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Pathways to Choice: Delaying Marriage through Girls’ Education in Rural Niger 

 
Executive Summary  
 

 “What is the use of six years of schooling if you give your child a book to read and all 
she does is stammer?  We think of all we go through to keep our children in school and 
yet with nothing to show for it.  It is better to withdraw your girl from school and marry 
her off,” –a mother in rural Niger  

 
Parents in rural Niger are forced to make tough choices. Many see that girls education can lead to highly 
valued employment as teachers, health workers, and government employees and can point to an array of other 
benefits.  “If a girl is getting a quality education her mind will be occupied with school and she won’t have 
time to spend with boys,” said one mother. However, government schools are of such poor quality that many 
children graduate from school without even learning to read.  Parents complain that the investment in 
uniforms, levies, transport, lunches and the opportunity costs of losing their daughters’ labor, are hardly worth 
the poor learning outcomes they see. Only 14% of Nigerien girls are enrolled in secondary school and 
enrollment in rural Maradi and Zinder is even lower.  This leaves women with few career choices outside of 
marriage and child rearing. The absence of viable alternatives to child marriage makes it difficult for 
adolescent girls and their families to envision a different life path.  Thus the Hausa people of southern Niger—
an ethnic group of more than 58 million living across several West African nations—have one of the world’s 
highest rates of early marriage and maternal mortality and lowest rates of female literacy.   
 
Just across the border in Zaria, northern Nigeria, the Centre for Girls Education has pioneered a program 
called Pathways, which includes the use of mentored girls clubs (called safe spaces) to dramatically improve 
learning outcomes of rural Hausa girls and thus facilitate their progression in school and delay of marriage in 
one of the most world’s most challenging settings. Safe spaces are simple: a place where teenage girls feel 
secure, where they can connect with other girls, and get guidance from a trusted mentor.  The Centre’s safe 
spaces are vessels of sorts, where girls not only gain life skills but also bridge gaps in academic learning.  
Communities participating in this program have seen girls’ secondary school graduation increase twenty-fold 
and the age of marriage increase by two and a half years. These 2.5 years are a critical time in a young girls 
life - when they can further develop physically and emotionally, gain a greater sense of self, and acquire the 
knowledge and skills that can prove invaluable as they set out to lead the lives they aspire to. At $90 per girl 
per year, safe spaces may be the most cost-effective development strategy in West Africa.  
 

The OASIS Initiative in Niger—in close 
collaboration with the Centre for Girls Education—
proposes to demonstrate that the same life-
changing benefits of safe spaces for girls in Nigeria 
can work in Niger within the same ethnic group. In 
preparation, 5 members of the OASIS Initiative’s 
anthropological research team have been living 
among and better understanding Hausa people in 
rural Maradi in southern Niger for the last three 
years. We are requesting $1.2 million dollars to 
implement safe spaces serving 6,500 adolescent 
Hausa girls in rural Maradi and Zinder. We will set 
up a learning hub to monitor the piloting and scale-
up of the program and to share results with local 
and international organizations working with girls 
in the region. 
 

Map	of	southern	Niger	and	northern	Nigeria	with	key	program	
locations	circled.	
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Rationale 
 
Pathways’ design, and the theory of change underlying it, evolved over 10 years of careful community-based 
research with rural girls, their mothers, fathers, community members and religious leaders by the Centre for 
Girls Education, and more recently, by the OASIS Initiative.  
 
Theory of change 

• Focused community engagement—meetings with traditional and religious leaders, parents, teachers, 
and girls—informs the community of the purpose of the program;  

• Participation in the safe spaces enhances girls basic core academic skills (especially literacy and 
numeracy) and leads to improved school performance;  

• Safe spaces also serve as platforms for girls to build relationships of trust with their mentors and each 
other, enhance social networks, and acquire key livelihood skills; 

• Parents see evidence of learning and growth and are more willing to pay registration fees and let their 
daughters proceed further in their studies before marriage;  

• Norms change as the number of girls in secondary school grows from 5 to 20 to 200 per rural 
community and increasing numbers of adolescent girls are seen in school uniforms.  

 
When the safe space methodology was first piloted to 
emphasize schoolgirls’ need for strengthened core academic 
competencies the results were stunning. At baseline in 2007, 
only 4% of girls graduating from primary school in 
participating communities went on to graduate from senior 
secondary. Of the first 1,000 girls attending the Centre’s 
safe spaces, 82% graduated from secondary school.  The age 
of marriage increased by 2.5 years—from 14.9 to 17.4. 
Community norms changed. As these girls became mentors 
and teachers themselves they expanded the potential of other 
girls in their communities to redefine and expand the social 
limits of what was possible.  

The OASIS Initiative’s anthropological research in the Maradi Department of Niger over the last three years 
suggests that the Centre’s innovations—in improving academic outcomes and demonstrating to parents that 
effective learning is taking place—could prove equally effective in rural Niger, which shares northern 
Nigeria’s Hausa culture, merely separated by an arbitrary border.  

 
Goals and Objectives 
 
Our goal is to promote the economic empowerment, agency, and voice of rural adolescent girls by supporting 
their school performance and graduation from secondary school, and in so doing, delay their age of marriage, 
improve their use of family planning and maternal health services, reduce poverty, and help women realize 
their fundamental human rights.   
 
Specific Objectives 

• Quadruple participating rural girls' secondary school completion rates 
• Dramatically enhance rural girls' aspirations, agency, and voice 
• Delay marriage by at least 2.5 years 
• Improve effectiveness of teaching with use of girl-friendly practices in participating schools 
• Increase community support for girls' education, delayed marriage, and productive employment 
• Increase local and state governmental stakeholder support and ownership of project 

Girls	participating	in	safe	spaces.	The	Centre	has	adapted	
the	safe	space	methodology	to	meet	schoolgirls’	need	for	
strengthened	core	academic	competencies	and	mentored	
support	as	they	address	challenges	encountered	in	school.	



3	
	

The Participants 
 
The Pathways initiative will target adolescent girls aged 12-14 residing in rural communities in the Maradi and 
Zinder Departments of Niger. We will recruit the girls in the last year of a primary school and organize safe 
spaces for them during that year and the year following. We will enroll a total of 6,500 during the 5-year life 
of the project. Nearly all participants will be from farming families with incomes below a dollar a day.  
 
Rural Hausa women have few career choices outside of marriage and child rearing. Being a successful wife 
and mother is a career to which almost all girls aspire and the primary school dropout rate for girls is high. “If 
all of my children do well. I will have succeeded. People will refer to them as my children and I will be 
proud,” said one young mother. Rural parents see marriage as a way to keep their daughters safe. Getting a 
daughter settled in her new home is considered to be an important moral duty of parents and marriage is 
considered the primary avenue to secure her future. It is also an opportunity for families to forge strategic 
alliances that could offer significant socio-economic benefits. When they are with their closest friends, 
adolescent girls often talk about boyfriends, suitors, and which one of them will marry first.	 

Direct advocacy for the delay of marriage is often met with 
resistance in many rural communities in Maradi and Zinder. 
However, dramatically enhancing girls literacy and numeracy 
(leading to improved retention and secondary school graduation) 
is a win-win strategy in which rural parents, religious leaders, 
educators, and health workers can find common ground on which 
to build a better future for adolescent girls, and for the entire 
region. 
 
When girls stay in school, not only are infant and maternal 
mortality rates reduced, but they also learn life skills that can be 
passed on to siblings and other community members. Girls learn 
to cook healthy meals, learn about child and reproductive health, 
even learn to make oral rehydration salts to treat diarrhea. Girls 
who complete secondary education are more likely to have 
respected jobs, as midwives, teachers, and community health 
extension workers. Some become safe space mentors and open 
their own groups in their community. People call them 
mallama, or teacher, a title of respect in Hausa society, and 
younger girls in the community see that someone just like 
them can ultimately achieve such a position. Parents and other 
community members see how education not only benefits their 
daughter, but also their family as a whole. 
 
Given the dominant and pervasive position that child marriage 
has in the lives of the people in rural Niger, programs meant to enhance the viability of alternatives must 
provide clear and tangible benefits that are valued by parents and daughters. We believe that Pathways’ safe 
spaces will offer such concrete benefits, provide an alternative to child marriage and childbearing, and serve as 
examples for other girls programming in the country.  
 
Key Program Components 
 
Focused Community Engagement: Pathways will be introduced to the communities through a series of 
discussions with groups of women, men, teachers, and informal leaders on the benefits of girls’ education and 
the barriers to achieving it. Religious leaders from clusters of communities will be convened to examine 

Girl	hawking 

Most parents care deeply about the well-being of 
their daughters. But in communities where the 
prevalence of child marriage is high, schools are 
weak or even inexistent, and the risks for girls not 
to marry are real, families may be in situations 
where there are few viable alternatives to having 
their daughter marry at a young age. Silence is 
often taken by parents as consent to marry: “If she 
is quiet it means she is saying yes because she is 
too shy to respond with words.” 
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support in the Qur’an and Hadith for girls’ education. Once consensus is attained, community meetings will be 
organized in each location to review and agree on the key conclusions from the group discussions and the key 
components of the girls’ education program. 
 
Safe Spaces: Girls’ safe space clubs are the heart of the program. Girls’ participation in the safe spaces greatly 
enhances their literacy and numeracy skills, and provides opportunities to gain crucial reproductive health 
information and life skills not offered in secondary school. The safe spaces expose participants to successful 
women traders, teachers, health extension workers, and midwives and also create opportunities for them to 
discuss their reproductive health concerns, visit local health services, develop relationships of trust, and build 
social networks. “You could say the girls are being reeducated in the fundamentals that they were taught in 
school but never learned,” said one father. “The mentors sit them down and teach the girls in a practical way, 
and when they get back home, they share what they learn with their siblings.”  
 
Enhanced capacity of female teachers: Safe spaces are organized in the girls’ own schools after classes and are 
led by female teachers trained in group facilitation, interactive teaching methods, accelerated methods for 
literacy, language, and math instruction, adolescents sexual and reproductive health, and gender equity–all 
from culturally and religiously-sensitive approaches. The presence of female teachers has been shown to 
increase girls’ enrolment, retention, and learning outcomes. Female teachers are not just role models to girls 
but also living examples of women working outside the home. Female teachers can advocate for girls, 
represent their perspectives, and may increase protection from sexual harassment, abuse and exploitation.  
 
Learning Hub:  Pathways will create a learning hub to share our findings and experience with the range of 
organizations working with girls in Niger. It will feature community-based evaluation and research with 
adolescent girls, their parents, and community members to better understand self-defined program needs. The 
findings will be used to inform the following: 1) mutual learning workshops for participating organizations as 
they adapt the safe space methodology to their settings; 2) collaboration on safe-space curricula with modules 
tailored to the needs of the different segments of the adolescent girl population; 3) practical short courses for 
staff and stakeholders from implementing 
organizations (e.g., mentoring, interactive teaching 
methods, leadership development, enhancing girls 
income generation skills, community engagement, and 
monitoring & evaluation); and 4) site field support. 
 
The Pathways girls program will serve as the learning 
laboratory for the Hub. Workshop discussions and 
presentations, for example, will be integrated with 
observations of the OASIS Initiative’s safe spaces and 
conversations with the girls, their parents, mentors, 
and community leaders.  The workshops, trainings, 
and pilot girls program are meant to lead to a strong 
community of practice made up of indigenous 
Nigerien organizations working with women and girls. 
 
Monitoring and Evaluation 
 
We propose to conduct mixed-methods operations research with 5 communities that will receive the pilot girls 
project and 5 comparison communities.	 

1. The monitoring of the Pathways safe spaces using the anthropological methods of participant observation, 
in-depth interviewing, and informal group conversations: The Pathway’s M&E staff will observe the safe 
spaces organized by the Hub and its partners. These structured observations and in-depth, open-ended 
interviews with the girls, parents, mentors, and a range of other stakeholders provide rapid feedback for the 

Malala	Yousafzai	with	Amina	Yusuf	and	Hajara	Sani,	safe	
spaces	graduates	who	now	serve	as	mentors. 
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timely adaptation and refinement of the program components. Participant-observation facilitates the kind of 
informal discussions that often provide deeper insight than formal interviews and focus groups. These 
ethnographic methods bring together what people say (the content of interviews and focus groups) and what 
they do (field notes from participant observation).  

 
2. A baseline and endline survey: We will have 4 cohorts of girls— one in year 1 and year 5, and two in years 
2-4. Cohorts run for two years. Each cohort will focus on in-school girls. The surveys will focus on girls’ 
aspirations, attitudes, and decision-making behaviors related to education, marriage, and livelihood.  

 
3. The tracking of school and vocational performance. 

 
4. Ethnographic research on a range of girls’ empowerment issues, including the development of agency and 
voice, expansion of social networks and social capital, an increase in bodily integrity, and the acquisition of a 
variety of assets (such as life skills and academic improvement).  
 
Budget  
 
The main costs of the budget are below. Please refer to the separate budget attachment for further details. 
 
$420,674 for staff salaries and consultants. Of this amount, $292,104 goes towards staff salaries, such as 
mentor supervisors, who are critical to the success and sustainability of the program. Management staff costs 
total $128,570, including a Project Director and Project Deputy Director. 
 
$448,334 for program activities, including mentor training, community engagement, and supplies and 
materials for safe spaces. 
 
$52,500 for monitoring and evaluation. This cost includes a senior advisor to oversee M&E along with a team 
to conduct interviews, collect field notes, and analyze data. 
 
$169,580 for planning and operations. This cost includes inception and project planning meetings, both with 
leadership and with school and government partners. Also covered are tablets for mentor supervisors (for 
curriculum management and team communication) and computers for management and personnel staff.  
 
$109,109 for indirect costs incurred to administer the funding. 
 
Organizational Overview 
 
The Pathways program will be implemented in Niger by the OASIS Initiative. The work of the OASIS 
Initiative emphasizes two pillars: i) to educate and empower adolescent girls and ii) to expand access to 
voluntary family planning. We envision a Sahel where all girls are educated and free from early marriage, 
where all women are free to choose the timing and number of their children, and where everyone has enough 
to eat. Our core programs include the Sahel Leadership Program, which is building a critical mass of 
outstanding young leaders in the fields of women’s empowerment, women’s health, and family planning. We 
are uniquely positioned to succeed with the Pathways program given our prior years of experience working in 
the region and strong local and governmental partnerships. OASIS is a registered civil society organization in 
Niger, a pre-requisite for implementing a program like safe spaces. 
 
OASIS is unusual in our commitment to the use of anthropological (participant-observation, in-depth 
interviewing, and informal conversations) and participatory research to inform and improve our programs, and 
have developed close relationships with the communities we serve. We have conducted anthropological 
studies in Maradi, Niger, on: 1) factors underlying child marriage; 2) existing safe space programming in 
Niger; 3) women’s livelihoods; 4) family planning; and 5) young men’s marriage trajectories and expectations. 
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Our research on early marriage has been published by the World Bank. We are also conducting a mixed-
methods evaluation of an intervention designed to help enable female farmers in rural Zinder improve 
nutrition, enhance decision-making, and increase uptake of family planning. 
 
Venture Strategies for Health and Development (VSHD), a US 501(c)3 organization, is the OASIS Initiative’s 
fiscal sponsor. VSHD provides financial and administrative oversight from the United States and allows for 
donations from the U.S. to reach Niger efficiently. Alisha Graves is the President of VSHD and the co-founder 
of the OASIS Initiative. 
 
The Centre for Girls Education (CGE) will be hired as a key subcontractor given their prior experience 
successfully implementing safe spaces in a similar Hausa context in northern Nigeria. CGE works to advance 
adolescent girls' education, health, and empowerment through innovative programming, advocacy, training, 
and research. CGE will provide guidance on curriculum development and mentor selection and training. 
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