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Female University Students

AE“' & (Q- :i K‘ Share Experiences with Female

Secondary School Students

In order to facilitate experience-sharing between

9‘) x‘ female secondary students and exemplary
university students, GEM conducted a one-month

long experience sharing program in August 2007.

Female students from different universities visited
GEM sites and spent a month with the GEM beneficiary
girls. During their time together, the university students
presented their life history, shared their experience

overcoming challenges, described their study habits and

library usage and shared their approach to handling similar vs.
opposite sex friends. The university students also conducted focus group discussions on the similarities and

differences in challenges faced by urban and rural girls. The interns also documented individual case studies
of students.Through the experience, both female university students and female secondary students came to
learn from one another’s successes and chaIIenges.
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WDear ?D/\/M‘L/%

A GEM project beneficiary student from the Dessie area
writes in her diary: ~ “Dear Diary: | would like to
tell you how | escaped from early marriage. | love
my studies. | ranked first in my class from grade |
to 5. However, while | was pursuing my education,
| encountered a problem. My parents began to nag
me to quit my studies. They tried to get me married
off and finally decided not to educate me. | tried
to make handicrafts in the summertime in order
to cover my educational expenses myself. But, my
parents continued to try and marry me off. One day,
| called on my Amharic language teacher and told
him the problem | was facing. He advised me to
write a letter to the school committee stating how
my parents were attempting to force me drop out
of school and get married. Following his advice, |
presented a letter to the committee. The committee
then issued a summons letter, calling my parents
in to discuss the case. | went home and asked my
brother to read it to my parents. He refused. He
remained firm in refusing because of his interest in
marrying me off, assuming that | would be afraid to
read the letter to them myself. However, | decided
to read the letter myself to my parents. According
to the invitation date, | took my father to the school
committee. On appearing before the committee, my
father stated that his reason for desiring to marry me
off was to protect to me from the useless life that
most women in our village lead. After discussing with
the committee, he agreed that | could continue my
education, and signed to it in writing. | am now able
to attend school freely. As | am smart in class and
ranking student and succeeded after passing through

A Poem: The Dowry

Yes, it is a dowry.
It is cheating oneself.
Like tying a chicken with a big rope
for the slaughter.

Voluntary marriage, the biggest gift,
should have taken the place of all the gifts.
But, it, the dowry, means ....
getting into unnecessary difficulties,
wasting time,
rushing to borrow and make invitations.
presenting gold and clothes to relatives,
taking videos to display all the gifts,
borrowing from others
for the sake of one day.

What is the use of all this fuss?
False prizes lose their color the next day.

Why not abandon the tradition of dowry?
This cheating of others
with borrowed jewelry.
If it is important to preserve the culture,
then the best men will bring simple flowers
and the female shouldn’t submit to money
and gifts.

She should be serious about her rights.
then the community shall also counsel her.
Why all this running up and down
just to satisfy tradition?

To save the brides from worry,
why don’t we abandon the useless dowry?
Let’s let the couple use the money for their
future life...

-Sofia Seid, Hotie Secondary School

all these difficulties, the school has awarded me with book, exercise book and pen on Parents’ Day.”

Wear Vi

A GEM bproject beneficiary student from the Jinka area writes in her diary: “Before being

accepted into the GEM project, | was thinking of quitting my studies, because | had lost hope. Up until 8th
grade, | engaged in farming to support both myself and my family. Due to my parents’ inability to educate me
and my own illness, | was forced to drop out of school. When | saw students returning from school, | used
to cry. Under such conditions, it took a lot of effort to try to continue my studies. Then, | moved far from
my family’s home in order to continue my education at the nearest secondary school, | couldn’t find anyone
to provide me with basic living necessities. | had to miss two days of class in order to travel to my family’s
home, pick up food, and bring it back to the location of the school. | found it difficult to try and catch up
and understand what other students had learned during my absence. This situation repeated itself every 15
days, so | found that | couldn’t properly understand the lesson, nor could | score well on my exams. To avoid
this problem, | decided to live with my relatives while studying. However, this decision put me into serious
problems because the relatives that | chose to live with told that | couldn’t go to school before completing the
housework. | started to become absent from school repeatedly. Over time, an absence of one or two days
turned into a week. | used to ask myself‘ls it possible to continue education being dependent on others? That
is why | say that this project has saved my life. Had it not been for this project, | might have quit my studies
and gotten into an undesirable marriage or other risky work.”
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Akwai “Becomes a Person”

Akwai is a 21 year-old student studying in the 9th grade at Pinyudo Secondary School in Gambella Regional
State. She sits in a red wheelchair and has only stubs for legs. Akwai explains how she got through the first
grades of school with a disability.“l am from Gog. Gog is one days’ travel from here and it is impossible to
go there by wheelchair. Before when | was in the village, | used to go to school by dragging myself on the
ground. But by Grade 4, this became too difficult so | had to stop. | used to live with my mother. She would
push me to school. But then she became old and she could not push me to school anymore, and | am not
able to push myself. | am not married. When | reached Grade 4, | had a child. | thought this child would be
my legs. But this child died. | was so unhappy. | blamed God and said, “Then | won’t have a child!” Even the
father of the child was not happy because | am in this condition. He disappeared. So | simply sat with my
mother. Then my father died.”

Akwai explains how she managed to survive in this condition. “| stayed under a tree. No one would help me
build a hut. | was in need of grass and wood, but | didn’t even have one birr. If | went to relatives, they would
chase me away. So | just stayed under that tree. | begged the teachers to understand my problem. They
finally let me stay in an empty room at the edge of the school compound. When | am in that room, there is
no one to help me there. | cannot go to market and buy the things | need to live. Unless | beg other children,
no one will bring me bread or food. So | stay without food, here on the school compound. But even this
arrangement is disturbing me. When they close the school during the breaks, | am not allowed to stay here.
| have no where to go, so | just stay under a tree. There is no one to help me and there is no latrine. So ...
still | am with God”

“l have been given a wheelchair by an NGO, but it is getting destroyed because of going over the stones. |
have traveled to the disabilities office, but they cannot help me anymore. People refuse to help me. We can
do nothing; we just put the issue of food in the hand of God. When we get food, we eat. When we don’t get
food, we don’t eat. In the community there is nothing that makes me happy. I’'m not a person there. I'm just
a thing there. | see that jungle and | know that if | went in there | would not be able to get myself out and the
hyenas could catch me. But then | say, wait, it's not your time. God will tell you when it’s your time. | was
thinking about kill myself and | had made the decision to kill myself. But it was God who told me not to kill
myself. And after that, unexpectedly someone would just stop and give me a ride.”

Despite Akwai’s condition, there is one thing that
makes her happy. “School makes me happy! My
classes make me happy!” Her life has changed since
becoming a GEM beneficiary. “l can see I'm in a
better condition now. The money that comes to me
through the GEM scholarship helps me to help myself.
From the money | get from the program, | am able
to get something to eat. Because of that, | am able

to learn. ....... | have become a person now. | thank
the program. It has taken me out of a lot of things
that | cannot describe”  Since receiving financial,

academic and life skills support, Akwai has become
optimistic about her future. “I'm trying. | am clever.
God gave me cleverness, and | passed to Grade 8 this
way. Now, | have strived to get to Grade 9 and God
gave me this chance. Where would | like to work?
In the future, since | can’t be a teacher [as it is difficult
to stand], | can work sitting in an office.” Laughing
and covering her face, she says, “l forgot the name of
the office. But | have to go to it. God will direct me
there. God is the one preparing the place for me”.
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Habtamnesh Seeks to Overcome Prejudice against Pastoralists

The South Omo zone in SNNPR is home to a multitude of pastoralists from different ethnic groups. Pastoralists
herd their animals in remote and inaccessible areas and are often on the move. Only a handful of schools
exist, in the areas where they graze animals or have set up settlements. Because few pastoralists, and even
fewer girls make it to secondary school, the zonal education office has opened a boarding hostel so that
pastoralists can find a place to live in town while they work toward their secondary education.

Habtamnesh Banteku is an 18 year-old 10th grader who is a Dimenya pastoralist from Salamago woreda in
SNNPR. Habtamnesh lives in the Jinka Boarding Hostel and although she is not a GEM beneficiary, she is
among the pastoralist girls in the Jinka Boarding Hostel whom Pact invited to participate in the GEM training.
When speaking of her participation in the training, she says,“l have found the training to be very helpful. We
understand what things are useful and which are harmful to us. Before ethnic groups made conflict over
little things, for instance, like when a cow would cross a field. They made very small incidents into a conflict
and killed themselves. This was due to a lack of good communication. However, through the training, | have
learned that good communication can solve every conflict. There are many changes in me. Before, | was
in conflict with others over very little things. But now | have changed. | am respecting others. They are
respecting me. For example, before, people who ran into me on the street, or anywhere in the town, didn’t
respect me. They don’t respect pastoralists and don’t see us as equal. When | was talking with them, they
would ignore me, or they would expect me not to know anything. They wouldn’t accept my ideas and they
treated me as someone who didn’t know anything. They treated me like an illiterate. That made me angry, so
| made conflict with them. If | would have had force, | would have kicked them. A pastoralist could kill a man,
if that man said these things to him.”

“But now | want to respect others,and | would like others to respect me. There are so, so many things | want
to express to people. | want to tell them... ... .‘If pastoralists become educated, they will become as you
are.They will become knowledgeable’ | want to express everything. The only means is to do this is through
education. Through education, everything can be changed. Education can stop these things.”

Very few pastoralist girls have made it as far as Habtamnesh has, to the secondary school level. Habtamnesh
recounts the story of the challenges she has had to overcome to make it this far.“l was born in Deme village,
in Garo Kebele. In my eighth year, | went to school, but my family was not happy to educate me. Girls are
expected to be used for marriage only. They said, “If we educate girls, where will this arrive? What will she
become?” In grade one, they forced me to drop out. But the district education office obliged them to send
me to school,according to its policy- - they forced people to educate girl students. Because of that legal case,
| was sent to school in Salamago and studied from grade | up to 8 there. My family was not happy to support
me in any way related to education. One volunteer took me into his house as a servant so | could pursue
my education. But in his house, | was doing all the household work. There were too many challenges there
for me to be able to pursue my education.” “One teacher told me, There is a boarding school that supports
girls like you. Why don’t you apply?” So | did. In 8th grade, | was accepted
into the boarding school and | was supported by that boarding school. It
was difficult there. Sometimes when the food for meals ran out, it was a
real challenge until the time that they would buy food from another place.
If a person has someone supporting her, she can buy food. But if she has
no money, she simply stays without food.”

After graduating from 8th grade, Habtamnesh was accepted into the
Jinka Boarding School for pastoralist 9 & 10th grade girls. She wishes to
become a role model so that she can counter the prevailing prejudice and
discrimination toward pastoralists. “It is my goal to help my community
living in the countryside, to help people in my place of origin. If | finish my
education, if | graduate, | wish to become a role model. | will tell other girls,
“You also have to become a role model for your community. To do so, you
must work hard, and succeed in your education.”

Map of Africa, sketched on
the wall of a GEM school
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Completion of Youth Action Kit Celebrated at School Festivals

GEM participating girls in different schools organized colorful festivals to celebrate the completion of the
Youth Action Kit Training in May and June 2007. The Youth Action Kit Training is composed of 30 activities in
which participants learn about HIV/AIDS, reproductive health, family planning, communication and life skills
through debates, drama and group work. Male students and parents participated in the training, along with
beneficiary girls.

Festival celebration ceremonies were
attended by the school community, parents,
religious leaders, community association
(idir) leaders, as well as representatives
of governmental and non-governmental
organizations. Girls filled the festivals with
educational dramas, entertaining articles
and engaging discussions with the audience.
To top it all off, schools in the Bahir Dar
area used the event to convey more than
one development theme. They also planted
seedlings in line with the slogan of the
national environmental campaign for the
Ethiopian Millennium, 2 trees in Year 2000’.
The festivals gave GEM girls the chance to
bring their learning full circle.

RIGHT: Youth Action Kit graduates planting
seedlings, following a celebration at Tana Hayik
Secondary School

Gidole Secondary School
Celebrates with
Anti-HIV/AIDS Festival

To celebrate the completion of 29 training ac-
tivities through the Youth Action Kit, Gidole
Secondary School put on an Anti-HIV/AIDS
Festival. The festival included a myriad of ac-
tivities, including dramas reenacted by GEM

participants and HIV/AIDS club members,academic competitions between the top students in the GEM project,
news dramas, Youth Association entertainment and dance, as well as speeches by the local priest, the Head of
Women’s Affairs and the GEM EmpowermentWorker. Over 150 people attended the event,including GEM ben-
eficiaries,students,parents,teachers,local officials and project staff. The GEMgirls plan to reach other parents and
community members. Theschoolused the eventto convey messages to the wider community ,by making visors
and t-shirts for the event,saying“Stop HIV/AIDS”,“Keep the Promise”,“Our action would be action for change.”

GEM girls developed a special drama on girls education, in which a girl dropped out of school to become a
bar worker. Another girl stayed in school, became a GEM beneficiary and thrived in her studies, set a good
example. She then worked with the other girl to convince her to continue her studies. Following the festival,
during summer months when school is out of session, the GEM beneficiaries planned to travel to five kebeles
in the surrounding area and enact dramas, Community Conversations and other awareness-raising activities
with community members in each village.
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Day of the African Child Celebration
Addresses Gender-Based Violence

Harmful traditional practices like early marriage, rape, sexual harassment, female genital cutting, violence, and
trafficking in women and girls are common to the area around Dessie town in the Amhara region. These
practices negatively impact girls’ health, social well-being, ability to achieve their goals and to compete fairly
with male counterparts. GEM girls at Dessie’s Kidame Gebeya Secondary School raised these issues at the
‘Day of the African Child’ celebration on June 16,2007. The girls marched carrying placards with the slogan
“Violence against women and children is violence against the community!” GEM students in Hote and Kidame
Gebeya Secondary Schools also conducted dialogues around the theme, ‘Stopping gender-based violence
is the basis of raising women’s life to higher levels”. Through discussions of these complex issues, female
students were able to understand how they can reduce their vulnerability by standing up and not submitting
to harmful practices. They also identified how to educate their families, school communities and the entire
community through the GEM project.

GEM student prepares a traditional coffee ceremony to
demonstrate Ethiopian traditional culture in honor of the
celebration of the Day of the African Child.




2=

LGEM Girls Expand their
Horizons through
Exposure Visit to Addis Ababa

GEM bparticipating girls from

I'5 schools across Ethiopia

learn about the role and activities
of the Ethiopian Women Lawyers
Association

=5

30 GEM girls expanded their horizons during a four-day exposure visit to Addis Ababa in July of 2007.The
young women visited Addis Ababa University, Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital, the Integrated Service for AIDS
Prevention & Support Organization, the Ethiopian VWWomen Lawyers’ Association and the Niana Beauty Training
Institute (which runs a school for autistic children).The students also held a half-day dialogue with the Deputy
Chairperson of the Ethiopian Parliament’s Legal Affairs Standing Committee. During this dialogue, the young
women raised their concerns about inclusion of gender issues in school curriculum and lax enforcement of
gender violence laws at the local level. During their tour, the girls learned about women’s rights laws, the
disease of fistula, and Ethiopia’s historical, religious and traditional heritage. Through the experience, the
students were also able to deepen their understanding of how to teach the community about HIV AIDS and
how to actualize their personal potential. The girls carried forward what they learned by making presentations
and sharing lessons learned with other GEM girls, after returning to their home base sites.
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