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Introduction
The Joint Programme on Empowering Adolescent Girls and Young Women 
through Education is a joint initiative between UNESCO, UNFPA and UN 
Women. It applies a collaborative, coordinated and multi-sectoral approach 
to break the cycle of exclusion and vulnerability, working in and across 
education, health, youth, skills development and women’s economic 
empowerment.

In Nepal, the Joint Programme was implemented 2016-2021 in partnership 
with the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology with funding 
from the Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) in five districts 
(Accham, Bajura, Rautahat, Sarlahi and Sunsari), with a focus on 14 
municipalities across three provinces (Provinces 1, 2 and Sudurpashchim). 
It aimed to ensure adolescent girls’ and young women’s equal access to 
education through the provision of comprehensive sexuality education 
(CSE) and a safe learning environment. 

The initiative adopted a holistic and multi-sectoral strategy to break the 
cycle of exclusion and vulnerability, working in and across education, 
health, youth, skills development, and women’s economic empowerment.





Support to more inclusive and equitable education for 
the most marginalized girls at the local level
The Joint Programme closely involved government counterparts and beneficiaries 
in the design and preparation of the project activities and materials. This is very 
important in a federalized structure like Nepal. The target schools and Community 
Learning Centers (CLCs) in the project districts, for instance, were selected 
through a series of consultative meetings with the Educational Development 
and Coordination Units (then District Education Offices), the municipalities and 
rural municipalities. As marginalized girls, including those from poor contexts, 
were among the direct beneficiary groups, the project also worked closely in 
coordination with CLCs, local NGOs and civil society. This included teachers’ 
associations – existing networks of influential stakeholders – to ensure tailored 
programming and increase girls’ access to quality and relevant education at the 
district level.

Language, caste, gender and ethnicity are at the root of social exclusion and 
contribute to inequitable access to education in Nepal. The Joint Programme’s 
interventions have been key to creating enabling frameworks for education and 
the livelihoods of excluded and marginalized population groups. Alternative 
learning opportunities support adolescent girls and young women from the 
most vulnerable communities and Dalit, who face obstacles and systematic 
disadvantages in society. Functional literacy classes (FLC) through CLCs in all 
project target districts offered a new chance to those girls who have left school 
early or have never been enrolled in school. CLCs are municipality-based non-
formal educational institutions that provide a range of services and learning 
opportunities to out-of-school children, youth and illiterate or semi-literate 
adults from socially disadvantaged rural and urban communities. They serve as 
an effective alternative learning platform and are particularly beneficial to those 
in hard-to-reach and high-poverty locations.  Girls are more empowered and 
have improved self-esteem and confidence to express themselves and share 
their ideas at community meetings, which are traditionally male-dominated, 
after participating in a 4-month functional literacy program. The integrated CSE 
components and mother tongue-based multilingual education in functional 
literacy are also key to ensuring more inclusive and equitable education.

Good practices

Dalit belong 
to the 

bottommost 
rungs in the 

caste hierarchy 
and continue 

to face 
deep-rooted 

discrimination 
in Nepal.



The Joint Programme benefited 1,874 adolescent girls 
and young women in the 14 target municipalities of 
all 5 project districts through 91 FLCs and 143 CLC 
facilitators who were trained to deliver effective FLCs. 
4,469 most vulnerable and excluded out-of-school 
adolescent girls and young women from poor and 
conflict-affected families have been supported in 
economic empowerment through vocational skill 
development training. Of these, 1,458 adolescent girls 
and young women have started to pursue income 
generation after completing the training on 23 
different types of skilled trades including vegetable 
production, tailoring, dressmaking and embroidery. 

1,874 
adolescent girls and young women 
benefited from Functional Literacy Class

1,458 
adolescent girls and young women have 
started to pursue income generation 
after completing the of training.

70 
female champions were selected to act 
as local agents of social change through 
community mobilization.

Women in leadership as agents of 
social change 

Nepal has expanded its reservation quotas to 
ensure more female representation, including 
among marginalized communities, in local-level 
governments. More women are also being elected 
as ward representatives and appointed as Dalit 
representatives in most local governments. These 
elected female representatives have been closely 
involved in consultation meetings and capacity 
development activities organized through the 
Joint Programme. Their role has been instrumental 
in reaching out to the communities that they 
represent in order to bring changes in perceptions 
and attitudes against the widespread cultural 
taboos surrounding menstruation, early marriage, 
dowry systems and other areas including health and 
sanitation, comprehensive sexual education, etc.

With this structure, providing resource materials to 
deputy mayors from 14 municipalities, who are also 
the chairs of the Judicial Committees at the local 
level, has been beneficial and complimentary in their 
response to GBV and for gender-responsive policy 
planning and budgeting at the local level through 
establishing GBVE funds in 3 target municipalities 
and showing commitment to administering a budget 
for the Fund on behalf of the local level to the GBVE 
fund.In addition, female participants, ranging from 



Deputy Mayors to ward members and members 
of Municipal Executive Committees in the 14 
municipalities, have increased their knowledge and 
strengthened capacity to address harmful cultural 
practices and to promote CSE.

The Female Champion Fellowship Programme serves 
as a platform for the leadership development of 
adolescent girls and young women. The Programme 
provides them with educational opportunities and 
enhances their capacity to lead community-based 
advocacy. 170 female champions were selected to act 
as local agents of social change through community 
mobilization. The female champions organized 
many of outreach activities in the 5 project districts, 
especially in schools and communities to strengthen 
the visibility of project activities and network advocacy 
interventions. This strategy was intended to guide and 
promote creative and strategic alliances, collaborations 
and partnerships for effective engagement and 
dialogue with policy and decision makers. These female 
champions also received intensive five-day trainings 
to be trainers in the project districts and provide 
training to local students, girls and young women. They 
reached out to more than 11,200 community members 
and students from 82 schools and oriented them on 
topics water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH), nutrition, 
gender equality and CSE.

Strengthening partnership with 
local governments for effective 
COVID-19 responses 

With the rise of COVID-19 cases, particularly in the 
project districts, the Joint Programme organized 
virtual consultation meetings with key local 
stakeholders from September to December 2020 to 
seek inputs on priority areas requiring immediate 
response and support, ensure relevance, and 
incorporate beneficiaries’ concerns in the Joint 
Programme COVID-19 activities.

11,200 
community members and 
students from 82 schools 
reached and oriented on 
WASH, nutrition, gender 
equality and CSE.

The consultation largely focused on situational 
updates on the ongoing crisis as well as the struggles 
of the local governments in effectively responding 
to the crisis. Key challenges existed in all areas of 
society including education, health, WASH, GBV, 
and crisis communication.  This further underlined 
the importance of a multisectoral response to better 
support marginalized girls in these communities. 
While internet connectivity remained a challenge 
in some of these meetings, the local government’s 
engagement helped the Joint Programme identify 
priority areas and incorporate beneficiaries’ concerns, 
allowing the Joint Programme to be more responsive 
to the evolving realities spurred by the pandemic. This 
has created stronger ownership and sustainability 
of results. Based on the strengthened partnership, 
local governments were deeply engaged in the 
design and implementation of activities, preventing 
duplication of efforts among development partners, 
and linking activities and results of the Joint 
Programme with ongoing government interventions 
and existing government networks. This enhanced 
the programme’s effectiveness.

Community radios supporting 
advocacy on girls’ education  

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated deep-
rooted gender-based discrimination faced by 
adolescent girls and young women and created new 
vulnerabilities such as increased domestic burden, 
livelihood and food insecurity and GBV. Women’s 
unpaid care burdens have further increased, 



including taking care of children, elderly, and family 
members who are sick. As a result, there has been 
an increased risk of more adolescent girls dropping 
out of school to support their families’ increased 
domestic, health and economic needs. 

To effectively advocate for girls’ education in 
communities, including those in low-connectivity 
environments, the Joint Programme started the radio 
advocacy campaign “Padhna Deu, Aghi Badhna Deu” 
(Let Us Learn, Let Us Go Ahead) targeting adolescent 
girls, parents and caregivers, and policymakers. 
Through radio dramas and in-depth interviews with 
community members and young girls, the radio 
programme identified  existing gender inequalities 
and harmful practices that perpetuate gender 
discrimination and jeopardise girls’ continuity of 
learning. 

The radio programme was launched on the 
International Day of the Girl (11 October 2020) in 
23 community radio stations where girls hosted 
interviews and led panel discussions with girl peers 
and local government officials, mostly female 
representatives through the Speak Up and Lead 
event. The show informed government officials of the 
upcoming radio advocacy programme, engaged them 
early on, and shed light on challenges of girls during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly the gender 
discriminatory practices that hinder their learning.  

As of December 2020, it is estimated that the show 
has reached about 1.8 million people in all project 
districts as well as 10,000+ on Facebook with 5,000 
views. More than 60 radio stations across the country 
have voluntarily broadcasted these weekly shows 
due to their relevance and compelling storyline. 

An inclusive approach to support 
the most marginalized girls amid 
COVID-19  

The COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated 
existing inequalities, disproportionately affecting at-
risk and vulnerable groups. The most severe impacts 
are being experienced in the poorest and most 
vulnerable communities in hard-to-reach rural areas. 
Many of the Joint Programme’s target beneficiaries 
have faced challenges in securing access to services 
and benefits provided by the government and other 
development agencies due to limited access to 
resources and local networks. 

Building on partnerships and expertise, the Joint 
Programme provided immediate relief assistance to 
1,956 FLC participants and facilitators, and 420 skills 
development training participants highly affected by 
COVID-19 were supported to meet their basic needs. 
More than half of these adolescent girls and young 
women come from the most vulnerable communities 
based on income, class, and caste including Dalits 
who face obstacles and systematic disadvantage in 
the society. 

1.8 million  
people reached in all project districts 
as well as over 10,000 people via 
Facebook.

1,956 
FLC participants and facilitators, and 420 
skills development training participants 
highly affected by COVID-19 were 
supported to meet their basic needs. 



While sanitary pads are not included in the 
government guidelines on relief material to mitigate 
the impacts of COVID-19 lockdown on menstrual 
health and hygiene, these were included as essential 
supplies in the Joint Programme’s relief packages 
that were distributed to vulnerable girls and young 
women. During COVID-19 lockdown period in 
2019, immediate relief packages including sanitary 
pads were distributed to 1,956 FLC participants and 
facilitators as well as 420 skills development training 
participants worst affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 
to provide support to their immediate survival needs. 
In addition, responding to many of the obstacles 
these adolescent girls face in accessing essential 
sexual and reproductive health services, information 
on menstrual hygiene was provided to in the form of 
CSE comic books developed by the Joint Programme.

70 women also received equipment and seed fund 
support to start or revive their income generating 
activity. Through reskilling and responding to the 
emerging needs due to COVID-19, by producing masks 
and soap, some women were able to revive their income 
generation and take advantage of opportunities. 

Ensuring a safer return to school 
during COVID-19 

Public and private schools in Nepal remained 
physically closed since March 2020 to prevent the 
spread of COVID-19. Even though the lockdown 
officially ended on 21 July 2020, local governments 
and schools struggled to re-open schools while 
ensuring the safety and security of all learners and 
school stakeholders due to inadequate resources and 
limited technical capacity. To provide guidance and 
support to school re-opening efforts, the Ministry of 
Education, Science and Technology together with the 
Nepal Education Cluster, UNESCO, UNICEF, the World 
Bank, and the WFP released the School Re-opening 
Framework in the context of COVID-19 as well as 
the School Cleaning and Disinfection Guideline as a 
roadmap for school re-opening.

The Joint Programme supported the sanitisation 
and disinfection efforts of 61 schools in the project 
districts with a focus on those that have been used 
as quarantine and isolation centers. Orientation 
and training of school stakeholders and cleaning 
staff on COVID-19 related hygiene information as 
well as the guideline are embedded as an integral 
component to ensure uptake of instructions and 
put in place regular school cleanings even after 
the initial disinfection. Further, together with the 
Nepal Education Cluster, the Joint Programme has 
translated the guidelines with or in images in posters 
and pamphlets to ensure effective implementation 
in these schools as per the guideline.

70 
women also received equipment and 
seed fund support to start or revive 
their income generating activities.

61 
schools were supported by the Joint 
Programme’s sanitisation and disinfection 
efforts with a focus on those isolation 
centers during lockdown.



Achievements

The Joint Programme has been successful in developing the 
caapcity of key institutions and actors on assimilating CSE into 
training modules. The adoption of the two-day training module 
by the Government of Nepal ensures the effectiveness of the 
programme. The approval has aimed to ensure the sustainability 
of CSE in schools and present classroom strategies. 

Gender component was mainstreamed in the Joint Programme’s 
COVID-19 responses. In addition to supporting girls and women 
through relief packages including sanitary pads during the 
pandemic, the programme worked closely with female elected 
officials to support and assist female leadership, notably Deputy 
Mayors and Deputy Chairpersons, in their positions within the 
Judicial Committee, particularly to address GBV cases at the local 
level. The Joint Programme provided holistic support in the form 
of capacity building, policy guidelines, and public awareness 
campaigns at the local level.

The Joint Programme also supported livelihood assistance to women 
and girls affected by COVID-19, and other action to meet basic 
needs during lockdown. Furthermore, many of these beneficiaries 
gained confidence to express themselves, exert their voice in family 
decision-making, and share their opinions at community meetings 
as a result of CSE-infused FLCs, skills development training, and 
following follow-up assistance from the Joint Programme.



The resources and materials developed by the Joint Programme 
were made available online to ensure uninterrupted and continued 
access to information. This includes, for example, the Community 
of Knowledge products, videos on access to justice through local 
Judicial Committees, animated videos on CSE targetting adolescents. 
These will contribute to the sustainability of the Joint Programme 
activities.

 WASH facilities were built and expanded in four project areas, with 
schools and local governments receiving training on how to utilize 
and maintain them. After the ongoing project ends, schools will 
have improved capacity to oversee and maintain the WASH facilities. 
The school will use the guidelines and training offered during the 
Joint Programme for this management and maintenance.

Coordinating closely with local governments as well as directly 
with young women and adolescent girls, the Joint Programme 
improved the institutional capacity of CLCs and promoted them 
as community-level platforms that provide excellent education 
opportunities. Moreover, the CLCs were provided with training on 
different fora including proposal development and writing, as well 
as funding to complete their projects.



The Global Education 2030 Agenda
UNESCO, as the United Nations’ specialized agency for 
education, is entrusted to lead and coordinate the 
Education 2030 Agenda, which is part of a global 
movement to eradicate poverty through 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals by 2030. Education, essential to 
achieve all of these goals, has its own dedicated Goal 4, 
which aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportuni-
ties for all.” The Education 2030 Framework for Action 
provides guidance for the implementation of this 
ambitious goal and commitments. 

UNESCO – a global leader in education
Education is UNESCO’s top priority because it is a 
basic human right and the foundation for peace 
and sustainable development. UNESCO is the 
United Nations’ specialized agency for education, 
providing global and regional leadership to drive 
progress, strengthening the resilience and capacity 
of national systems to serve all learners and 
responding to contemporary global challenges 
through transformative learning, with special focus 
on gender equality and Africa across all actions.
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