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Glossary
Climate adaptation

Gender-equal education

Changes to behaviours, practices, systems,
technologies and relationships that reduce the
negative impacts of climate change, creating positive
coping strategies for communities and ecosystems.1

Ensuring that girls can access and complete education
on the same terms with boys and that all aspects of
education — including curriculum content and learning
materials, learning environments, teacher practice
and school management — promote gender equality.

Climate change mitigation
Actions that reduce the rate of climate
change, including limiting or preventing
greenhouse gas emissions and removing
those gases from the atmosphere.2

Climate justice
Responses to the climate crisis that address
the disproportionate impact of climate change
on marginalised groups, including girls and
women, people of colour, Indigenous peoples
and low-income communities and countries.

Climate resilience
The ability to absorb, adapt and transform
in the face of climate-related hazardous
events, trends or disturbances.

Climate vulnerability
The susceptibility to, or inability to cope with,
the negative effects of climate change.

Conference of Parties (COP):
The main decision-making body of the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC). Every country that has ratified the
convention participates in COP, where the parties
review progress towards the convention and decide
how to implement it. COP occurs every year, unless
the parties decide otherwise. The first COP meeting
occurred in Berlin, Germany in March 1995. In November
2021, the U.K. government will host the 26th United
Nations Climate Change Conference (COP26).

Green skills
The skills individuals need to transition to a lowcarbon, climate-resilient economy, participate
in traditional green sector jobs, adopt more
sustainable behaviours, adapt to the impacts of
climate change and take action on climate justice.

Paris Agreement
An international treaty on climate change adopted by
196 states and the European Union in 2015. It commits
all parties to keeping the rise in global temperatures
to well below 2°C higher than pre-industrial levels
and to taking all measures to limit temperature rise
to 1.5°C. Under the agreement, all parties have to
put forward plans through Nationally Determined
Contributions (NDCs) to meet this commitment.

Sustainable values
Values compatible with a sustainable way of living,
including equality, care, stewardship and collaboration.
People express sustainable values through individual
behaviour, interactions with the natural world and
decision-making within institutional structures.

United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC)
An international agreement adopted at the
1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. The
agreement aims to prevent “dangerous” human
interference with the climate system. 197
countries have now ratified the convention.
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Executive summary
The world is on the brink of a climate
and ecological catastrophe.
Since the mid-20th century, human activity
that produces greenhouse gases — particularly
carbon dioxide — has contributed to a rapid
warming of our world, resulting in the warmest
decade on record from 2010–2019.3 The
disastrous impacts of global heating include:

•
•
•
•

More frequent and severe droughts,
which lead to greater food insecurity
and water scarcity, particularly across
countries in sub-Saharan Africa;4
An increasing number of people displaced
directly due to rising sea levels and
extreme weather or indirectly due
to climate-induced conflicts; 5
Degradation of ecosystems and loss of
biodiversity, which humans and other
species depend on for survival;6 and
Emergence of new zoonotic diseases
(infectious diseases spread from animals
to humans) as human activity destroys
wildlife habitats and forces animals
into greater contact with humans.7

This year marks a turning point. If governments
don’t take urgent action to address the climate
crisis, they will cause irreversible damage to our
planet.8 As leaders gather in 2021 to address
the climate crisis at the 26th United Nations
Climate Change Conference (COP26) and other
events, they must not overlook one of the
most powerful yet underused strategies in
the fight against climate change: providing
girls with 12 years of quality education.9
As this paper shows, the climate crisis
disproportionately affects girls’ access to
education. Malala Fund estimates that in 2021
climate-related events will prevent at least four
million girls in low- and lower-middle-income
countries from completing their education.
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If current trends continue, by 2025 climate
change will be a contributing factor in
preventing at least 12.5 million girls from
completing their education each year.10
Yet, realising every girl’s right to 12 years of free,
safe, quality education has the potential to help
communities not only better withstand and
adapt to the effects of climate change — but also
reduce the rate and impact of global warming.
When girls go to school, they learn the skills
to overcome climate-related shocks, like the
critical thinking capabilities needed to process
and act on the risk of weather reports.11
Countries that have invested in girls’ education
have suffered far fewer deaths from droughts
and floods than countries with lower levels of
girls’ education. Additionally, if every girl was
able to exercise her sexual and reproductive
health and rights through quality education
and had access to modern contraception, it
could reduce total emissions from fossil fuels
by 37%–41% by the end of the century.12 13
Furthermore, education that is genderequal — that provides the same educational
opportunities for boys and girls and fosters
equal values, structures and relations of power
— can be a powerful tool in climate action.
Projections show that increasing gender
equality through investment in education will
lead to stronger and more equitable climate
adaptation efforts, improved mitigation of
greenhouse gas emissions and greater climate
resilience in societies and communities.14
This paper presents the connections between
girls’ education, gender equality and climate
change. It recommends how governments
can improve girls’ access to education and
transform education systems to help all
students thrive in a climate-affected world
and create a greener, fairer future.
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Introduction
By treating climate change, girls’ education and gender
inequality as separate crises, governments fail to recognise
that climate action helps girls stay in school, and genderequal education is good for the climate in turn.
This paper presents how governments can take coordinated action on
these issues. It introduces the Gender-Equal Green Learning Agenda, a
new framework to help every girl go to school and all students learn the
tools, skills and values they need to lessen the effects of climate change
on their communities, adopt pro-environmental behaviours, thrive in
the green labour market and take action to achieve climate justice.

Part 1

Part 4

outlines the origins of the climate
crisis, explaining that government
solutions to climate change need
to go beyond technical innovation
to also address the inequalities at
the centre of the climate crisis.

introduces the Gender-Equal Green
Learning Agenda, a new framework
to help leaders address the climate
crisis through education. The agenda
proposes education reforms that will
help every girl access education and
teach all students the knowledge,
skills and values needed to speak out
and challenge the social and economic
inequalities fuelling the climate crisis.

Part 2
focuses on the impact of climate change
on girls’ education, highlighting new
research that estimates that in 2021
climate-related events will prevent
at least four million girls in low- and
lower-middle-income countries from
completing their education. If current
trends continue, by 2025 climate
change will be a contributing factor
in preventing at least 12.5 million girls
from completing their education each
year.15 It shows that we cannot achieve
12 years of free, safe, quality education
for every girl without climate action.

Part 3
demonstrates how government
investment in gender-equal education
— particularly through the secondary
level — can help countries not only
adapt to and mitigate the effects of
climate change but also reduce the
rate and impact of global warming.16
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Part 5
identifies how governments can
begin to implement the GenderEqual Green Learning Agenda and
take coordinated action on climate
change, gender equality and girls’
education at milestone events in 2021.

PART

1

The origins
of the climate
crisis

Despite decades of overwhelming scientific
evidence of climate change induced
by human activity and its catastrophic
effects on our planet, leaders have failed
to take necessary action, resulting in
the current climate emergency.

PA R T 1
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Under pressure from climate groups,
environmental scientists and leaders
of countries most affected by climate
change, the majority of the world’s
governments have signed the Paris
Agreement, committing to limit the rise
in global temperatures to between 1.5°C
and 2°C higher than pre-industrial levels
by the end of the century. The United
Nations Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) — the recognised
global authority on climate science —
has emphasised the necessity of hitting
the lower end of this target. Restricting
temperature rise to 1.5°C would limit
the occurrence of extreme weather
events, reduce the risks associated with
rising sea levels and provide greater
protection to ecosystems and biodiversity,
minimising vulnerable communities’
exposure to the more severe impacts
of climate change.17 18 Yet, even in the
most optimistic scenario, scientists are
projecting a 2.1°C rise by the close of the
century unless governments do more.19
Governments have attempted to curb
global warming and its consequences
through a series of technical solutions
like solar power and innovations in energy
efficiency. But these measures alone
are not enough to avert the climate
emergency. They must also address the
underlying causes of the climate crisis,
reversing the exploitative patterns that
have brought us to the brink of catastrophe
and forced those who bear the least
responsibility for climate change to
shoulder its worst impacts.

These patterns include:
Economic growth at the cost of
environmental sustainability.
To date, economic growth has relied
heavily on the extraction and consumption
of natural resources and burning of
fossil fuels. This approach has pushed
the systems that support life on our
planet beyond their natural boundaries,
damaging human livelihoods and
destroying ecosystems.20 Over the past
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“Where I was going to school, for the most part,
there was never any actual information within
the curriculum about the climate crisis. And the
fossil fuel industry was 100% something that
was looked at as good. It was economically smart
to want those things and to admire those things
and view them as solutions for convenience. But
then outside of school, I was also like, oh, they’re
desecrating my land and digging up people’s
bones to build pipelines.”
— Tokatawin Iron Eyes
Indigenous youth advocate and climate activist27

Read more from Tokatawin on why the climate movement needs
to listen to Indigenous voices in Assembly, Malala Fund’s digital
publication and newsletter for girls.

50 years economic growth has quadrupled
and the extraction of materials to meet
consumption demands has tripled. Natural
resource extraction now accounts for more
than 90% of global biodiversity loss and water
stress (when the demand for water exceeds the
available amount) and approximately half of
global greenhouse gas emissions.21 The material
consumption of high-income countries is 13
times the level of low-income countries, with at
least a third of high-income countries’ materials
coming from other parts of the world.22
Countries’ emissions levels have changed over
time due to their growth, industrial strategies
and coal consumption patterns.23 Recent
data shows emerging economies emitting
more carbon than in the past, but many of
today’s large annual emitters — such as India
and Brazil — are not large contributors in a
historical context.24 The U.S. has contributed
25% of all global emissions since 1751, emitting
more CO2 than any other country to date.
China, the world’s second biggest historical
contributor, is responsible for 12.7%.25 Today,
the top 10 highest-emitting countries are
responsible for over two-thirds of global
emissions each year, while the 100 leastemitting countries contribute just 3%.26

Colonisation and racial
discrimination.
White colonising countries have continually
exploited the land and labour of non-White
people in order to extract wealth from nature.
From the 15th–20th century, western European
countries and the U.S. colonised and forcibly
removed a majority of the world’s nations
in Africa, the Americas, the Middle East and
Asia, using White supremacy to justify their
actions.28 29 The invaders killed, enslaved and
dispossessed people — particularly Black and
Indigenous peoples — in order to access natural
resources for profit with little consideration of
the consequences for local populations or the
environment.30
For example, British colonialists relied on
indentured labour to ensure a plentiful and
cheap supply of rubber during the Industrial
Revolution, leading to the destruction of large
areas of rainforest in the Malay Peninsula at the
expense of local ecosystems.31 From the 15th–
19th century, government-backed Portuguese,

Dutch and British companies cleared forests in
Brazil and the Caribbean for large-scale sugar
cane plantations using the labour of enslaved
Africans. This destruction of biodiversity
through monocropping impoverished the soil,
and its effects are still felt in the Caribbean.32

Gender inequality.
The same systems that have depleted Earth’s
natural resources also depend upon and reinforce
patriarchal norms and values that discriminate
against girls and women and assign unequal
gender roles. Women taking on sociallyprescribed unpaid and often invisible work as
caregivers and homemakers enables economies
to function as they do today.33 Estimates
suggest that the economic contribution of this
work — performed full-time by 606 million
working-age women and just 41 million workingage men — is around $10 trillion a year, which
accounts for 13% of global growth.34 These
same unpaid care responsibilities — along with
lack of access to rights like education, reliance
on natural resources for their livelihoods and
the fact that women’s jobs often pay less
than men’s — increase girls’ and women’s
exposure to climate-related risk and impact
their ability to adapt, prevent or recover from
it.35 For example, four out of every five people
displaced by climate change are female.36
Intersecting inequalities women may face,
like income, sexual orientation, class or caste
and race, compound their vulnerability.37

A long-term, sustainable approach
to stopping climate change must
go beyond technical innovation
to address the inequalities and
exploitative patterns at the root
of the crisis and promote greater
social justice.
As the window for action narrows, this paper
highlights an effective yet overlooked solution
that could address the climate crisis at its
source: gender-equal education. By ensuring
all students have the same opportunities to go
to school and learn gender-equal, sustainable
values and green skills, governments can
better meet the technical challenges of
climate change and dismantle the systems that
drive it — creating a greener, fairer future.

PA R T 1
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PART

2

The impact
of climate
change on girls’
education
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As countries contend with rising
temperatures, the climate crisis
threatens girls’ education around
the world.

Events linked to climate change
can lead to interruptions in
learning that disproportionately
impact girls. For example:

•

•
Climate-related events like flooding,
droughts, storms and increased
exposure to zoonotic diseases
impede girls’ ability to go to school,
particularly in the poorest countries
and most marginalised communities.
The fallout from these incidents amplifies
the inequalities girls face — including poverty,
discriminatory gender norms and increased
household responsibilities — and further limits
their access to 12 years of education.38

•

Vulnerable households often cope with climate
shocks and stresses by pulling children out of
school, usually starting with girls.39 For example:

•

•

Girls in vulnerable households are more
likely to leave school to get married in times
of weather-related crises to help ease the
burden of scarce household resources.40 The
United Nations reported an increase in the
number of girls sold into marriage following
the droughts in Ethiopia in 2010–2011 in
exchange for livestock as families struggled
to cope with extreme drought conditions.41
Families often withdraw girls from school
or send them to school less frequently
during times of drought because gender
norms dictate that fetching water falls to
girls and women.42 A study in Botswana
found that 70% of children who dropped
out of school during drought were girls,
and 56% of girls reported travelling longer
distances than usual to fetch water, which
took more time out of their day.43

•

Drought can make girls more likely to miss
school when on their periods due to the lack
of water to maintain menstrual hygiene.44
A 2015–2016 assessment of the impact of
drought in India found that water hand
pumps had dried up in approximately 60%–
80% of schools surveyed in Madhya Pradesh,
restricting the number of water, sanitation
and hygiene facilities available to girls.45
Climate-related events can lead to school
closures or increased migration, which
disproportionately affect girls. This can
result in prolonged absences from school.
In 2010 heavy monsoons led to devastating
floods that destroyed 11,000 schools in
Pakistan; once schools reopened, fewer
girls reenrolled than boys.46 In Somalia,
when families migrated from rural to urban
areas in 2018–2019 as a result of flooding,
drought and conflict, girls’ enrolment
rates dropped from 45% to just 29%. In
contrast, boys’ enrolment rose following
displacement from 29% to 41%.47
In the event of weather-related school
closures, girls are less likely than boys to
attend temporary school facilities because
of families’ fears that their daughters could
get harassed or experience violence on
their journey to or from the temporary
facility.48 For example, in Kenya where 61
mobile schools were set up in response to
drought in 2013, findings suggest these
alternative provisions only supported boys’
education and did not adequately address
families’ fears about girls’ safety.49
Changes in climate can alter the range
and reach of diseases that humans are
exposed to, resulting in reduced school
attendance and increased dropout rates
for girls. Malala Fund estimates that across
low- and lower-middle-income countries
as many as 20 million more secondary
school-aged girls could be out of school
after the COVID-19 pandemic.50 This is just
one example of an increasing number of
zoonotic diseases taking hold as human
activity destroys wildlife habitats and forces
animals into greater contact with humans.51
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Where does climate vulnerability
compound girls’ education challenges?
Malala Fund has analysed the
correlation between climate
vulnerability and girls’ education.
Our new research shows that the
countries climate change affects the
most also have poor girls’ education
indicators. Malala Fund estimates that
in 2021 climate-related events will
prevent at least four million girls in lowand lower-middle-income countries
from completing their education. If
current trends continue, by 2025 climate
change will be a contributing factor in
preventing at least 12.5 million girls from
completing their education each year.52
For the first time we have combined
our annual Girls’ Education Challenges
Index (GECI), which identifies the
countries where it is most challenging
for girls to access education, with the
widely respected ND-GAIN Index, which
summarises a country’s vulnerability
and resilience to climate change
and other global challenges (see the
appendix for more details on the GECI
and the ND-GAIN Index). In doing so, we
have produced a composite index that
tells us where girls face the greatest
threats to their education and are
most vulnerable to climate change
(see table on pg. 12).53 In each of these
countries, climate change compounds
existing education challenges for girls.54
Together, these countries account
for 280 million school-aged girls.
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Malala Fund Girls’ Education and
Climate Challenges Index
This year’s GECI shows that
sub-Saharan Africa — the region
least responsible for our current
climate crisis — faces the
greatest challenges in terms
of climate change vulnerability
and realising every girl’s right
to education. The international
community must prioritise
financial and technical support
to sub-Saharan Africa, as well as
all other countries shown in this
table, to meet the challenges
of climate adaptation and
resilience and achieve 12 years
of education for all girls.

RANK

COUNTRY

T O TA L N U M B E R O F
S C H O O L- A G E D G I R L S

1

Nigeria

30,072,348

2

Cabo Verde

60,864

3

Chad

2,760,507

4

Guinea

2,087,149

5

Mali

3,073,716

6

Benin

1,863,349

7

Central African Republic

839,321

8

Togo

1,287,519

9

Cameroon

4,164,253

10

Senegal

2,614,896

11

Angola

5,297,243

12

Burkina Faso

3,364,107

13

Nicaragua

683,366

14

Mauritania

675,381

15

Kenya

7,944,801

16

Niger

3,870,795

17

Myanmar

5,232,929

18

Zambia

2,859,489

19

Tanzania

9,477,354

20

Côte d'Ivoire

4,107,364

21

Afghanistan

5,943,448

22

India

141,809,192

23

Bangladesh

17,691,720

24

Sudan

6,244,298

25

Lao PDR

881,108

26

Solomon Islands

101,050

27

Somalia

2,492,466

28

Malawi

3,030,314

29

Uganda

7,971,287

30

Sri Lanka

2,199,137

T O TA L

280,700,771
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Heat map: Climate
change threats to
girls’ education
Visual representation of the composite index
highlighting girls’ education challenges and
climate vulnerability and resilience in lowand lower-middle-income countries. Darker
shading indicates a greater likelihood that
climate change will compound the barriers
to girls’ education now and in the future.

3.48
GIRLS’ EDUCATION AND CLIMATE CHALLENGES INDEX SCORE

13

7.81

14

The legacy of colonisation
and the climate crisis
The world feels the legacy of
colonisation and its role in the climate
crisis to this day; the countries and
peoples that have contributed least to
the problem feel its effects the most.
This imbalance in emissions started
during the Industrial Revolution when
countries like France, Germany, the
U.K. and the U.S. began burning large
amounts of fossil fuels to power
machinery while many colonised
countries’ economies remained

BOX 1
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dependent on exporting primary
products, emitting less carbon.55 Today,
the countries that bear 80%–90% of
the social cost of carbon emissions (due
to their greater exposure to natural
disasters, weaker infrastructure
and lower capital reserves) have
contributed less than a quarter
of present-day emissions.56 These
countries, largely in sub-Saharan Africa,
Latin America and Asia, also hold the
least influence in determining global
responses to climate change because
of their lack of economic power.57

“It’s essential to understand the connection
between social justice and environmentalism
when discussing the climate movement. Racial
injustice extends far beyond police brutality,
prejudiced remarks and discrimination within
the criminal justice system. It’s everywhere. It’s in
environmental racism and the poor quality of our
air and water. It’s in the segregated and poorly
funded communities we live in. It’s in our limited
access to sustainable resources. Environmentalists
must not only reconcile with the racist and
exclusionary history of environmentalism
but also address the fact that climate change
disproportionately impacts communities of color.”
— Lauren Ritchie
Bahamian climate justice activist58

Read more from Lauren on why environmental activism
needs to be intersectional in Assembly, Malala Fund’s
digital publication and newsletter for girls.
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PART

3

How genderequal education
can fight climate
change
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The trends and figures outlined in part 2
make clear that governments can’t realise
12 years of education for every girl unless
they address climate change. Part 3 makes
the case that gender-equal education is a
powerful tool for challenging the scientific
and structural causes of the climate crisis.

There are two critical components
of gender-equal education:

1
Ensuring girls can
access and complete
education on the same
terms with boys.

2
Promoting equal rights,
treatment and opportunity
for all genders through every
aspect of education, including
curriculum content and
learning materials, learning
environments, teacher practice
and school management.

Both aspects of
gender-equal education
are necessary to
address the climate
crisis and its impacts.

First, when education equips girls
with the skills and competencies
they need to respond to the
challenges of climate change,
it improves climate adaptation,
mitigation and resilience.

•

worst effects of climate change.59 60 Girls
with literacy, numeracy, critical thinking
and problem-solving skills help families
better process and act on information
about risk, like weather reports.61

•

There is growing evidence that when
education teaches girls to lead, participate

When girls receive 12 years of quality

and make decisions, it results in pro-

education, they are more likely to have the

environmental and sustainable outcomes

skills to withstand and overcome shocks

for the wider community.62 Evidence from

resulting from extreme weather events and

Nepal and India suggests that women’s

changing weather cycles, in turn helping

involvement in forest management in

their families and societies adapt to the

Asia yields better forest health.63

PA R T 3
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•

The increased political participation
and status of women — strongly
associated with their level of education
— has a positive effect on a country’s
environmental protection efforts.64 65

•

Ensuring girls’ access to education is a
sustainable and cost-effective way to
improve societies’ resilience to climate
change. Countries that have invested in

Third, enabling girls to study
science, technology, engineering
and mathematics (STEM) on
equal terms with boys ensures
they can contribute to and thrive
in a low-carbon economy.78

•

in and lead innovations in climate-

losses from droughts and floods than

resilient and green technologies, bringing

countries with lower levels of girls’

a gendered perspective that supports

education. A 2013 study analysing the

more effective and inclusive solutions.79

links between girls’ education and disaster
risk reduction projected that if 70% of
women ages 20–39 received at least a

•

transition to a low-carbon economy.80

reduce by 60% by 2050.67 Furthermore,
between more schooling for girls and a
country’s resilience to climate disasters.
For each additional year of education
that girls acquire, countries’ resilience to
climate disasters increases on average by
1.6–3.2 points on the ND-GAIN Index.68

Second, ensuring every girl
can exercise their sexual and
reproductive health and rights
through quality education
and access to contraception
could reduce the rate and
impact of global warming.
Recent estimates cite combined action on

— subjects important for jobs in traditional
skilled workforce to support a successful

related deaths in 130 countries could
the ND-GAIN Index shows an association

Girls’ increased participation in STEM classes
green sectors — ensures there is a large,

lower-secondary education, disaster-

Fourth, when education fosters
gender-equal values, structures
and relationships, it can help
transform individuals’ and societies’
relationships with people and the
planet, addressing the drivers and
unequal impacts of climate change.81

•

Research shows that countries with higher
levels of gender equality also have high
levels of environmental well-being.82

•

Education increases women’s socioeconomic
power in households and wider society
relative to men. This, in turn, reduces
gender disparities in mortality rates from
climate-related extreme weather events.83

girls’ education and sexual and reproductive
health and rights (see box 2) as the most

Gender-equal education improves societies’

cost-effective way to limit temperature

climate change mitigation, adaptation and

rise to 2°C higher than pre-industrial

resilience. Part 4 proposes a framework for

levels by the end of the century. Analysis

governments to implement gender-equal

suggests that this could reduce carbon

education along with climate education to help

emissions by as much as 85.4 gigatons by

students develop the skills they need to thrive

2050, making it four times as effective

in a climate-affected world and interrogate

as solar power and the second-most

and challenge the power dynamics that drive

effective climate solution in terms of

climate change and climate vulnerability.84

estimated gigatons of carbon avoided.70

19

encourage girls and women to participate

girls’ education have suffered far fewer

66

•

Investment in girls’ STEM education can

PA RT 3

“I’ve seen the immediate threat — droughts,
f loods, extreme weather — to women. ... But
I’ve also seen that those most vulnerable are
marginalised from political and decisionmaking processes. The policymakers from South
Asia who attended screenings of my films at
conferences were almost entirely middle-aged
men. We cannot address the climate crisis
without ensuring women’s participation and
supporting Indigenous knowledge in policy.”
— Sarah Jehaan Khan
Pakistani filmmaker69

Read more from Sarah on her work documenting stories
from the front lines of the climate crisis in Assembly, Malala
Fund’s digital publication and newsletter for girls.
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Girls’ education, choice and voice
When girls go to school, they develop
agency to make decisions about their
own lives, including about their health
and well-being.71 They are
better able to exercise their
sexual and reproductive
health and rights,
especially in terms
of choosing
whether and when
to marry and
whether to bear
children as well
as the spacing
between children.
The World Bank’s
research suggests
that universal
secondary education
for all girls could virtually
eliminate child marriage and
reduce early childbearing in many
countries.72 Other studies confirm that
educated girls choose to have fewer
children.73 Estimates suggest

BOX 2
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that lower fertility rates — achieved as
a result of meeting women’s demand
for contraception — could reduce
total emissions from fossil fuels by
37%–41% by the end of the century.74
It is the right of all girls and women
to make decisions about their own
bodies, including to have as many or
as few children as they want. But girls
and women cannot exercise that right
if governments do not provide free
and accessible sexual and reproductive
health services. Currently 214 million
women in lower-income countries
want to avoid pregnancy but aren’t
able to access contraceptives.75 If
governments met women’s needs for
modern methods of contraception, they
would avert an additional 67 million
unintended pregnancies annually,
improve women’s health and well-being
and help girls stay in school longer.76 77

PART

4

The Gender-Equal
Green Learning
Agenda, a new
framework to help
leaders address
the girls’ education
and climate
change crises

Part 4 introduces the GenderEqual Green Learning Agenda, a
new framework to help leaders
address the climate crisis through
education, based on research
by the Brookings Institution.85
By implementing each pillar in the
agenda, leaders can help teach
students the skills and values they
need to thrive in climate-resilient
economies and challenge the
social and economic inequalities
fuelling the climate crisis.86
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The Gender-Equal Green
Learning Agenda

PILLAR 1:

ACCESS

Getting all girls in
school and learning
for 12 years

PILLAR 4:

PILLAR 2:

ACTIVISM

SKILLS

Empowering
students to take
action on climate
justice

Teaching girls an
expanded vision of
green skills

PILLAR 3:

VALUES

Promoting
sustainable values
through climate
education

PILLAR 1
ACCESS: Getting all girls in school
and learning for 12 years
As outlined in part 3, government investment
in girls’ education can help countries not only
adapt to and mitigate the effects of climate
change but also reduce the rate and impact
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of global warming. But despite numerous
commitments from leaders, the world is not
on track to meet Sustainable Development
Goal 4 — ensure inclusive and equitable
quality education and promote lifelong
learning opportunities for all — by 2030.87
There are 129 million girls out of school, threequarters of whom are secondary-school aged.88
Up to 20 million more girls could be forced out

of school as a result of the COVID-19 crisis.89
Poverty and harmful gender norms keep girls
out of school, while underfunded education
systems are unable to expand and address
girls’ needs. In low-income countries, just 2%
of the poorest girls finish secondary school.90
Governments — with support from the
international community — must act now not
only to fulfil their commitment to provide
quality education to every child but also
to harness the transformative potential of
education to address the climate crisis. They
must increase investment in education,
building schools, hiring teachers and ensuring
that teaching and learning are free of gender
bias and promote gender equality. They must
also implement interventions and programmes
to support marginalised girls, especially those
affected by climate change and environmental
degradation. Meanwhile, education systems
have to become more resilient and adaptive
to deal with disruptions caused by climate
change, taking into account the ways
climate change affects girls specifically.91
Although essential, these changes alone are
not enough to create the conditions for greater
climate justice. The following three pillars show
how leaders can transform education to help
girls and boys alike thrive in a climate-affected
world and build a greener, fairer future.

PILLAR 2
SKILLS: Teaching girls an
expanded vision of green skills
Climate change is changing workforce needs
as countries evolve towards low-carbon,
energy-efficient economies and adapt to
a warmer world. To prepare for this future
labour market, education systems must equip
students with the technical skills necessary
to pursue careers in traditionally green
fields.92 To date, governments have updated
vocational education and training initiatives
to prepare young people for green jobs in
sectors like renewable energy, agroforestry,
home adaptations and waste recycling.
However, too many girls are missing out on
these opportunities because of persistent
gender norms that prevent them from

studying or thriving in STEM subjects.93 Bias
against girls studying STEM begins in early
childhood and continues through secondary
and higher education; girls represent just
35% of higher education students enrolled
in STEM-related subjects.94 Governments
and international organisations have
initiated a number of programmes to try
to address this gender imbalance.95
Addressing the gender gaps in STEM education
will help prepare girls for jobs in traditionally
green fields. However, students need a
range of additional skills to help them and
their future employers cope with rapid
changes wrought by climate change and
environmental degradation.96 These skills
include adaptability, critical thinking and
reasoning, creativity, empathy, negotiation
and problem-solving.97 These kinds of skills are
often taught through “life skills education,”
which education policymakers have not linked
to the climate education agenda to date. Many
education systems view the development
of these skills as optional, so they largely
offer them through non-formal education
or extracurricular activities.98 Governments
need to teach girls these skills alongside
STEM subjects and technical and vocational
training for traditionally green forms of work.
This expanded vision of green skills will not
only help girls embrace — on equal terms
with boys — any opportunities that a lowcarbon, climate-resilient economy offers, it
will also help them develop critical enquiry
and commitment to action that can lead
towards climate justice and a green economy
that benefits everyone (see box 3). Pillars
3 and 4 further explore how education can
transform our relationship with the planet
and enable students to better navigate — and
shape — their rapidly-changing contexts.

PILLAR 3
VALUES: Promoting sustainable
values through climate education
Recognising its importance in the fight
against climate change, young people are
calling on leaders to ensure students receive
quality climate education. In November
2020 at the Mock COP26, over 330 youth
PA R T 4
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A people-centred approach
to a green economy
A people-centred approach to a green
economy not only moves away from
extractive and polluting activities
but also moves towards an economic
model that is centred on racial,
gender, economic, environmental and
intergenerational justice.99 It prioritises
care of each other and of the planet.
In doing so, it promotes a relationship
with the environment that is no longer
characterised by exploitation but by
stewardship and respect. It expands
green jobs to include any that contribute
to “the well-being and flourishment of
present and future generations; upholds
human rights, including women’s rights
and the rights of Indigenous populations
and peoples of color; and supports the
regeneration of the natural world.”100
Governments are beginning to consider
these kinds of approaches as they
work out how

to recover after COVID-19. In 2020,
Hawaii’s State Commission on the
Status of Women proposed a feminist
economic recovery plan for COVID-19
that prioritises care and caregiving.101 In
Finland and New Zealand, governments
are encouraging employers to move to
a four-day working week as a socially
responsible and caring way to maintain
employment levels in an economic
recession while also freeing up time
for home and community life.102 And
Amsterdam’s municipal government
has adopted a new framework to guide
decisions about city development that
explicitly aims to promote citizens’ wellbeing while respecting environmental
limits. For example, in a new social
housing programme enacted to meet
demand for affordable rents, the
municipality is regulating construction
to ensure builders use recycled and
bio-based materials, like wood.103 104

BOX 3
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delegates from over 140 countries
signed a treaty of demands aimed at
world leaders to address the climate
crisis. Key among their demands was
increased action on climate education.105
Education policymakers — particularly
in industrialised countries — are
increasingly incorporating climate
change education (CCE) and education
for sustainable development (ESD)
into national curriculums. Such efforts
usually focus on educating students
about climate change and its solutions,
as well as teaching them skills and
attitudes that will help them adopt
more sustainable behaviours and
practices through greener problemsolving.106 107 At its best, this kind of
education prompts students to engage
with the sociopolitical and human
dimensions of climate change and
reassess their values, creating feelings of
personal responsibility to change their
behaviours and take climate action.
One influential study looked at the
long-term impact of education that
connected climate science to students’
lives, provided them with the chance to
create change in a community of their
choice and fostered a culture devoted
to stewardship and action. It found
that, even five years later, the course
had influenced students’ behaviour
and decision-making related to waste
disposal, home energy suppliers,
transportation and food choices which
reduced their personal emissions.
Modelling based on the findings
suggests that if just 16% of secondary
students in middle- and high-income
countries today received this kind of
climate education, it could lower their
collective carbon footprint by nearly
19 gigatons over the next 30 years.108
Based on these projections, if leaders
ensure all children receive quality
climate education, the goals of the Paris
Agreement may be within reach.109

“Leaders can start [addressing the climate
crisis] by revising the education curriculum
by adding climate education so that students
can grow up and understand the value of
conserving the environment. The schools can
only follow what the leaders have put in place.”
— Evelyn Acham
Ugandan climate activist113

Read more from Evelyn on the need for climate education and
centring African voices in the climate movement in Assembly,
Malala Fund’s digital publication and newsletter for girls.

This example hints at the transformative
potential of a values-based approach
to climate education. However, with
its focus on personal emissions, it
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stops short of identifying the ways
education can foster the collective
activism necessary to realise a more
climate-just world. Indeed, critics
suggest that CCE and ESD — as
currently delivered — are too focused
on individual behavioural change as the
solution to climate change, instead of
encouraging students to interrogate
the structural causes of the crisis or its
unequal effects. This lack of engagement
with the unsustainability of our social
and economic systems has even led
climate justice campaigners to criticise
traditional forms of climate education
for “greenwashing” behaviours.110
To address these concerns, education
policymakers must supplement
traditional climate education with
a bolder curriculum, one that helps
students make a personal connection to
the issue of climate change, interrogate
its sources and adopt new ways of
thinking and being.111 Climate education
should also provide students with
opportunities to put these values —
which include equality, care, stewardship
and collaboration — into action.112

PILLAR 4
ACTIVISM: Empowering
students to take action
on climate justice
To advance climate justice, education
must teach students to collectively
challenge the underlying causes
of climate injustice, including
extractivism, racial inequality and
gender discrimination.114 115
Research shows that a participatory,
democratic approach to learning is key
to encouraging students to act on the
knowledge they acquire.116 This kind of
education is not about concepts and
facts, but rather about stimulating
reflection on the causes and effects
of climate change through exchanges
with peers.117 Participatory learning
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“Around the world, young women are fighting
for our future. Our activism takes different
forms but we are working together towards the
same goal: changing political and economic
systems to prioritize people and our planet.”
— Greta Thunberg
Swedish climate activist126

Read more from Greta on the young women leading
the climate movement in Assembly, Malala Fund’s
digital publication and newsletter for girls.

helps students develop critical and
independent thinking skills and increases
their sense of political agency, allowing
them to imagine a different future and
take action towards it.118 Students taking
action based on learning these skills
and competencies holds the largest
potential benefits for the environment.119
Analysis in the U.S. finds that where
teachers take a participatory approach
in their classrooms, allowing debate and
encouraging civic engagement, students
are more likely to take action against
climate change outside of school.120
In Colombia, students from Hojas
Anchas School — a member of the New
Schools (Escuelas Nuevas) programme
that promotes a participatory and
democratic approach to learning
across the curriculum — not only
demonstrated more pro-environmental
behaviours but also took action to
promote sustainable practices among
adults, including participating in local
village government meetings.121

A participatory, democratic approach
to education recognises that
climate change and its solutions are
political as well as technocratic.127
It prompts students to consider
their relationships with others and
the natural world. It encourages
students to consider a range of
solutions to the climate emergency,
including those that depart from the
view that development depends on
extractive economic growth.128

Activism by young people can inspire
government action and advance climate
justice on a larger scale. In India, 15-yearold Aditya Mukarji convinced hotels
and restaurants in New Delhi to replace
more than 500,000 plastic straws
with ecological alternatives in 2018.122
In Colombia, a group of young people
successfully sued the government for
failing to honour its commitment to
tackling climate change; in April 2018
Colombia’s supreme court found the
Colombian government liable for not
halting the increasing deforestation
of the Amazon forest and ordered the
government to build an action plan to
stop deforestation within four months
of the ruling.123 The youth-led Fridays for
Future movement estimates that more
than 9.6 million strikers in 261 countries
have participated in climate strikes
since September 2019.124 Numerous
commentators have acknowledged
that this movement has changed the
public discourse on climate change and
provoked greater climate action.125
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PART

5

Recommendations
for realising
a greener,
fairer future

Almost two-thirds of people around
the world view climate change as a
global emergency, but leaders have
failed to respond accordingly.129 With
every year of insufficient action, it
becomes less likely that we can keep
the global temperature rise below 2°C
higher than pre-industrial levels, let
alone meet the IPPC’s preferred target
of limiting temperature rise to 1.5°C.
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Meanwhile lower-income countries are already
dealing with disastrous climate impacts like
rising sea levels, drought and desertification
and food insecurity, many of which affect
women and girls disproportionately.130 This
is why Malala Fund calls on the international
community and national governments to
deliver climate justice for all (see box 5).
The climate crisis has disastrous effects on girls’
education, with girls in lower-income countries
and the most marginalised communities facing the
greatest risk. Even if girls are able to go to school,
it fails to adequately equip them with the skills,
knowledge and values to thrive within the context
of a changing climate and challenge the social and
economic inequalities fuelling the climate crisis.
Yet as this report demonstrates, government
investment in gender-equal education can help
countries not only adapt to and mitigate the effects
of climate change but also reduce the rate and
impact of global warming. The Gender-Equal Green
Learning Agenda offers countries a strategy to take
action on girls’ education and climate change to
create a greener, fairer future for all. Malala Fund
urges governments to begin implementing this
framework through three immediate actions:

1 . At COP26, issue a high-level
political declaration proclaiming 2022
a year of action on climate education.

•
•
•

Reenergise the global community around
commitments to climate education
made at the 1992 Rio Earth Summit and
repeatedly reiterated since, declaring 2022
a year of action on climate education.
Make climate change a core curriculum subject
within national climate change learning
strategies (see following recommendations).
Commit to advancing the Gender-Equal
Green Learning Agenda through measures
such as reforming climate change education
curriculums and training educators to
teach students the skills they need to
build adaptive capacity and promote
greater climate justice (see pillar 2).
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2 . Work within the UNFCCC COP
process to take coordinated action
on gender equality, education and
climate justice.
In advance of and/or at COP26,
all governments should:

•
•

•

Update Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs) to recognise the contribution that
girls’ education makes to climate adaptation
and mitigation strategies (see box 4).
Ensure that NDCs commit to a twin-track
approach to making education systems
gender-equal and resilient so that girls
do not drop out of or miss school due
to climate-related events, like planning
for emergency education provisions in
ways that do not disadvantage girls.
Identify mechanisms that enable
governments to better coordinate
agencies responsible for climate change
adaptation and mitigation with the health
and education sectors and incentivise
multi-sectoral approaches to localise,
coordinate and implement this agenda.

At COP28 in 2023 all governments
should submit national climate
change learning strategies that:131

•

•
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Nationally
determined
contributions

Adopt an expanded definition of green jobs
and green skills to include care work and
environmental stewardship and identify
pathways to skills development for all
green jobs through curriculum reform,
teacher training and complementary
initiatives to ensure girls’ equal participation
in relevant subjects, especially STEM.
Take a climate justice perspective,
reorienting learning environments and
teacher-student relationships to promote
co-construction of knowledge, critical
enquiry and political agency — especially
around power and inequality — and fostering
the necessary values and capabilities in
students for climate justice activism.

PA RT 5

The Paris Agreement requires
governments to set out their
commitments and strategies to
support the global warming and
carbon emission goals in Nationally
Determined Contributions (NDCs).
Countries must submit new or
updated NDCs every five years.132
As of December 2020, only 21 countries
had submitted updated NDCs ahead of
COP26.133 Initial analysis suggests that
these NDCs focus on lowering carbon
emissions and do not give attention to
adaptation strategies or education’s
contribution to either domain.

BOX 4

3 . Seize the opportunity to rebuild
better following the COVID-19 crisis,
committing to a green, genderjust recovery that centres girls’
education and climate justice.

•

Make economic choices that lay the
foundations of sustainable peoplecentred economies, including:

•
•

•

•

Prioritising public investment —
not austerity measures — as the
foundation of green economic
recovery strategies; and
Deploying economic stimulus
measures that invest in the
use of renewable energy
rather than fossil fuels.

Capitalise on the milestone events
of 2021 such as the G7 Summit, the
Commonwealth Heads of Government
Meeting, the Global Partnership for
Education Replenishment Conference and
the U.N. General Assembly to make policy
and financial commitments that ensure
every child receives 12 years of education,
access to sexual and reproductive health
and rights and quality climate education.
Donors set out and commit to timelines
for allocating 0.7% of Gross National
Income (GNI) in Overseas Development
Assistance (ODA) and increasing the share of
their ODA that targets gender equality as a
“significant” or “principal” objective to 70%
for education and 85% for climate change.134

Malala Fund and
climate justice
Malala Fund recognises that the
countries and communities that have
contributed least to climate change
often feel its effects the most, either
in terms of extreme weather events or
slow-onset impacts like desertification.
These consequences of climate change
are occurring now and are likely to
become more severe in the future,
impacting girls and their education.
Malala Fund therefore aligns with
movements that call for global
cooperation to achieve climate justice,
urging wealthier countries to lead
climate action and support lowerincome countries to cope with climate
impacts and transition to greener
pathways. All countries must work to
limit global warming to 1.5°C above
pre-industrial levels. Higher-income
countries must step up their domestic
targets and provide new and additional
public finance to help lower-income
countries scale up mitigation and
adaptation efforts, prioritising grants
over loans to prevent debt distress.135
And the international community must
respect the leadership of the people
the climate crisis affects the
most, from heads of small
island states to the
girl activists leading
climate campaigns
around the world.

BOX 5

PA R T 5

32

Acknowledgements

Writers
Lucia Fry, Philippa Lei

Editors
Marielle Issa, Tess Thomas

Reviewers
Colin Bangay, Suzanne Ehlers, Cara Honzak,
Christina Kwauk, Carron Mann, Anja Nielsen,
Mark Nowottny, Naomi Nyamweya,
Hannah Orenstein, Carine Umuhumuza

Research
Data analytics:
Naomi Nyamweya
Data analytics partner:
SAS Institute. We are grateful for the insight
and analysis conducted by SAS Data for Good
volunteers: Ayana Littlejohn, Jenny Clay,
Miriam Ramírez, Rochelle Fisher, Sarah
Hiser, Selena Mau, Tammy Baird-Andrews
Original research partner:
Brookings Institution, Center
for Universal Education
Additional research:
Naomi Nyamweya, Amara Ochefu

Design
Jonathan Haring, Hannah Orenstein

33

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Appendix:
Malala Fund’s Girls’ Education
and Climate Challenges Index
Index methodology
Malala Fund’s Girls’ Education Challenges Index
(GECI) is a composite index that uses publicly
available data on access, completion, learning
outcomes and gender disparities in education in
addition to wider contextual risks to analyse the
relative challenges that girls in low- and lowermiddle-income countries face in access to 12 years
of quality education. Through the creation of deciles,
the index assigns countries a score between 1–10 in
each of these areas (with 1 being less challenged),
after which the scores are aggregated and ranked.
The climate index variable uses gradient boosting
prediction methods to predict the impact of
climate-associated events on designated GECI
indicators. Preprocessing of the data and datamining procedures included segmentation and
sorting of climate and natural factors using kmeans clustering. The resulting segments
provided further insight into the relationships
between provided scores and metrics that increased
the accuracy of the overall climate model.
For example, segmentation would enable the model
to understand that a country that is near the coast
and experiences earthquakes would also be the
most likely to experience tsunamis and flooding. A
country that is more centrally-located in a continent
with a more arid climate would experience drought
and flood events, but no tsunamis or cyclones. By
using segmentation to preprocess the data and
inform the final algorithm of these relationships, our
model is better able to adapt to the unique climate
change challenges countries face around the world.
When each country had a predicted score of
climate impact, we ranked them according to
socioeconomic status and then used that as
an input for the final rankings. Because this list
focuses on climate impacts, we gave the climate
score and GECI score equal weight because
the impact of climate events or any other
disturbance, when significant, on education is
highly dependent on the resiliency, strength of
infrastructure and stability of the home country.

We created the Girls’ Education and Climate
Challenges Education Index score by taking
the square root of the product of the two
scores, equally contributing climate and girls’
education factors found to be significant
in segmentation and clustering.

Girls’ completion rate
estimate methodology
We used k-means clustering to determine organic
trends within the historical data before imputing
missing completion rates with logistic regression.
Once we established completion rates, we ran
the data through four separate forecasting
methodologies: hierarchical, AutoARIMA, seasonal
and regression for time series. Initially, we ran
the data through the model without any climate
variables included and assumed consistent
impacts of climate change in historical data.
We utilised this resulting forecast as the baseline
for any future assumptions to test education rates
and null hypothesis. Next, we built the influential
climate factors as determined in the previous
phase in the algorithm with a weighting scale to
account for changing and more intense climate
events. We use the difference between the two
forecasts (the delta) or the reduction in rate within
completion rate as the assumed impact or influence
specifically of climate on the girls’ completion rates
at a global scale, with a 95% confidence interval.
We estimated the number of girls affected by
applying the derived delta to official projections
of the total population of girls in that specific
cohort (that is, those in the age range three–
five years above the last intended age for that
level of education) within each country.
The algorithms operate on a forecast
horizon of 11, the hierarchical levels are at
the economical and country level and we
chose the champion algorithm via WMAPE.
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To estimate the number of girls whose education
will be affected by climate in the next five years,
we used forecasting methodologies, building in all
relevant factors, to estimate future completion
rates. We then compared projected completion
rates with imputed completion rates at base
(2020) to derive deltas and applied these similarly
to the relevant cohort’s population projections.
We used deltas derived from comparing the two
models to sense-check estimates, in order to verify
consistency in terms of magnitude and direction.

A note on the ND-GAIN Index:
The ND-GAIN Country Index summarises a
country’s vulnerability to climate change and
other global challenges in combination with
its readiness to leverage private and public
sector investment for adaptive actions. It uses
two decades of data across 45 indicators.
The index assesses vulnerability by considering:

•
•
•

The impact of the future changing climate
conditions (exposure) on a country’s
society and its supporting sectors;
How climate-related disturbances (sensitivity)
impact people and the sectors they depend on; and
The ability of society and supporting sectors
to adjust to and reduce potential damage
and respond to the negative consequences
of climate events (adaptive capacity).

To assess overall readiness, the index considers
three components: economic readiness, governance
readiness and social readiness. Economic readiness
refers to the investment climate that facilitates
mobilising capital from the private sector.
Governance readiness pertains to the stability of
the society and institutional arrangements that
contribute to investment risks. Social readiness
refers to the social conditions that help society
make efficient and equitable use of investment
and yield more benefit from the investment.136
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Extended Malala Fund Girls’
Education and Climate Challenges
Index (by region)
Sub-Saharan Africa

East Asia & Pacific

Middle East & North Africa

1

Nigeria

7.805

17

Myanmar

6.8344

37

Morocco

5.994

2

Cabo Verde

7.76

25

Lao PDR

6.346

38

Egypt, Arab Rep.

5.965

3

Chad

7.373

26

Solomon Islands

6.32

40

Yemen, Rep.

5.942

4

Guinea

7.333

41

Kiribati

5.934

43

Syrian Arab Republic

5.852

5

Mali

7.327

45

Cambodia

5.802

55

Djibouti

5.29

6

Benin

7.32

51

Micronesia, Fed. Sts.

5.546

75

Tunisia

3.814

7

Central African Republic

7.265

58

Papua New Guinea

5.12

76

Algeria

3.692

8

Togo

7.199

60

Philippines

5.108

9

Cameroon

7.187

68

4.275

10

Senegal

7.174

Korea, Dem.
People's Rep.

11

Angola

7.102

70

Vietnam

4.214

12

Burkina Faso

6.944

73

Vanuatu

4.042

74

Mongolia

3.964

77

Timor-Leste

3.483

14

Mauritania

6.925

15

Kenya

6.882

16

Niger

6.867

18

Zambia

6.829

19

Tanzania

6.779

20

Côte d'Ivoire

6.654

24

Sudan

6.419

27

Somalia

6.302

28

Malawi

6.299

29

Uganda

6.268

31

Mozambique

6.155

32

Liberia

6.128

33

Ethiopia

6.101

34

Zimbabwe

6.096

35

Comoros

6.084

36

Guinea-Bissau

6.066

39

Madagascar

5.959

42

South Sudan

5.892

49

Congo, Dem. Rep.

5.677

50

Eritrea

5.638

52

São Tomé and Príncipe

5.515

54

Sierra Leone

5.296

57

Rwanda

5.137

59

Eswatini

5.115

61

Lesotho

5.035

62

Gambia, The

4.969

64

Ghana

4.697

69

Burundi

4.249

Europe & Central Asia
44

Kyrgyz Republic

5.836

53

Ukraine

5.343

56

Moldova

5.17

66

Uzbekistan

4.545

67

Tajikistan

4.527

South Asia
21

Afghanistan

6.607

22

India

6.542

23

Bangladesh

6.468

30

Sri Lanka

6.22

46

Nepal

5.797

65

Pakistan

4.625

71

Bhutan

4.082

Latin America & Caribbean
13

Nicaragua

6.941

47

Honduras

5.781

48

Bolivia

5.752

63

El Salvador

4.819

72

Haiti

4.078
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