
one sells sanitary pads. Few resi
dents could afford them anywny.
Women make do with folded rags.

Balizenda primary school, with 178
studenis, = a long litier-sirewn
bullding in a dirt clearing surround-
od by brush. Two lopsided reed-
walled hits pass for fifth- and sivih-
grade classrooms. On the play-
ground soccer field, three tree limbs
lashed together form the goal.

With the exceplion of the first
grade, where girls are more than a
third of the pupils, Balizenda could
b2 mistaken for an all-boys’ school
Only 13 girls are enrolled in grades
two through six, and even that s an
improvement over three months ago.

“Bhen | came here in Seplember,
there was nof a single female siu-
dent” in the entire school, sald Tisge
Teegaw, 12, the first-grade teacher,
“We went to the homes and motivat-
ed the parents, and then they cimme."

But in many cases, nol for loag.
“The parents prioritize. They figure
il the girls stay home, they can do the
grinding, help with the
feich the water and collect the fire-
wood," Ms. Tsegaw said “They
agree to enroll them. Then after two
manths, they take them back.”

The school's latrine, a hovel of
thatch and recds, fell down last year,
Yehwaln Mesfin, the school's diree-
tor, said peither the villagers nor ithe
Education Ministry would help build
a new one. Parents viewed thelr an-
nual rebuilding of e reed-walled
fifth- and sixth-grade classrooms as
a suificient contriboution, he sakd.

Ms. Beyene, the fifth-grade teach-
er who arrived here in September,
said she agreed to stay ot Balizenda
only after Mr. Mesfin promised that
she ooubd use a toklet at a health cen-




ter nearby. But since then, the health
center has been closed for lack of
staff,

“The majorily of time | use the
open field,” she sadd. “There i5 no pri-
wvacy. Everybody comes, even the
students. 5o we try to restrict our-
selves to urinate before school and at

lmuptlhgm“

“Ii s really a shame," she said. “1
am really bothered by this."
Fatimah Bamuon, who started

Poverty, tradition,
ignorance and a lack
of sanitation keep
girls out of school.

school 5o late that at 14 she is only In
fourth grade, sald she did not want to
mibss a singls class becanse she want-
ed o be a teacher. But, she added,
shiz does ot have a lot of backing
from her friends,

“1 have no friend in the class.” she
sabid “Most of my f[riends have
dropped out o get marred. 5o dur-
ing the break, | just sit in the class-
room and read."™

Her father, howewer, now 5ays he
is fully behind her. “The people from

the government are all the tme tell-
ing us to seml our daughters o
school, and | am listening o these
people,” e said.

Mebther Fatimah's older sister nor
mather went to school. And Fatimah
is all too familar with the alterna-
tives for illiterate girls. When she re-
turns home after school each day,
she |z by another girl, named
Eko, who lives im her hut. Thin and
poorly dressed, 12 years old at most,
Eko is literally a wedding present,
given to the Bamuns when Fati-
mah's sister married Eko's brother,

Baefore the Eko was an
avid second grader. =1 liked schoal
very much; it would have been bet-
ter to stay in school” she said qui-
elly, picking at her callused hands.
How she is the Bamun (amily ser-
vant, up al sunrise to pound sorghum
with a stome for the breakfast por-
ridge. Her education s vicarious

“She always asks me, "When are
you going to schood ™ = Fatimah said.
= *What do you do there? What sub-
jects do you study?"
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