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Many parts of Africa have lower literacy rates than found in more developed regions like Europe or the United States. This inequality is important because literacy, or the ability to read and write, has a big effect on the standard of living of a country. Those who cannot read or write have a very difficult time finding decent jobs. Lack of education also prevents many young people from becoming the engineers, doctors, scientists, or business managers that countries need in order to improve. 
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Often in Africa, schooling is only available to those who can afford to pay to attend. As a result, school attendance and literacy are much higher for in cities where people tend to have better paying jobs. The school attendance rate drops for all children living in rural (country) areas. To make matters worse, some countries like Sudan have been involved in a civil war for many years, and that conflict has meant chaos for parts of the country. The military conflict in the countryside has left many schools in ruins while children living in the cities have the best chance to get an education.
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[image: image4.wmf]Still, no matter where one is in Africa, girls tend to have less opportunity to go to school and to learn how to read than boys. For example, in the country of Kenya the literacy rate for boys is about 91%, while that for girls is 79%. Similarly in Sudan, 72% of boys can read, while only 51% of girls can. This wide gap between boys and girls can be explained by a number of factors. 

First of all, especially in traditional communities, teachers still have to work to get many families to see the importance of education for girls. The traditional view is that boys need education to get better jobs. Therefore, many African parents feel if there is money to spend on education, it should go to their sons who must earn a living. In Sudan, for example, boys’ educational programs receive two-thirds (66%) of the available money for education, while girls’ educational programs receive one-third (33%). 
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Secondly, the literacy rate for girls is much worse than boys because many parents are concerned that allowing girls to go to public schools will result in their learning bad behavior. In the traditional view, girls only need to prepare for marriage. Early marriages are very common in rural parts of the country, and a marriage brings a dowry to the bride’s family. A dowry is money or gifts given to the bride and her parents as a wedding present from the groom and his family. A married daughter means wealth for both families – dowry money for the bride’s family and a new household worker for the family of the groom. 
Many countries in Africa are working hard to raise literacy rates among young people. The United Nations and the World Bank are currently working with many African countries to try to bring educational opportunities to their people. 
