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Abstract
Globally, girls and women lag behind in accessing education opportunities. As a result, two-

thirds of the 750 million illiterates in the world in 2016 were women. Of all this global
illiterate population, 27% resided in sub-Saharan Africa, in which two-thirds are women. In
Tanzania, for example, only 6.3% of in-school girls can read and write at the required grade
level. Evidence from research demonstrates the importance of language and literacy learning
for the empowerment of women and girls. This is achieved when emphasis is placed not only
on literacy as the ability to read, write and decode meaning, but also on literacy practices that

have the potential to empower girls.

Guided by the Indigenous Standpoint Theory (IST), which insists on culturally, respectful
and safe research with Indigenous people, this study sought to generate new knowledge that
will lead to initiatives that improve literacy practices for girls in and out of school in rural
Tanzania. The research took place in Choma village in the Igunga District of Tabora region,
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Tanzania. Participants for this research were in-school girls, out-of-school girls, teachers, one

head teacher, a Ward Education Officer, parents, and religious, traditional and village leaders.

A map of Tanzania showing the research site

The project adopted a qualitative research approach to generate and analyse data. The
findings show that both in- and out-of-school girls had access to a variety of print materials,

and used print more than any other literacy materials.

Except for storytelling, drama and songs, in- and out-of-school girls never reported engaging
with traditional literacy materials like poems, folklore, proverbs and metaphors, music,
dance, legends, myths, or rituals. This suggests that traditional literacy practices are under-
utilized resources in the community, which could be used to strengthen girls’ literacy
learning. The findings also indicate that girls’ literacy practices at the family and community
are hindered by prevalent patriarchal attitudes and by heavy household chore burdens. While
at the school level, challenges facing girls’ education and literacy practices in particular are
many, including the language of instruction, biased teachers, girls’ negative attitude towards
education, and a shortage of teaching and learning materials including an absence of a school

library.

This study therefore recommends the following for the consideration of governmental actors
and policymakers, national and international civil society organizations involved in literacy,
education and girls’ empowerment work in Tanzania, and other stakeholders interested in the
empowerment of girls such as local education authorities, parents associations,
communication associations, and international organizations among others:

1. Support teachers through workshops to make more use of a greater variety of reading

materials available to girls in their teaching, both print and digital.
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2. Provide resources and learning opportunities for parents that support them to increase
the availability of a variety of literacy tools (both traditional and modern) at home
and engage their children in the use of such resources.

3. Work with religious and local leaders to promote girls’ education and literacy
practices in particular through activities that empower these individuals to conduct
community awareness campaigns locally. Because these leaders are respected in the
village, their involvement can help reduce negative attitudes among community
members about girls’ education.

4. Encourage schools to establish extra-curricular reading clubs and activities like
reading contests for girls to create a safe social space or environment in which to

discuss, share experiences, and acquire various literacy skills.
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