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ABSTRACT: In this paper we present the findings of an extensive review of the literature 
on gender issues in Africa’s TVET sector. Specifically, we highlight a number of themes 
which emerge from this review and propose a theoretical framework for understanding 
TVET institutions as gendered spaces. The TVET sector is frequently spoken about the 
potential it holds for the advancement of the SDGs on the African continent as well as 
the achievement of Agenda 2063 - indeed, it is seen as crucial to achieving these goals. 
What the literature suggests however, is that in the absence of gender-responsive re-
forms rooted in an understanding of how “gender regimes” operate and persist, TVET 
institutions may tend to be sites of reproduction of patriarchal dynamics as opposed to 
sites of their transformation.   
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Introduction 

Technical, vocational education and training (TVET) has long been recognized as a key compo-
nent of human resource development (HRD) and a vital tool for socio-economic development 
(UNESCO 2018). More recently, the TVET sector has been identified for the potential it holds 
for the advancement of the SDGs on the African continent as well as the achievement of 
Agenda 2063 - indeed, it is seen as crucial to achieving these goals (African Development Bank, 
2021).1 TVET has been hailed as “the answer to the skills shortage and skills mismatch in 

 
1  Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want is Africa’s “blueprint and master plan for transforming Africa into the global 

powerhouse of the future. It is the continent’s strategic framework that aims to deliver on its goal for inclusive 

and sustainable development and is a concrete manifestation of the pan-African drive for unity, self-determi-

nation, freedom, progress and collective prosperity pursued under Pan-Africanism and African Renaissance” 

(African Union, see: https://au.int/en/agenda2063/overview). Both agenda 2063 and the SDGs call for the 

equal participation of all persons in work and education. Specifically, goal 5 aims to achieve gender equality 

and the empowerment of all women and girls. Goal 4 focuses on quality education for all and specifies gender 

quality in TVET under its sub-goals. Goal 8 focuses on decent work and economic growth, and specifies the 

https://au.int/en/agenda2063/overview
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Africa” and “the missing link for the training and integration of youth in the labour market” 
(Ibid). TVET no doubt holds tremendous potential for increasing employment, economic de-
velopment and ultimately economic empowerment for young Africans in particular. But how 
well do TVET institutions contribute to the types of social change, such as the transformation 
of oppressive gender dynamics, that are also needed if these goals are to be achieved? 
Through this review of literature on gender issues in Africa’s TVET sector, we aim to shed light 
on this question.2 We identify several gender themes which emerge from this review and pro-
pose a theoretical framework for understanding TVET institutions as gendered spaces. Specif-
ically, we highlight ways in which gender inequalities create barriers and dynamics within the 
TVET sector that, because of the direct relationship to the world of work, have clear and direct 
repercussions for women’s access to and participation in the labour market, and for their eco-
nomic empowerment and security long-term. What the literature suggests is that while TVET 
has the capacity to contribute to the advanced of development goals on the African continent, 
in the absence of gender-responsive reforms rooted in an understanding of how “gender re-
gimes” operate and persist, TVET institutions may tend to be sites of reproduction of patriar-
chal dynamics as opposed to sites of their transformation.  

There are three main findings of this review. The first is that Gender gets a great deal of lip 
service in grey literature but little systematic research and theorization. Moreover, there is 
not a strong connection between the studies on Gender and TVET and African Feminist schol-
arship or African post-colonial scholarship. The second finding in this review is that TVET insti-
tutions and their services are deeply gendered in nature, meaning, they reflect the broader 
socio-cultural dynamics of the societies in which they exist. These societal dynamics are patri-
archal and constitute a web of socio-cultural, political and economic relationships that create 
systems of gender inequality. However, what the literature indicates is that TVET institutions 
do not simply reflect gender dynamics of broader society, they also work to perpetuate them. 
The third and overall finding of this review is therefore that in the absence of gender-respon-
sive reforms designed to address the drivers of inequality within TVET institutions on the Afri-
can continent, TVET may tend to perpetuate gender inequalities rather than acting as poten-
tial sites of their transformation. These arguments are laid out in turn below.  

 

Lacking Connection to African Feminist and Post-Colonial Scholarship: 

There is a striking paucity of studies and scholarship on the relationship between gender 
equality in TVET, and the connection to women's economic empowerment and equality. Like 
the literature on TVET in Africa more generally (McGrath et al, 2019), the scholarship on gen-
der, equality and TVET on the Africa continent is disjointed and under theorised, especially in 
terms of how gender inequality in the TVET sector hampers the promotion of sustainable de-
velopment. The literature on gender and TVET also lack connections to the wider scholarship 
on gender equality and development in Africa and to the historical contexts that surround it, 
or as McGrath et al (2019) argues, to an understanding of the “contestations and compromises 
in specific historical and geographical spaces'' (McGrathe et al, 2019, p.479). As a result, de-
spite the widespread acknowledgement of gender inequality in the TVET sector, a compre-
hensive and holistic discussion of the potential that TVET has to promote gender equality more 

 

importance of providing equal opportunities for women. As an educational sector closely related to employ-

ment outcomes, TVET clearly has a critical role to play in promoting gender equality in Africa, the promotion of 

the SDGs and Agenda 2063.  
2  Because of the paucity of academic scholarship in this area, grey literature has also been included. 
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broadly, and the potential contribution this could in turn make to the promotion of Agenda 
2063 and the SDGs, remains a gap.  

Most of the literature on gender and TVET tends to focus on the gender disparities in en-
rolment, especially of females in non-traditional sectors. Recent studies by the ILO (2019) 
show that in 24 countries across regions of the African continent, females lagged behind males 
in terms of enrolment in TVET. Females who are enrolled in vocational training tend to be 
enrolled in courses that train them for lower-paying service or helping sectors such as secre-
tarial work, beauty, childcare, etc. as opposed to traditional ‘technical’ trades such as electric-
ity, construction, welding, plumbing, etc. (UNESCO 2012 & 2013; Gaidzanwa, 2008). According 
to research by Save the Children (Romero and Folz, 2015), there is little focus on girls within 
TVET programming at post-primary level in Africa (Ibid.). In countries where informal employ-
ment is prominent, women are more likely to be overrepresented in informal labour. This lim-
its their opportunities for accessing further education and training. For instance, women are 
less likely to take part in apprenticeships or have opportunities for work-integrated learning 
with master-craftspeople (ILO, 2014; ILO, 2018; ILO, 2020). Analysis of the informal sector in 
West Africa, for example, showed that women tend to acquire skills through unstructured, 
informal learning while they work, whereas men are more likely to have apprenticeships with 
experienced mentors (Nordman and Pasquier- Doumer, 2012). Unsurprisingly these educa-
tional disparities “trickle-up” and translate into gender inequalities in the labour market and 
in future economic status.  

Several studies focus on a specific obstacle to gender equality in TVET, and/or the experi-
ences of female students in specific programs and contexts within TVET institutions in specific 
countries. Most studies also conclude with brief recommendations for new policies and prac-
tices within TVET institutions, though few set these recommendations within the larger con-
text of the relationship of TVET to labour, gender equality and sustainable development in 
Africa more broadly.  

Gender issues receive varying degrees of attention in country-specific literature on TVET. 
As noted in UNESCO’s (2013) review of TVET on the Southern African Development Commu-
nity Region, the level of attention to equity has typically depended on the visibility of equity-
related issues, like gender equality, in other government policies which intersect with TVET 
policy (UNESCO 2013, p89). While the literature generally indicates the sector is in urgent 
need of gender-responsive reforms, both at the levels of policy, implementation and practice, 
it is important to highlight some of the efforts and gains in gender equality that have been 
made. The past decade has seen an increase in female participation in TVET across the conti-
nent (IDRC, 2019; UNESCO, 2011). Several African countries (for example, Mauritius, Kenya, 
Malawi, Tanzania, Rwanda, Seychelles, Uganda and South Africa) have targeted policy atten-
tion on increasing women’s participation in TVET and specifically in male-dominated courses 
(Prendergast, 2020; Rubagiza, 2010; Leyaro, V. and Joseph, C. 2019; UNESCO 2020, Omukhulu, 
D. et al 2016, Bunyi, G 2003; NHRDC, 2007). However, despite the increases in female partici-
pation in TVET, and policy statements that signal the intention to promote equality, there re-
mains a lack of both comprehensive research on gender equality as well as concrete imple-
mentation and oversight of gender-responsive measures as it relates to actual TVET practices. 
Indeed, men still dominate Africa’s TVET sector (IDRC, 2019).  
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Gendered Dynamics within and external to TVET Institutions  

The obstacles to gender equality that are highlighted in the literature speak to the range of 
the broader nature of gender dynamics that exist across the African continent. These gender 
dynamics constitute a web of socio-cultural, socio-political and socio-economic relationships 
that create systems of gender inequality and which are inextricably connected to other com-
plex challenges facing African countries (such as issues of sustainability and climate change, 
for instance) and which, it is important to note, negatively affect all of Africa’s citizens, albeit 
unevenly. While a comprehensive theorization of the interconnections between gender dy-
namics, equality, TVET and the promotion of sustainable development are beyond the scope 
of this paper, this examination of the literature allows us to make an observation about this 
relationship, which constitutes the second finding of this literature review. Namely, Africa’s 
TVET sector both reflects the gender dynamics of broader society and works to reinforce and 
perpetuate them. To explain, the gender inequalities found within TVET institutions are 
shaped by the dynamics of gender inequality that exist in broader society - categorized here 
as external-drivers of gender inequality. These external-drivers inequality give rise to a host of 
obstacles to the full and equal participation of women and girls within TVET institutions - cat-
egorized here as internal-drivers of gender inequality.3 Based on this review of literature, it 
can be postulated that in the absence of gender-responsive reforms within the TVET sector, 
African’s TVET institutions will not only continue to reflect societal gender equalities, they will 
also work to reinforce and perpetuate them, either through their inaccessibility to a great 
number of women and girls, by funnelling them into low-paying sectors, by reinforcing gender 
stereotypes about women’s capabilities and/or by not accounting for the safety and wellbeing 
of female students in their pursuit of training and education. Indeed, research on this area 
reveals that without comprehensive gender analysis and gender-responsive services, content, 
policies, strategies, and systems, TVET will, at best, fail to capitalize on the talents and skills 
present amidst Africa’s female population, and at worst, serve to perpetuate gender inequal-
ities at a broader societal scale (Adelakun, Oviawe, Garba, 2015). 

Of course, gender inequality, and the oppression of women and girls, is not only an issue 
of human rights, it also works to the detriment of sustainable economic development for all. 
Promoting gender responsive TVET education makes “good economic sense” (Woldemichael, 
2020). The links between women’s economic empowerment and economic development and 
the positive correlation between girls’ education and sustainable development is well docu-
mented. Equal access to education and employment for females not only benefits women, 
but also the families and communities they nurture (Ngugi, M. and Muthima, P., 2017; 
Tchouassi, 2012; Van den Bergh Collier, E., 2017; UNESCO, 2020; ILO, 2020). Girls in low-in-
come countries who receive secondary education are 63% less likely to marry than girls with-
out it and have fewer and healthier children. Children of literate mothers are over 50% more 
likely to live past the age of five and receive good nutrition. There is also a strong link between 
education and health benefits for women and girls and substantial evidence that an increase 
in a mother’s education reduces the likelihood of dying in childbirth (UNESCO, 2019). Studies 
have also shown that the full and equitable participation of women in the labour market can 
create substantial economic gains in the border economy (Woldemichael, A., 2020). Estimates 
by Woldemichael (2020) show that increased equitable participation of women in the work-
force could result in African countries increasing their GDP from 1% (Senegal) to nearly 50% 

 
3  The distinction between external” and “internal” drivers of gender inequality is a false one as these dynamics 

are inextricably interconnected. However, for the sake of analysis, we make this distinction here in order to 

highlight the reinforcing dynamics between the two.  
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(Niger) (Woldemichael, 2020). There is similar evidence when it comes to the relationship of 
gender equality to environmental sustainability, as research illustrates a positive correlation 
between the reduction of gender inequalities and decreased environmental degradation in 
several case studies across the continent (Agarwal, 2018; Ayalew Ali, D., Deininger, K. and 
Goldstein, M., 2014; World Bank Group, 2023). Africa needs a vital and gender responsive 
TVET sector in order to realize Agenda 2063, and Agenda 2030 (Asukwo, A., & Moses, D., 
Ibanga, I., and Adamu Yusuf, M., 2019). The National Review of TVET Systems and Status in 
Africa and, more pointedly, any subsequent efforts to enhance Africa’s TVET sector, represent 
an opportunity to highlight the connections between gender inequality, TVET, labour and sus-
tainable development, and an opportunity to ensure that efforts to enhance Africa’s TVET 
sector, capitalize on its potential as an engine for the creation of greater gender equality on 
the continent, and thereby promote just and sustainable development for all. 

Organization of this paper: 

This review is broken into three sections. The following section analyses the issues discussed 
in the literature on gender and TVET in Africa that we categorize here as external-drivers of 
gender-inequality, namely, how the socio-cultural and socio-economic systems shape gender 
roles to disadvantage women and girls. The next section analyses those issues raised in the 
literature which we categorize as internal-drivers of gender inequality. These are the aspects 
of TVET institutions themselves which create unequal gender outcomes in TVET education and 
the labour market.  The third and final section reviews the policy landscape that frames gender 
in the African TVET sector.  

Externally Driven Challenges to Gender Equality in TVET 

Enhancing the empowerment of girls and women in Africa generally, and in TVET specifically, 
requires a holistic understanding of gender inequality as a broader system of societal norms 
that shapes beliefs, attitudes, and behaviour towards both males and females. These norms 
systematically disadvantage women and girls across realms of life (social, cultural, economic, 
political, civic, environmental, etc.) and put them at greater risk of hardship and suffering be-
cause of problems such as climate change, poverty, economic shocks, pandemics, etc. These 
externally driven gender dynamics give rise to systems of gender dynamics internal to the TVET 
sector which create gender inequalities within the sector. The overarching theme that 
emerges from this review of literature is that Africa’s TVET sector is not immune to this system 
of gender inequality, rather, works to reflect it, and in many cases, to perpetuate it. Thus, 
when seeking to understand issues of gender inequality within TVET, it is important to first 
examine the context of externally driven issues of gender inequality in which the TVET sector 
operates. This type of systems analysis should inform the development of progressive legal 
frameworks and educational reforms that will promote and ensure gender equality and the 
economic empowerment of women and ensure their talents and skills are utilized across dis-
ciplines, industries, and sectors (Cheruiyot & Munyi, 2019). This section discusses the key is-
sues raised in the literature that occur outside of TVET institutions (namely, the “externally-
driven” issues).   
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Confining Gender Regimes: The Relegation of Women to the Domestic Sphere and 
Subsequent Barriers to their Participation and Success in TVET 

Despite advances in gender equality, women and girls in Africa are still constrained by socio-
cultural norms, rooted in patriarchy, which profoundly shape their lives and curtail their equal 
access to education and employment. Beliefs and perceptions of women’s role and purpose 
remain associated with the private, domestic realm and men with the public realm. These 
gender roles operate in the context of a web of social relations and informal institutions, or as 
Wallaby (2004, 2009) argues, “gender regimes”, which have far-reaching implications across 
societal sectors, including education and employment.   

Reflective of these gendered relations is the overwhelming agreement in the literature that 
the shared understanding that women and girls carry the responsibility of unpaid domestic 
responsibilities (which typically includes subsistence farming, cleaning, cooking, childbearing 
childcare, care for younger siblings, relatives, sick and elderly) and that this creates a formida-
ble obstacle to their access, participation and success in education and training. In many Afri-
can countries these duties are prioritized over a girls’ education. Gaps in legal frameworks 
governing children’s attendance further undermine girls’ education as there are 25 African 
countries, with no minimum age for compulsory schooling. This results in girls from poor 
households being forced into domestic service or other forms of insecure employment from 
an early age (Gaidzanwa, 2008).   

However, even when women can enter the labour market, domestic labour and childcare 
duties continue to create restrictions for their equal participation - something that is true 
across socio-economic categories as even in wealthier families, women still assume the ma-
jority of unpaid domestic labour, especially in relation to childcare. Women often lose their 
previous connection to their sector of employment because of childbearing and often lack the 
time, mobility, and complete flexibility necessary for full participation and/or advancement in 
education, training, and formal employment.   

Of course, poverty exacerbates these problems. The poorer a family is, the less likely their 
girls are to complete education. Education is simply unaffordable for many families across Af-
rica as school fees, or indirect costs (books, uniform, travel, etc.) can present insurmountable 
barriers for poor families (UNESCO, 2006; UngeiI, 2012). This affects girls’ education the most 
as impoverished families may have the perceptions that educating girls is not a worthy “in-
vestment'' in the future (like educating their boys would be). In other cases, a girls’ education 
is sacrificed due to the need of families to reduce their own financial burden, while also gen-
erating financial gain through dowries collected in the marriage of daughters. The potential of 
African girls - their skills, intelligence and talent often go unrecognized or ignored as they are 
seen as either burdens or commodities for resource-poor families.   

High rates of poverty and economic hardship are also linked to early marriage, another one 
of the leading obstacles cited in literature on contextual factors affecting girls' success in ed-
ucation generally, and TVET specifically (Lloyd and Mensch, 2008; Van den Bergh Collier, 2017; 
UNESCO, 2020; Arias, Evans, and Santos,2019; ILO, 2020). Approximately 37% of girls in sub-
Saharan Africa marry before age 18, and 11% are married before they turn 15. However, with 
rates of early marriage as high as 76% (Niger), 67% (Chad) and 68% CAR) and with 15 of the 
20 countries with the highest rates of child marriage globally, early marriage is a significant 
problem on the African continent (UNICEF, 2020). These circumstances are frequently passed 
down to children born to young mothers, which place even further strain on a country’s ca-
pacity to provide quality health and education services for such vulnerable groups in the pop-
ulation.   
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Early marriage is linked to early pregnancy, which is another significant obstacle to girls' 
access to education and training that is discussed in the literature (Lloyd and Mensch, 2008; 
Van den Bergh Collier, 2017; UNESCO, 2020; Vila, 2015; Lifanda,2005), In many countries 
“schoolgirl pregnancy” means that girls are required by law to stop attending school, at least 
for a temporary period if not longer, when they become pregnant (Lloyd and Mensch, 2008). 
As Gaidzanwa (2008), points out even in countries where the law allows the return of student 
mothers to their studies (as is the case in Zimbabwe, South Africa, and Botswana, for example) 
the realities of motherhood and the cost of fees, coupled with inadequate facilities in the TVET 
environment, usually makes their return all but impossible, unless female students have an 
extremely strong support network. Moreover, girls and young women who become pregnant 
while enrolled in education often fear returning to school because of intimidation, mockery, 
and abuse (Gaidzanwa, 2008). Indeed, the literature highlights the issues of early marriage 
and pregnancy as two of the greatest contributors to drop out rates in primary, secondary, 
and tertiary education among girls in Sub-saharan African countries. Because of this Mbelle, 
Mabaso, Setswe & Sifunda (2018), among others, argue that unplanned pregnancies among 
college/tertiary female students actually pose a serious public health concern in African coun-
tries in that it has negative knock-on effects in terms of educational progress, future career 
prospects and on economic development more widely (Mbelle, Mabaso, Setswe & Sifunda, 
2018; UNESCO, 2012; UNESCO, 2016).  

These issues are compounded by others, such as rurality, another barrier to education 
highlighted in the literature that disproportionately affects the participation of women and 
girls in TVET. 70% of Africa’s poorest, the majority of them women, live in rural areas and 
cannot access urban labour markets or the vast majority of institutions offering vocational 
training and education. Like other educational institutions, TVET centres are often difficult to 
reach and insufficiently flexible to accommodate rural families (UNESCO, 2013; Lifanda, K.N. 
2005; ILO 2020; Letta, T., Feleke, A. and Derseh, L., 2013). Poor transportation networks, lack 
of reliable systems of communications, all collude to trap women and girls in domestic and 
low-productivity agricultural sectors (Gaidzanwa, 2008).   

Given the prominence of early marriage and early pregnancy in the literature on gender 
equality in TVET, it is important to understand these not just as social problems, but as TVET 
problems. Indeed, scholars argue that the high level of unplanned pregnancies among female 
college students in particular is indicative of the poor state of women's reproductive health 
services at TVET institutions (Mbelle, Mabaso, Setswe & Sifunda, 2018; UNESCO, 2020; South 
African Government, 2020; Lifanda,2005) and argue for the provision of gender-responsive 
life skills training, sexual and reproductive health and rights information, and gender-aware 
student counselling services in TVET settings, for both male and female TVET students, would 
help mitigate the risks to women's’ health, education and long-term economic well-being 
(ibid).   

Early marriage and early pregnancy are linked to increased incidences of gender-based vi-
olence (GBV) and sexual harrassment, another serious barrier to the ability of girls and women 
to access to vocational education and training also leave them vulnerable to gender-based 
violence and sexual harassment. Gender-based violence is a pervasive challenge across Africa 
as it has negative repercussions for human, social, and economic development and creates 
serious impediments to women’s well-being and the creation of healthy and peaceful com-
munities (Beyene, Chojenta, Roba. et al. 2019). While a more complete discussion of GBV is 
beyond the scope of this review, it is crucial to highlight the urgency of GBV in relation to 
gender equality in TVET. GBV operates as both an external-driver and an internal-driver to 
gender equality in TVET institutions. Not only does it impede the ability of girls and women to 
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access education, but TVET institutions themselves are often unsafe spaces for female stu-
dents once they are there. Research has found that schools, colleges, and universities were 
often sites of violence for females (Krug, Mercy, Dahlberg and Zwi, 2002; Arnold, Gelaye, 
Goshu, Berhane and Williams, 2008). It is females attending TVET colleges, however, who have 
the highest lifetime prevalence of GBV out of all students - 30% higher than university stu-
dents, and yet the problem is not well addressed in TVET institutions (Beyene, et al. 2019; 
Mirsky, 2003). Gaidzanwa (2008) argues that gender violence by teachers, male pupils, sup-
port staff and even transport providers is implicated in the under-achievement, inferior per-
formance and attrition of young women and girls from TVET institutions across sub-Saharan 
Africa. Young women and girls who have experienced gender-based violence are more likely 
to have poor rates of educational achievement and increased dropout rates compared to girls 
who do face violence (Kennedy, 2005; Kennedy and Bennett, 2006).  

Gender inequality in Africa’s TVET sector is hampered by the web of social relations and 
informal institutions, or “gender regimes”, in broader society that confine men and women in 
socially constructed roles, and which work to the disadvantage and oppression of women and 
girls. Gender regimes create barriers to the education and training of females and thus also to 
their ability to gain secure, dignified, and well-paid employment. Of course, the aforemen-
tioned barriers affect the education of women and girls at every level - and the TVET sector is 
no exception. However, because of the direct relationship to the world of work, the implica-
tions for gender inequality in TVET have clear and direct repercussions for women’s access to 
and participation in the labour market, and for their economic empowerment and security 
long-term. It is important to emphasize that because of their negative impact on women in 
TVET, these problems need to be understood as not just societal problems but also as TVET 
problems. It is to an analysis of the ways these external-drivers of gender inequality manifest 
in TVET institutions that we now turn.  

INTERNAL-DRIVERS OF GENDER INEQUALITY IN TVET INSTITUTIONS   

Choosing the Path Most Taken: Gender Norms, Girls’ Selection of Vocation, and Lower 
Pay for Working Women 

The literature points to a clear connection between external and internal drivers of gender 
inequality in TVET regarding the choice of profession of females and males. Gender relation-
ships and dynamics strongly shape the choices women and girls make for themselves as well 
as the perceptions, preferences, and biases of their families and communities. As is the case 
in other regions around the world, socio-cultural norms and dynamics surrounding gender 
tend to result in women being over-represented in some sectors (especially those associated 
with the domestic sphere such as the care and service sector profession) and underrepre-
sented in others (Buehren, N. and Van Salisbury, T. (2017), ILO 2020; Amoamah, M.O., Brew, 
E.M., Ampiaw,R.E. and Dadzie, J. (2016). Across Africa, this type of occupational segregation 
remains a predominant feature of both training and labour markets. Studies by the World 
Bank (2017), for example, show that the gender gap, and the under representation of women 
in particular, is particularly large in the more “technical” and industrial fields such as mechan-
ics, electricity, construction, plumping, carpentry and welding. In Burkina Faso, for example, 
men outnumber women 5:1 in the industrial sectors (World Bank 2017b). In Uganda, three 
programs—construction, motor vehicle maintenance, and carpentry—account for two-thirds 
of male enrollment, whereas cooking or catering, beautician services, business-related stud-
ies, and tailoring account for two-thirds of female enrollment (Johanson and Okema, 2011 in 
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Arias, O., Evans, D.K. and Santos, I. 2019). Even in cases where practices to increase opportu-
nities for girls and women in non-traditional sectors exist, many girls and young women still 
choose not to (Amoamah, M.O., Brew, E.M., Ampiaw,R.E. and Dadzie, J. ,2016).  

The literature highlights that this is especially true in the case of programs associated with 
science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM). When it comes to STEM, sexist and gen-
dered stereotypes surrounding women’s capability and suitability abound. STEM-related vo-
cations tend to be seen by families, teachers, trainers, and by girls themselves, as a male do-
main - even more so than other non-traditional female sectors, like hospitality and food ser-
vice (Agbara, W., Chagbe, M. B., & Achi, T. T. (2018). Studies on female achievement in sec-
ondary schooling show that girls are far less likely to complete STEM subjects at the secondary 
level and few pursue STEM subjects through tertiary academic pathways at the postsecondary 
level. The same can be said for females in TVET institutions, as girls and young women rarely 
select STEM-related fields which are almost always more secure, higher paying jobs in the 
formal sector jobs. This results in the exclusion of girls and women from the STEM job market 
that is available in their region - a concern that will only grow more pronounced as Africa 
transitions to the fourth industrial revolution. Having said this, some studies have shown ad-
vances in gender equality and STEM subjects. Arias and Santos (2019) show countries such as 
South Africa, Lesotho, Namibia, and Zimbabwe, have achieved near gender parity among 
STEM graduates. Agricultural programs have also seen a steady increase of female participa-
tion, and female students now comprise more than 40 percent of agriculture graduates in 
Eswatini, Lesotho, Madagascar, Mozambique, Sierra Leone, South Africa, and Zimbabwe 
(Arias., Evans. and Santos, 2019 p264). Even in the fields where female participation remains 
at an overall low rate, there have been small gains in the last two decades. In Benin, Burundi, 
Eritrea, Ethiopia, Madagascar, Mozambique, and Namibia, for instance, there have been small 
but noticeable increases of approximately 5% in female participation in engineering programs 
since 2000 (UNESCO, 2015). Despite the progress, however, women in the region are still of-
ten constrained by family and household responsibilities as well as by negative attitudes to-
ward women participating in higher education generally and in STEM fields in particular (Cam-
pos et al., 2015; World Bank, 2011).   

Young women and men not only tend to choose different TVET fields, however, they are 
also differently remunerated for the work they do, with female-dominated occupations gen-
erating substantially less income on average than male-dominated occupations. For example, 
a recent study by the World Bank, showed that women who manage to gain employment in 
male-dominated sectors make up to three times more than women who stay in female-dom-
inated sectors (Buehren and van Salisbury, 2017; Campos et al., 2015; World Bank, 2019). 
Discrepancies are also evident within occupations, as men tend to hold positions with more 
influence and responsibility and are paid more for the work they do. It is important to note, 
however, that these discrepancies are not typically associated with a higher level of skills or 
experience among men, which reveals sexism in hiring, promotion as well as a lack of pay 
equity between men and women (UNDESA, 2015). Moreover, women are more likely to work 
in the informal economy and therefore are less secure in their labour, more unregulated, and 
subject to a host of risks, including poor working conditions, sexual harassment, violence, etc.   

The research confirms how difficult it is for girls and young women to escape unpaid do-
mestic labour and agricultural feminization and engage in higher-paying, more secure, formal 
wage employment - something that only becomes increasingly difficult after marriage and/or 
motherhood. The literature leaves little doubt as to the need for new gender policies, prac-
tices in the TVET sector that support women’s education and training in general and promotes 
their ability to pursue and maintain waged employment in the formal sector, and non-
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traditional sectors in particular (Dietrich, C., Huang, A, Thomas, A., Toujas-Bernaté, J., 2016). 
Indeed, studies show that additional and tailored support of female students can be particu-
larly helpful when trying to address gender biases in their selection of fields of study and oc-
cupation. Inadequate counselling and career guidance for students means that males and fe-
males are not given an opportunity to reflect deeply on their choices of career and consider a 
different path. In Uganda, studies show that women who have received this type of counsel-
ling are much more likely to make the move into non-traditional sectors (Buehren and van 
Salisbury, 2017; Campos et al., 2015). Moreover, as discussed below, when girls and women 
have a champion, a mentor or role model in the TVET centre, they are much more likely to 
choose and remain in a non-traditional sector. The issue of vocational/professional selection 
is one where gender-responsive reforms, including offering women access to lifelong learning 
opportunities to close gaps in skills and knowledge, is poised to make a substantial difference 
in combating gender inequalities within labour sectors, if not society more broadly.   

 

Mechanisms of Gender Discrimination within TVET Institutions: The “Atmosphere of 
Masculinity” 

While the above factors shape the preference of young women and girls for certain subjects, 
for those who manage to overcome these barriers and enter TVET institutions, and especially 
for those who choose to train in non-traditional sectors, the literature describes a host of in-
ternal obstacles and barriers that await them within TVET institutions. For one, the 

TVET training environment is rarely a gender-neutral space, and even more rarely a gender-
responsive space, meaning one that anticipates gender barriers and promotes the full and 
equal participation of women. Rather, the training environment in TVET institutions tend to 
reflect and reinforce gender discrimination in both obvious ways - such as the lack of female 
role models, and subtle ways - such as the atmosphere of a classroom.  

One of the more apparent ways a training environment can reproduce unequal gender 
outcomes is the lack of female instructors, staff and role models, though many studies cite the 
lack of gender-awareness of instructors to be more at the root of the problem (Van den Bergh, 
2017; Rubagiza, 2010). Interestingly this is true for both traditional and non-traditional sec-
tors. The lack of female presence within TVET can create an intimidating environment for 
young women and girls and discourage them from fully participating. While the lack of female 
staff (instructors or otherwise) is an issue, research indicates that the lack of gender-aware-
ness among TVET instructors and staff may lie more at the root of the problem. Many studies 
discuss the lack of gender-awareness among teachers (whether male or female) as a possible 
factor in the unconscious reproduction of gender bias within the TVET learning environment 
(Bonzet and Frick 2019; Blumberg, 2008; Carlana, 2019; Gaidzanwa, 2007; UNESCO, 2016). In 
Zimbabwe, Gaidzanwa (2007) noted that post-secondary institutions, including TVET, can of-
ten feel unfriendly, if not “overtly gender-based, hostile environment for both female students 
and female staff members” (see: Modupe, Oladunni, 2014). Scholars further argue that many 
post-secondary institutions, including TVET colleges can present an unreceptive atmosphere 
for females because of the tendency for TVET to be seen as ‘male territory,’ and the preva-
lence of sexual innuendo, sexual harassment, as well as a gender lack of gender awareness of 
students as well as trainers (Gaidzanwa 2007; Mlama, 1998; Meena, 2007; Akinsanya,and 
Onah, 2012 ). In the UNESCO-UNEVOC conference on women and TVET, Helga Foster (2011) 
recounts female TVET participants who described an “atmosphere of masculinity that is 
strange and often offensive to women. There were mentions of violence, scathing language 
from fellow students and even trainers, the lack of separate toilet and leisure facilities, absent 
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or costly transportation, inflexible timetables, and above all the lack of female teachers, train-
ers and management” (2011 p. 10).  

Yet other studies find that male students are often given more attention than female stu-
dents by instructors, even when the instructor is themselves a female. Gender bias is likely 
perpetuated in the pedagogical training that instructors receive, where these trainings exist. 
Combined, these environmental factors can make it difficult for female students to engage in 
learning in a way that allows them to reap the full benefits of their training. Rather, female 
TVET students, especially those in non-traditional disciplines, often must endure loneliness 
and lack of support from peers and teachers. Studies show that the presence of female in-
structors or staff who act as mentors and support female students can make a significant dif-
ference in the continuation of their education. In Uganda, for example, the presence of female 
role models meant that women were more likely to persevere with their education, and 
women in non-traditional sectors especially benefited from additional support (Buehren and 
van Salisbury, 2017; Campos et al., 2015).  

A second, internal driver of gender inequality in TVET institutions concerns the facilities of 
TVET training centres themselves. Often TVET institutions lack basic features for women, such 
as separate washrooms or change rooms, safe spaces to study or relax, childcare facilities, or 
even transportation services for girls and young women in less accessible communities. Re-
search on the provision of free sanitary pads for students, and safe washrooms in educational 
institutions, for instance, has been shown to significantly improve the attendance of female 
students in educational programs (Montgomery, Ryus, Dolan, Dopson and Scott, 2012).  

The issue of accessibility of TVET classes is another oft-cited issue in the literature on gen-
der and TVET. For those girls and young women in rural and less accessible areas, or for those 
with added childcare or domestic responsibilities there is a clear need for the development of 
flexibility in course delivery, whether it be in terms of the timing of classes, or the location of 
classes (UNESCO, 2020). If programs fail to consider these potential constraints, they may face 
lower take-up rates for women, leading to higher dropout and lower impacts (Chakravarty, 
Das, and Vaillant, 2017) and gender inequalities will persist, as TVET opportunities will remain 
out of reach for many young women and girls.   

Interestingly, recent contributions to this discussion indicate that the covid-19 pandemic 
may present an opportunity to address issues of flexibility in TVET.  As TVET institutions look 
to alternative forms of course delivery, such as online classes, virtual learning, and shorter, 
more module-based courses, there is the potential for this to benefit women and girls. The 
benefit will only be possible, however, gender-analysis informs the development of these new 
tools and formats for learning in TVET and issues of the gender digital divide are also ad-
dressed.  

A third area of gender inequality in TVET identified in the literature concerns the issue of 
curricula. Curriculum content can be another mechanism for the reinforcement of gender in-
equality in TVET settings (Blumberg, 2008). Simmonds (2014), for instance argues this can 
happen when existing inequalities are not considered in curriculum design and then are trans-
mitted through the curriculum in a way that strengthens stereotypes about gender and the 
inequality of opportunities. While there is a paucity of research on gender-bias in curriculum 
in the African TVET sector, the research that does exist suggests that gender equality is likely 
neglected at multiple stages of the curriculum development process (Blumberg, 2008; Hey, 
2010; Simmonds, 2014; Relebohile, 2005; UNDP, 2004). Women are often under-represented 
in the initial consultation, as well as the design and writing stages of curriculum development 
(Hey, 2010; Simmonds, 2014). Curriculum content itself also tends to reinforce either 
women’s invisibility or discriminatory gender stereotypes. Examples of gender-bias in 
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curriculum include language use, that privileges and assumes a male-identity and a male-cen-
tred perspective, such as the use of male pronouns, and characters in illustrative case studies 
(Blumberg, 2008; Hey, 2010; Simmonds, 2014). Where case studies do include females, they 
tend not to portray men and women (and their work) as having equal value. Images of males 
were also more prevalent in TVET curriculum content than women, and images of women 
rarely used in curriculum of non-traditional subjects (Simmonds, 2014; Blumberg, 2008). 
There is also a lack of attention to gender equality and women’s empowerment in the world 
of work. As Simmons (2014, 648) argues about educational curriculum in South Africa, “the 
assumption underlying this seems to be that gender equality and the empowerment of 
women are unattainable or that they are unimportant”. Though literature on gender in the 
African TVET curriculum is scarce, it still demonstrates a need for the TVET curriculum to act 
as “an agent of change” as opposed to another aspect of TVET institutions that perpetuate 
and entrenched gender inequality. While there are exceptions, TVET curriculum on the conti-
nent continues to present stereotypical and binary perspectives rooted in patriarchal socio-
cultural tradition (Simmons, 2014). Beyond language, images and case studies privileging a 
male-perspective, there is also the question of gender-bias in assessments, and pedagogical 
approaches. Indeed, while female pass rates in TVET are slightly higher than male in specific 
courses and countries (Mozambique and Tanzania), in the majority of countries there are sig-
nificant gender imbalances in pass rates in favour of male students (UNESCO, 2013). Instructor 
training and pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning in TVET still have much room 
for improvement in terms of their gender-responsivity (UNESCO, 2013).   

A final and significant internal driver of gender inequality in TVET that is discussed in the 
literature concerns the area of apprenticeships and the transition to work. Apprenticeships, 
especially in sectors and industries where women are under-represented, tend to discriminate 
against females. In countries where traditional gender roles limit women’s participation in 
public life, companies will often not even hire women where males dominate in a specific 
workforce. Thus, for girls and women engaged in sectors where females are under-repre-
sented (e.g., plumbing, welding, carpentry, construction, electricity, or other trades, etc.), ap-
prenticeships are difficult to obtain and tend to reflect many of the gender barriers discussed 
above. Employers in these sectors fail to appreciate the skills and knowledge that female stu-
dents have worked hard to gain. In cases where females can secure an apprenticeship, they 
often face discrimination, sexual harassment, a lack of support a lack of flexibility, and an en-
vironment where they may not have access to safe and appropriate facilities. Girls and young 
women often fail to secure apprenticeships in non-traditional sectors for these reasons. The 
paucity of institutions for contract negotiation and enforcement for student apprenticeships 
and internships are another compounding factor, as employers more commonly rely on word-
of-mouth for hiring— which implicitly favours males in the labour market (Buehren and Van 
Salisbury, 2017; Chakravarty, Das and Vaillant, 2017). However, when girls and women are 
supported by mentors or through other types of supportive relationships with people in their 
chosen industries, they tend to do well in apprenticeships and in the sector more generally. In 
fact, in a study of women in TVET in Uganda and Ethiopia, Buehren and Van Salisbury (2017) 
the strongest predictor of a young woman’s decision to enrol in male-dominated technical 
and vocational courses and achieve success is her existing relationships with people who work 
in the associated trade (2017; 3). The literature points to the need for policies and practices 
that promote gender-awareness for both instructors, employers and industry partners so that 
preconceptions of the ability of women and girls in non-traditional fields can be overcome and 
female students can have better possibilities for successful internships. TVET instructors often 
lacked a strong connection to the current situation and demands of the labour market so 
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closer links between TVET and the employment sector are necessary for Africa’s TVET sector 
in general, but also to ensure female students are not put at a disadvantage. Ensuring gender-
awareness training for both instructors and employers and ensuring the development of, and 
access to networks of female peers and mentors in the sector are both recommendations 
highlighted in the literature that will help promote successful and safe internships for women 
and promote a smooth transition to work for female students in TVET. The network of mentors 
may be especially important after graduating as too frequently, even where girls and women 
are able to acquire skills for work, they often face social, cultural, economic, and practical 
constraints that pose barriers to their making full use of their skills in the world of work, and 
are more likely than men to be unemployed, even after training.   

Gender Equality in TVET: Summary of the policy Landscape in Africa 

The final section of this literature review takes a brief look at the policy landscape of gender 
in TVET, and the efforts to promote gender equality and gender mainstreaming practices 
within the sector. While the following is not exhaustive, it does provide a cursory view of the 
current state of gender in TVET policy and points to further directions for future policy making 
and standardization efforts. Two general observations can be made. First, the policy landscape 
surrounding TVET in Africa is disjointed in general, and there is no comprehensive policy gov-
erning gender in TVET specifically - whether at the continental, regional or country-level. Sec-
ondly policy documents use a range of terminology when addressing issues surrounding gen-
der and equality in TVET. For example, “women”, “females”, and “gender” are often used in-
terchangeably. Language is, of course, powerful, and inconsistencies in language and termi-
nology can influence the scope of the policy, the stakeholders with whom to engage, which 
governmental ministries are responsible, as well as budget allocation for strategy and imple-
mentation.  

Broadly speaking, gender is referenced in TVET policy in the three general ways. First, policy 
that refer to the external barriers particularly socio-cultural ones that contribute to percep-
tions of female roles and occupations and attracting more women to TVET; Second, policies 
that address the barriers within the TVET system such design of institutions, gender commit-
tees and internal standards of practice; and third, policies that support transition of women 
to the workplace in non-traditional occupations (Van den Bergh Collier, E., 2017).  

The African Union’s ‘continental strategy for TVET to foster youth employment, for in-
stance, highlights the gender divisions in choice of occupation and the stereotyping of wom-
en's representation in certain professions, which prevents women from equal access to male 
dominated sectors. This strategy highlights the role of government in reducing gender ine-
qualities and discrimination and TVET. It asserts that nothing less than a paradigm shift is re-
quired to ensure equal representation of women and girls across all sectors, because what is 
needed is a change in mindset both within TVET institutions and in the workplace when it 
comes to gender and gender roles. The strategy also mentions that the notion that certain 
domestic jobs should be done by women and that these jobs do not require certification or 
training should be challenged (African Union, 2018).  

Some, but not all, individual countries also have their own national TVET policies that make 
reference to gender. Sudan’s TVET policy (2013), for example, states a commitment to the 
elimination of gender inequities. It notes that formal education and training are not as focused 
on gender barriers and so the TVET sectors must address regional imbalances to support eq-
uity and social inclusion. Kenya’s draft TVET policy (2014) specifies the need for affirmative 
action to promote gender equity, states that one of its objectives includes improving access 
and equity according to gender and formulates one of its guiding principles as the promotion 
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of gender non–discrimination. Kenya serves as a good example of linking policy to practice, 
with gender being given prominence throughout the TVET strategic plan 2018-2020. Rwanda’s 
TVET policy (2015) is unique in that it mentions the internal and external barriers that have 
led to the under-representation of women and girls in the TVET system and notes that policy 
responses are required to address these challenges. Many countries, however, lack a focus on 
gender in TVET policy, if not lack a TVET policy overall. In many cases policies are more than a 
decade old, out of date with current realities, and/or still in a draft version. It is this lack of 
gender policy overall that poses the greatest hurdle to advancements in this area.  

While mere policy making is not sufficient, and a gap in strategies for implementation is 
also present, the lack of a strong parent TVET strategy, makes developing gender specific TVET 
policy even harder. Furthermore, as observed in many countries in the region, there is a lack 
of coordination for TVET policy making, as frequently issues pertaining to the TVET sector fall 
under different or multiple ministries making it unclear which ministry has responsibility for 
TVET (Kandjii-Murangi 2016). A review of regional and country TVET policies, such as those 
mentioned above, reveal that there are no specific policies for gender equality in TVET, but 
rather international gender policies, such as CEDAW (UN 1979), or a country’s national gender 
policies, are used as a reference point when addressing gender discrimination in TVET. At the 
specific TVET policy/strategy level there are mentions of gender, but always in the broader 
context of economic and social discrimination, and equal access to economic opportunity. The 
attention given to gender is approximately equal to that given to issues of disability, rurality, 
and other marginalized groups. An understanding of the intersectionality of identities, and 
accordant policies that might address, for example, women and girls who suffer from poverty 
and are living with a disability, is never considered. This deficiency in policy highlights a lack of 
understanding and theorization on the multiple forms of discrimination that may face African 
students in TVET. International frameworks for standards of practice in TVET exist (i.e., 
UNESCO, ILO), but there is a lack of African-focused frameworks for gender equality policy in 
TVET. Additionally, as noted above, the research on gender equality is disjointed, incomplete 
and suffers from a lack of comprehensiveness. More needs to be done in this regard to harness 
the power of gender-data and develop a more comprehensive and robust gender equality 
policy for the TVET sector. This would no doubt help improve gender-responsive interventions 
and practices.  

Conclusion 

Gender analysis of Africa’s TVET sector is making progress, but there is much more that needs 
to be done. The literature on gender and TVET tends to be disjointed and uneven and lacks 
connection to related broader academic work on equality, gender and development in Africa. 
While studies exist on a range of gender inequality challenges in TVET, the issues are under 
researched and under theorized. Most notably, the connections between gender inequality in 
TVET and sustainable development on the continent are not well advanced in the TVET litera-
ture. This is problematic as it limits the understanding of how gender-responsive TVET reforms 
may contribute to Africa’s economic development, the promotion of the SDGs and Agenda 
2063. What can be observed from this review of literature is that systems of gender inequality 
in society give rise to the inequalities that exist between men and women in the TVET sector. 
Gender inequalities within TVET institutions in turn reinforce gender inequalities in labour 
markets. Thus, rather than act as an engine for the promotion of gender equality and women’s 
economic empowerment, Africa’s TVET sector may be acting as a site of reproduction of gen-
der inequalities in the labour market, the economy and society in general. Policy in this area 
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is not complete nor sufficiently comprehensive to address this challenge, and strategies for 
action and intervention are also too, despite recent progress.  

Having said this, the progress that has been made, highlights the potential that gender-
responsive TVET reforms have on the ability of the TVET sector to contribute to economic 
development on the continent. Ensuring women’s equal and full participation in the labour 
force, and particularly in non-traditional sectors, like STEM, are vital for not just women’s eco-
nomic empowerment, but for the overall promotion of sustainable development in Africa. A 
major challenge for Africa’s TVET sector is thus to overcome the obstacles that keep women 
and girls from acquiring the skills and knowledge they need to take up higher-paying, higher 
productivity jobs, and thereby promoting economic development and sustainable develop-
ment for all. This challenge must be met through more research and better theorization of 
gender inequality in the TVET sector to inform robust policy development in this area and 
guide strategic recommendations for implementation and action. Gender equality and 
women’s empowerment is a fundamental development goal and part of Africa’s sustainable 
economic vision. Enhancing the ability of the TVET sector to promote better outcomes for 
women and girls is thus advancing the wellbeing of all.  
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