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My mother, Suna Kıraç, always believed that society should mobilize to ensure that girls 
receive a well-rounded education and be equipped with the knowledge and competencies 
required by our current age. Throughout her life, she founded a series of important 
organizations to demonstrate what this mobilization should look like. This is how the journey 
for Suna’nın Kızları, meaning Suna’s Girls, began, by continuing my mother’s legacy and 
realizing her dreams for children. 

As you will see in this report, we have analyzed important projects on girls’ education in 
Turkey to draw up a roadmap for Suna’nın Kızları. We were inspired by how far we have 
come in girls’ enrollment in education and gained a great deal of insight from these projects. 
Building all the improvements in girls’ education, we decided to pursue the goal of creating 
supportive environments where all children can participate in life equally, just as my mother 
had dreamed. 

Right now, the world is going through a period where we are faced with multiple challenges. 
These challenges pose major problems that will require great effort to solve. However, 
I believe if we can create safe and supportive environments for children who live under 
adverse conditions, then we can contribute to solving most of these problems. 

I would like to adopt one of my mother’s quotes as a motto for myself and for Suna’nın Kızları:

“We do not plan for the fog in front of us but for the bright horizon that lies ahead.“

İpek Kıraç 

Founder of Suna’nın Kızları 

SUNA’NIN KIZLARI HAKKINDA



ABOUT SUNA’NIN KIZLARI

Suna’nın Kızları was founded in 2021 by Suna Kıraç’s daughter, İpek Kıraç, under the auspices 
of the Suna and İnan Kıraç Foundation in order to honor Suna Kıraç, a businessperson who 
greatly contributed to the development of industry, education, culture, and arts in Turkey. 

Building upon the generations-long work on school enrollment, Suna’nın Kızları aims to 
create supportive and safe educational environments for girls to help them reach their full 
potentials. Adopting a collective impact approach, Suna’nın Kızları supports coalitions of 
stakeholders in girls’ education, monitors their impact, and aims to develop education-based 
models to create a supportive ecosystem for children. 

Adopting girl-centered program design as an approach, Suna’nın Kızları ensures that the 
structures and programs it supports take the unique needs of girls from disadvantaged 
backgrounds into account and develops models to benefit both girls and boys.   



ABOUT EDUCATION REFORM INITIATIVE

The Education Reform Initiative (ERG) is an independent not-for-profit think-and-do-tank 
that contributes to the systemic transformation of education for the greater benefit of the 
child and society as a whole by using sound evidence, constructive dialogue, and opinions 
gathered from various stakeholders. The key elements of systemic transformation include 
evidence-based decision-making processes, stakeholder engagement, and the access of all 
children to quality education.

ERG carries out its research and education activities through the ERG Education Observatory 
Unit and Education Laboratory and oversees the Teachers’ Network. Established in 2003, 
ERG strives to be an exemplary model for the Turkish society in its function as an NGO, 
being an initiative supported by leading foundations in Turkey, including the Mother Child 
Education Foundation, Aydın Doğan Foundation, Borusan Kocabıyık Foundation, Elginkan 
Foundation, ENKA Foundation, İstanbul Bilgi University, İstanbul Kültür University, Kadir Has 
Foundation, Mehmet Zorlu Foundation, MV Holding, Sabancı University, Tekfen Foundation, 
Vodafone Turkey Foundation, Vehbi Koç Foundation, and Yapı Merkezi.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Despite all the improvements that have been made in education, 130 million girls around 
the world do not attend school.1 The barriers girls face in accessing and receiving quality 
education include poverty, the increasing cost of schooling, cultural and social factors, child, 
early, and forced marriages (CEFM), child labor, and the burden of care and domestic work.2 
Beyond the problems in access to education, gender inequalities in schooling prevent girls 
from actual learning and completing their educational levels with maximal success. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has deepened the inequalities faced by girls and all children who 
are at a disadvantage. Some studies predict that between 11 and 20 million girls will not 
return to school after the pandemic ends.3 The World Bank (WB) has reported that the rate 
of children experiencing learning poverty, defined as “being unable to read and understand 
a simple age-appropriate text at age 10,” could increase from 56% to 70% in low- and middle-
income countries.4 The United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) 
predicts that over the next decade, 10 million more girls will be forced to get married early 
and by force as a result of the pandemic.5

Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), Articles 28, 29 and 30 of the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), and Articles 13 and 14 of the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) define the right to 
education as a basic human right. These covenants — all of which Turkey is a signatory to — 
protect children’s right to free and equally accessible basic education, without discrimination 
of any kind, including gender discrimination.

Like everywhere else around the world, in Turkey, the COVID-19 pandemic has had the most 
severe adverse effects on children who were already at a disadvantage. According to a study 
conducted with children from various neighborhoods of Istanbul, children have been facing 
a range of difficulties exercising their rights during the pandemic, including their right to 
education.6 Another study in Istanbul conducted by Deep Poverty Network (DYA) with 103 
families found that 58% of children from these families in poverty were not able to sustain 
remote schooling.7 Experts state that domestic violence cases have increased during the 
pandemic, and that children who do not or cannot attend school are at a higher risk for child 
labor, child marriages, and childhood pregnancy.8  Risks of adverse events, along with lack of 
access to remote education, are believed to be even higher for girls.

1  UNICEF, 2022. 

2  GPE, 2022.  

3  Kwauk, Schmidt and Ganju, 2021. 

4  WB, UNESCO and UNICEF, 2021.

5  UNICEF, 2021a. 

6  BSV, SGD, TTM and ZAD, 2020.  

7  DYA, 2021. 

8  Gencer, Kesbiç and Arık, 2021, pp. 10-11. 
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When girls have access to quality education this not only improves their own or their families’ 
welfare, but also positively affects women’s employment, economic prosperity, gender 
equality, climate resilience, and social stability.9 A child whose mother can read is 50% more 
likely to live past the age of 5 and twice as likely to go to school.10 There is a close relationship 
between education, particularly girls’ education, and economic growth. According to the 
World Economic Forum (WEF), every dollar invested in girls’ rights and education could yield 
$2.8 in benefits for developing countries.11 

This report includes the main findings of a study conducted by Suna’nın Kızları, an organization 
that focuses on girls who do not have access to education, who are not in school despite 
being enrolled in schools, or who do not receive a quality education despite completing 
schooling. The organization, which aims to “create an ecosystem where girls have access 
to educational opportunities that match their developmental needs and graduate with the 
maximum outcome possible,” has conducted this study to contribute to evidence-based 
decision making.

II. RESEARCH PROCESS, METHODS, AND LIMITATIONS

The study was conducted between May 2021 and February 2022 to prepare the ground for the 
future projects that Suna’nın Kızları will develop and conduct related to girls’ education in Turkey, 
and to contribute to evidence-based decision making in general. To meet these objectives, this 
study reviewed findings from past research conducted in this area and identified the current 
needs, gaps, and opportunities with regards to girls’ education, in the following ways:

1.	 Reports published by non-governmental organizations (NGOs), think-tanks, and academic 
publications on girls’ education in Turkey were reviewed. An international literature 
review, focusing on trends in girls’ education identified by prominent international 
organizations and effective intervention methods in other nations, was conducted. 

2.	 Between June and August 2021, information on 127 educational organizations and their 
activities was collected directly and indirectly through surveys and secondary research. 
In addition to the 243 projects conducted by these organizations, 28 projects conducted 
by the Ministry of Education (MoNE) and the Ministry of Family and Social Services 
(MoFFS) were included in the study. Including organizations that work on girls’ health and 
employment would have contributed to our analysis of the relationship between girls’ 
education and gender equality. However, as the expansion of the study’s scope would 
have presented methodological difficulties, only those associations, research centers, 
foundations, international NGOs, and intergovernmental organizations that are legally 
registered and operate at the local, regional, and national level in Turkey and that satisfy 
at least one of the following criteria were included in this study:

9    GPE, 2021.

10  Ibid.

11  Qin et al., 2020
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•Organizations that focus on girls’ education,
•Organizations that focus on education and gender equality, 
•Organizations that focus on education in general, though not exclusively targeting girls,
•Organizations that access structural barriers to girls’ access to education (such as 
child, early and forced marriages, child poverty, etc.). 

 
Recent projects conducted by these organizations that targeted girls directly or targeted 
them among other groups were also included in this study. 

After performing a descriptive analysis of the collected data, a mapping study was 
conducted using the “capability approach”12 that was developed by Amartya Sen and 
Martha Nussbaum and which serves as the foundation for the Human Development 
Index published by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), as well as the 
“ecological systems approach”13 developed by Urie Bronfenbrenner.

Although the organizations included in the study were limited to organizations working 
in the field of education, the list of girls’ developmental needs was comprehensive, as it 
included not only educational needs but also those related to health, participation, and 
protection. The goal for this approach was to understand how well the interventions 
studied here responded to girls’ comprehensive developmental needs and how they 
defined education.

3.	 Over the course of the study, a total of 31 interviews were conducted with experts, 
academicians, and representatives from various organizations that work closely with 
girls and other groups that need support through special measures.   

4.	 In June 2021, three online consultation and experience-sharing sessions were held with 
19 different NGOs that work one-on-one with the children in the field, including ones 
based in Istanbul, Izmir, Ankara, Gaziantep, Şanlıurfa, Diyarbakır, Mardin, and Batman. 

5.	 In October 2021, two focus group meetings were held online with a total of 15 pre-
primary, primary, and lower secondary level teachers from Batman, Van, Gaziantep, 
Malatya, Zonguldak, Mardin, Muş, Kocaeli, Aydın, İzmir, Balıkesir, Istanbul, Denizli, and 
Izmir. These teachers who were contacted through stakeholder organizations. In addition 
to teachers employed at private and public primary schools, those who participated in 
these focus group meetings included teachers of History, Religious Culture and Ethics, 
Turkish, Technology and Design, Visual Arts, and Psychological Counseling and Guidance 
who were employed at vocational and technical Anatolian (magnet) high schools, personal 
development centers, as well as special education middle schools and imam-hatip religious 
middle schools. The teachers who participated in these focus group sessions had received 
prior training in education and gender equality and already possessed a high level of 
awareness on the subject. Topics discussed in these sessions included the challenges 
for girls’ holistic development, tools girls can use to overcome these challenges, and the 
support mechanisms that teachers readily have or need in order to better support girls. 

12  Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2000. 

13  Bronfenbrenner, 2001. 
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6.	 Between October 2021 and February 2022, eight virtual and in-person focus group 
sessions1414 were held with girls between the ages of 9 and 18 who lived in the cities of 
Istanbul, Urfa, Yozgat, Kütahya, Ankara, Bitlis, Muş, and Konya, and who were contacted 
through stakeholder organizations: 

•Five girls who live in two disadvantaged neighborhoods of Urfa and were in the 
6th, 7th, 8th and 11th grades; this group included non-native speakers of Turkish, 
including Syrian refugees. (in person), 
•Eight girls who resided in a school dormitory in Yozgat and were in the 9th, 10th, 
11th and 12th grades (virtual), 
•Four girls who live in Kütahya, Ankara, Bitlis, and İstanbul, and were in the 10th and 
11th grades (virtual),
•Four girls who live in Muş, Konya, and Istanbul and were in the 12th grade (virtual),
•Two separate focus group meetings with girls who live in a socioeconomically 
disadvantaged Istanbul neighborhood with high crime and immigration rates; the 
first group consisted of six girls who were in the 3rd and 4th grades, and the second 
group consisted of six girls who were in the 5th and 6th grades (in person),
•Two separate focus group meetings with girls who live in a neighborhood of 
Istanbul containing informal, slum housing; the first group consisted of six girls 
who were in the 3rd and 4th grades, and the second group consisted of six girls who 
were in the 5th and 6th grades (in person). 

During the focus group meetings, the conversations with girls from different age 
groups and provinces centered on how their age, educational level, area of residence, 
socioeconomic status, and immigration history affected what they could achieve and 
what the girls needed to realize their dreams. Since the girls who participated in these 
focus group meetings were contacted through stakeholder organizations, they were 
enrolled in school and supported through the programs carried out by the NGOs. It 
should be noted here that the capabilities and needs of this group might differ from girls 
who are not enrolled in school or have otherwise been pushed out of the system.  

The primary goal of this study was to identify the current needs girls have as well as gaps and 
opportunities for intervention, all of which will guide the future activities of Suna’nın Kızları. 
Although the findings in the study are not representative of all of Turkey, they have the 
potential to paint a more comprehensive picture by expanding their scope over time. This 
can involve increasing the number of organizations or the number of projects conducted by 
NGOs and governmental ministries, or incorporating local governments that provide services 
to children and bar associations that work in child protection to the mapping study. These 
additions would also help identify gaps in collaboration among different sectors. Finally, the 
monitoring and evaluation work and impact assessments of the included studies were not 
examined as they did not fall within the scope of this study.

14  The focus group meetings were planned by the organizations with whom Suna’nın Kızları is in active 
communication. The necessary consent processes were completed by these stakeholder organizations as well. 
Most meetings included a representative from the organization, as required by the organization’s child protection 
policies. 
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On November 29, 2021, a brainstorming session was held to share the work conducted by 
Suna’nın Kızları, including the results of this study, with 43 experts from academia, civil society 
organizations, and municipal governments who work in the field of children’s and women’s 
rights. Below is a mapping study, created using the capability approach, that summarizes the 
qualitative findings obtained from the interviews and focus group meetings.

 

III. MAPPING STUDY

The mapping study included 127 civil society organizations in the field of education and 243 
projects conducted by these organizations, as well as 28 projects conducted by government 
ministries. First, these organizations were analyzed in terms of location, methods employed, 
and target group (Infographic 1). Next, the activities and projects of these organizations were 
analyzed using the capability approach (Infographics 2- 6).  

Ecological Network and Methods Employed by Organizations

Of the 127 organizations included in the study, 70 claim to work at the national level. 56 
organizations were found to focus predominantly on the Marmara region, 19 on the Eastern 
and Southeastern Anatolia regions, and 18 on the Aegean region. Only a limited number of 
organizations conduct their activities mainly in the Central Anatolia (11), Mediterranean (9) 
and Black Sea (8) regions.15 The reason so many organizations mainly focus on the Marmara 
region is due to the high number of organizations active in Istanbul. 

The methods used by the organizations for reaching their goals include forming networks 
and partnerships, conducting monitoring and research, providing financial support, 
capacity building, engaging in advocacy work, and implementing programs and projects. 
It was observed that some methods were preferred over others, both nationwide and 
in specific regions. Looking in detail at the distribution of the methods used (APPENDIX-
Graph 1),16 implementing programs and projects appeared to be the most commonly used 
method, followed by forming networks, conducting monitoring and/or research, providing 
scholarships or financial aid, and developing the capacity of actors in the education field, all 
four of which were used in equal measure of frequency. Among the studied organizations, 
providing funds/grants was the method employed least often. Those organizations which 
provide funds/grants were primarily based in Istanbul and Ankara.

15  Organizations are counted each time they are active in a region. Therefore, the total number of organizations 
in all regions is higher than the number of organizations included in the mapping study.

16 This graph includes 121 organizations.  
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Among the organizations included in the study, 83 of them, or 65%, had specific programs or 
activities that directly focused on girls. Analyzing the educational level that these organizations 
focus on, lower and upper secondary were determined to be the levels where the greatest 
amount of focus was placed, whereas pre-primary and primary were the least focused on 
levels, along with girls outside of formal education. 

In analyzing the organizations by the partnerships they form at the national and regional 
level, NGOs were found to collaborate with other NGOs the most, followed by public and 
private organizations and, least of all, municipal governments.

Next, an analysis of the extent to which the activities and the projects undertaken by these 
organizations support girls’ capability in Turkey was conducted. 

The Capability Approach and Education

The ”capability approach” developed by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum defines well-
being in a way that goes beyond mere financial well-being and instead evaluates the extent 
to which people are able to use their rights and freedoms, the amount of agency they have 
in determining their lives, and also additional environmental and social factors.17

Based on this approach, an important indicator for well-being is having “capabilities”, by 
which they mean the amount of freedom individuals have to be and to do things they 
value. Accordingly, well-being and welfare should not only be measured by the resources 
individuals have but also by what they can achieve with these resources. 

The transformation of capabilities into action,18 or “functionalities”, depends on the individual 
and environmental and social conditions. The beings and doings of a person is part of their 
capability set. Individual differences and environmental and social factors (“conversion 
factors”) can help the person be or do the things they value and help them achieve 
their capabilities. Therefore, once the necessary conditions are available for developing 
capabilities, it is ultimately up to the person whether they achieve these capabilities or not.

The capability approach presents a framework that can help analyze the inequalities in 
education in a comprehensive way.19 “Asking “equality of what” emphasizes the importance 
of providing fair opportunity for children, as opposed to providing children who are under 
different conditions with equal resources or targeting similar achievements for them. The 
social justice emphasis of the capability approach not only takes into consideration the 
rights children have (e.g., the right to access to education) but also the degree to which they 
can actually use these rights and thereby allows for the creation of interventions based on 
children’s needs.  

17  Sen, 1999;  Nussbaum, 2000. 

18  Semerci et al., 2021, p. 11.

19  Walker and Unterhalter, 2007.
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According to this approach, the emphasis should be on studying the broader relationship 
between children’s opportunities and their “educational outputs”, instead of creating policies 
that focus on outputs, such as enrollment rates or test scores. For example, a girl who has to 
enroll in open high school20 because she is married and a girl who chooses to enroll in open 
high school to better prepare for the university entrance exam will experience education 
under different circumstances and thereby need different support mechanisms.

Focusing on individual needs requires prioritizing “the well-being of the child” by taking “a 
holistic approach to the child’s welfare and development that aims at securing their wellness 
in different areas, such as health, financial status, education, home and surrounding 
environment, and relationships.”21 The capability approach aims to achieve this child-
focused well-being22 by identifying the various needs of the child, including their physical, 
social, intellectual, economic, and political needs. In providing children the opportunity to 
access things they value while securing their well-being, the capability approach focuses on 
the future and present capabilities of children.23

The capability approach employs an individualistic perspective, but instead of only focusing 
on self-realization, it adopts “ethical individualism” and places capabilities within a social 
framework.24 In other words, it suggests that being and doing things of value cannot exist 
outside of a person’s social environment, and that these things also affect and shape others 
who share the same environment. 

It is here where the ecological systems approach helps us identify the environments 
that facilitate the conversion of capabilities into functionalities.25 The ecological systems 
approach, developed by Bronfenbrenner in the 1970s26, describes the interaction between 
the child and their environment by using four interrelated systems (micro, meso, exo and 
macro). In this child-centered model, the microsystem, which consists of the actors closest to 
the child, such as family, school, peers, and neighborhood, influences a child most directly. 
Experiencing life within and through these systems, a child can be influenced by, and also 
influence, others in the same environment. In other words, a child’s development depends 
on their experiences within these systems.27 The ecological systems approach suggests that 
it’s essential for a child to have positive, active relationships with the actors around them 
during their development to increase their capabilities and achieve well-being.28

20  Open high school is a distance learning-based alternative to traditional high schools. 

21  Semerci and Erdoğan, 2014., p. 6. 

22  Semerci et al., 2012, p. 11.

23  Ibid., p. 6,11.

24  Robeyns, 2003, p. 65.

25  Shinn, 2005.

26  Bronfenbrenner, 2001.

27  TEDMEM, 2022.  

28  Semerci et al., 2012, p. 12.
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“The capability approach” shows the degree to which gender inequalities in education 
persist, specifically for girls.29 Some examples include representations in textbooks which 
reinforce traditional gender roles, gender-based inequalities in the teaching processes, 
gender differences in the selection of schools and occupations, as well as gender-based 
differences in teachers’ and administrators’ attitudes and behavior. Also emphasizing the 
relationship between girls’ opportunities and their achievements, the capability approach 
suggest that education policies should place importance on the girls’ “freedom to achieve” 
as well as on their actual achievements. This approach takes gender-based intersectionality 
into consideration and highlights the necessity of developing different support mechanisms 
for girls based on their individual needs.

Girls’ Education and Capability Indicators

One of the central debates related to the capability approach is whether a list of central 
capabilities should exist or not. Amartya Sen believes that creating a moral framework agreed 
upon by social consensus is more important than devising a list of capabilities, while Martha 
Nussbaum has created a list of capabilities required by all to lead a humane life.30 Similarly, 
Ingrid Robeyns has devised an indicator list by analyzing gender inequalities in Western 
societies using the capability approach.31 As Suna’nın Kızları, we have followed Nussbaum 
and Robeyn’s example and created capability indicators (Table 1) based on our findings from 
the literature review and from focus groups and consultations with relevant experts. As an 
overall framework, we used the five themes Melis Cin adapted for girls in Turkey (physical, 
economic, social, intellectual, and political).32  

The indicators, which represent the functionalities desired by and for girls, are analytically 
separated in the table below; however, in real life, these indicators are intercorrelated 
and cannot be separated as such. For example, healthy eating, found under the physical 
capabilities, not only affects girls’ physical capabilities but it also influences her other 
capabilities. Similarly, educational indicators, under intellectual capabilities, do not only 
impact girls’ academic and intellectual development, but also help shape their physical, 
economic, social and political development.

29  Unterhalter, 2007; Cin, 2017. 

30  Nussbaum, 2000. 

31  Robeyns, 2003.

32  What is referred to as political capability here is not involvement in politics but participation in social life and 
being part of decisions that affect one’s life. 
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Table 1: Capability Indicators for Girls

 

In other words, to perform a comprehensive evaluation of girls’ education, it is necessary 
to consider how education affects and is affected by all aspects of girls’ lives. This requires 
broadening the definition of education beyond an academic framework and adopting a 
holistic approach to education which takes all the developmental needs of children into 
consideration. 

Healthy diet

Access to 
healthcare

Emotional 
well-being

Bodily integrity
and security

Mobility: ability to 
travel from one 
place to another     

Decent Housing/
Shelter 

Self-selected 
employment at a job 
suitable for one’s age 
and skills

Being able to spend 
one’s own earnings and/
or scholarship money 
freely	

Access to vocational 
education

Making free and  
informed decisions 
about field of study and 
future occupation	

Joining the workforce 
after graduation

Returning to work after 
marriage or childbirth

Uninterrupted 
enrollment in school

Autonomy in the 
use of time

Access to leisure time 
and play

Access to art and 
cultural activities 

Gaining gender 
awareness

Receiving a gender-
sensitive education

Having self-confidence, 
self-sufficiency, 
and self- awareness

Receiving an education, 
using and producing 
information

Living in a safe and 
happy environment	

Being part of social 
networks, receiving 
and giving social 
support

Receiving care and 
benefiting from 
social services when 
necessary

Living without being 
subjected to external 
pressure

Participating in 
decisions that 
concern one’s life

Expressing social 
sensitivities and 
organizing activities 
to create social 
benefit

Having 
opportunities for 
self-organizing

PHYSICAL ECONOMIC INTELLECTUAL SOCIAL POLITICAL
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Analysis of Organizations Targeting Girls’ Education Using the Capability Approach

After creating the capability indicators above, a list of the barriers preventing girls from 
acquiring the desired capabilities was generated from the results of the literature review, focus 
groups, and expert meetings. These barriers were then matched with capability indicators.

Next, the interventions identified through surveys and secondary research — in other 
words, the activities and projects undertaken by various organizations to ameliorate specific 
problems— were categorized by the type of barrier they were attempting to eliminate 
(Infographic 2-6). The goal was to create a map of interventions for girls’ education in Turkey, 
showing current areas of focus, as well as the gaps in support and opportunities for further 
interventions. However, considering that many NGO projects are developed based on donor 
organization requests, it would be more accurate to say that this map reflects the priorities 
and preferences of these donor organizations more than the amount education-focused 
support provided to girls’ capabilities.33  

Although the capability sets are interconnected (for instance, seasonal agriculture work 
under economic capability is connected with safe and healthy housing under physical 
capability), this study analytically separated each capability set and barrier and matched each 
intervention with the primary barrier it attempts to eliminate.34 The goal here is to render the 
collected data more understandable in order to facilitate the necessary inferences. 

The barriers to girls’ education can be grouped under three themes: gender inequality, 
poverty, and structural violence.35 Cultural and social norms and the current perception of 
children, all of which affect functionalities, can be added to this list.36 After identifying these 
deep-rooted barriers, the next required step is to group all barriers so that they can be 
evaluated separately and used to set actionable goals.37 In the next stage, it is necessary to 
pair barriers with specific demographic characteristics (age, area of residence, immigration 
history, etc.) to help further clarify goals and opportunities. 

Infographic 2 presents the capabilities that have been most focused on by the projects 
included in the mapping study. On both the national and regional level, interventions that 
target intellectual capabilities, which in turn support girls’ academic development, were 
the most common. Those that focus on physical capabilities by promoting physical and 
emotional well-being and those that focus on girls’ economic capabilities by providing them 
the moral and material support for participating in tertiary education or employment were 
comparatively less common.

33 This point was raised by the experts in the Idea Generation Meeting for Suna’nın Kızları on November 29, 2021.

34 During the Idea Generation Meeting held on November 29, 2021, more barriers were suggested for inclusion 
on the list, including lack of back to school/adjustment programs, low educational attainment of parents (in 
certain situations), inability to access information and services on reproductive and sexual health, girls having no 
say about their own bodies or reproductive preferences, new types of violence on digital platforms, and negative 
effects of climate change on girls. These barriers were not included in the mapping categories but were taken into 
consideration in the qualitative analyses. 

35 Structural violence includes types of violence that prevent access to basic human rights and reinforces social 
inequalities, such as racism or sexism.

36 This point was raised by the experts in the Idea Generation Meeting for Suna’nın Kızları on November 29, 2021.

37 This point was raised by the experts in the Idea Generation Meeting for Suna’nın Kızları on November 29, 2021.
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On the other hand, based on the data collected on current projects, those that focus on 
girls’ social and political capabilities were very limited in number. Social capabilities refer 
to the capacities which enable girls to live in a secure and happy environment without 
being subjected to pressure and enable them to be enmeshed in social networks. Political 
capabilities refer to the capacities girls to participate in the decision-making processes 
pertaining to their own lives or life in general, an area where interventions were almost 
nonexistent.

In this study, the barriers targeted by the interventions included in the mapping study were 
identified and are shown in Infographic 3-6. The functionalities were listed in order of the 
least focused on to the most focused on.38 The “ecological systems” theory was employed 
to identify the projects’ target groups (school, teacher, family, neighborhood).39 The 
functionalities that involved the interventions implemented by the nation-wide organizations 
and by governmental ministries included in this study were indicated. 

Under the physical capability set (Infographic 3), interventions that target barriers to quality 
shelter, mobility, and healthy diet were found to be less common compared to those that 
target barriers to access to health services, bodily integrity, and emotional well-being. 
On the other hand, none of the educational organizations included in the mapping study 
had developed any interventions to improve the girls’ conditions at home, their physical 
independence, or access to health services in rural areas.

Under the economic capability set (Infographic 4), interventions that focus on providing girls 
with moral and material support to increase participation in education and employment 
were grouped together. It was observed that interventions that target girls and their families 
by providing scholarships and financial support to help enrollment were the most common, 
whereas there is only a limited number of interventions that help girls select an academic 
field in university or a profession, or that help them join the workforce. Although this limited 
number of interventions in the latter area could be attributed to the fact that this mapping 
study does not include all the organizations that focus on such interventions, it can still be 
recommended that organizations targeting intergenerational education through long-term 
interventions put more focus on these areas. 

Intellectual capabilities are the set of capabilities with the highest number of indicators 
and interventions (Infographic 5). This capability set includes academic skills and other 
functionalities that support intellectual development, such as self-confidence, self-sufficiency, 
self-awareness, access to art and cultural activities, as well as time for recreation and rest. 
In the mapping study, there were no interventions found that support girls’ autonomy in 
the use of time. Interventions that target recreation and participation in art and cultural 
activities were limited in number. On the other hand, interventions that fight against sexist 
attitudes in educational materials and classroom practices, as well as attitudes adopted by 
teachers and administrators, were encountered more often, though still limited in number.

38 Functionalities that were not matched with any projects or activities are colored in gray. 

39 Not all projects and activities are matched with a target group. Projects targeting more than one target group 
are shown with more than one icon
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The most focused on indicators within the intellectual capability 
set were receiving an education and using and producing 
information. Unsurprisingly, this demonstrates that the main 
focus of organizations included in the study has been girls’ 
academic development. 

The number of interventions focusing on the provision of free preschool education, which 
affects children’s development and the duration of time they remain in school, were very 
limited, whereas interventions that promote basic skills education for older girls, such as 
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) education, were more abundant. 
Intervention areas that were absent included those aimed at preventing the automatic 
registration of children who are married early and by force to open high schools and those 
that promote bilingual and mother-tongue education, a fundamental children’s right.

Social capability and political capability were the themes with the most gaps and smallest 
number of interventions. In this mapping study, there were no interventions found that focus 
on reducing girls’ burden of care and domestic work or on reducing the social pressures 
they face. Interventions under this capability set have largely focused on sports, an area 
that supports social and intellectual capability as much as physical capability, and that has 
received increased attention over the last few years.

Interventions under the political capability theme, including 
indicators related to girls’ participation in social life and decisions 
related to their own lives, were almost non-existent.

Moreover, interventions that support girls’ ability to express themselves, to carry out 
activities of their choosing, or to organize around social issues they care about were not 
found in this mapping study.40 When the projects and activities of the organizations included 
in this mapping study were analyzed from the capability approach, eliminating barriers to 
girls’ academic development appeared to be the top priority.

When the projects were analyzed according to the groups they 
target, a majority of projects appear to focus on schools and 
teachers, with only a limited number of projects focusing on the 
family or the neighborhood, under any of the capability sets.

 

40  After completion of the study, a small number of projects focusing on these subjects were identified.
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To ensure that girls with different needs and in different living conditions have the freedom to 
succeed, a narrow focus on academic development is entirely insufficient. Other capabilities, 
particularly participation in life and development of social, physical, and economic capabilities, 
must also be supported. Furthermore, this support needs to go beyond providing girls access 
to quality services and strengthen the ecosystem they are a part of. Although girls’ needs 
in these areas might be partially met by organizations not included in the mapping study, 
to support their comprehensive development, the definition of educational processes and 
outputs should be broadened to include all of the capabilities.
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IV. FINDINGS ON THE CURRENT SITUATION OF GIRLS’ EDUCATION

The findings on girls’ needs derived from secondary research, surveys, stakeholder meetings, 
consultation and experience sharing meetings, and focus groups are summarized under two 
sub-headings: findings on girls’ access to education and their developmental needs, and 
findings on stakeholders who create a supportive ecosystem for girls.

Findings on Girls’ Access to Education

Although the nationwide enrollment rates are almost equal for boys and girls at the 
primary and lower-secondary education levels,41 there is still gender disparity at girls’ 
expense at the primary and secondary levels. In the Central, East, and Southeastern 
Anatolia regions, girls’ net educational enrollment rates for the 2020-21 academic year were 
78% and 74%, respectively, whereas for boys these rates were 79% and 77%.42 Provincial 
differences are even more pronounced. For example, in Muş enrollment rates were 59% for 
girls and 65% for boys, in Şanlıurfa 62% and 72%, and in Bitlis 65% and 76%.43  

Among children with special needs, girls also had lower enrollment rates compared to 
those of boys. During the 2021-22 academic year, only 37% of special education students 
who had access to formal education were girls.44 Based on statistics from June 2021, of 
the Syrian-origin students, 49% were girls and 51% were boys.45 Among the peripatetic 
communities, such as the Roma, Dom, Lom, and Abdal communities, enrollment rates 
are known to be very low, although formal statistics are not available.46 NGOs that work 
in the field state that, due to the widening and deepening poverty, children from past and 
present underrepresented groups are facing increasing risks of being subjected to seasonal 
agriculture work, CEFM, burden of care and domestic work (especially girls), and child labor 
(especially boys). Based on data from TurkStat,47 the number of boys in the 16-17 age group 
who officially got married in 2020 was 726, whereas this number was 13,014 for girls in the 
same age group. In other words, the number of girls who got married between the ages of 
16 and 17 was 18 times higher than the number of boys. Again, based on data from 

41 For the 2020-21 academic year, the net enrollment rate at the primary education level was 93.1% for girls and 
93.3% for boys, at the lower secondary level 88.7% for girls, and 89% for boys, and at the upper secondary level 
87.8% for girls, and 88% for boys. MoNE, 2021a.  

42 MEB, 2021a. 

43 MEB, 2021a. 

44 Feriver and Arık, 2021, p., 40. While the total number of girls receiving formal special education services at all 
education levels for 2020-21 was 156,025, for boys this number was 269,507.

45 Ibid., p.,43

46 Gündoğdu et al., 2020.

47 TurkStat, April 20, 2021. 
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TurkStat, in 2020, 2.7% of all marriages involved 16-17 year-old girls.48 Thanks to the increase 
made to compulsory education years, this rate has declined over recent years,49 but some 
provinces still have relatively high rates. For example, in Muş, one of the provinces with the 
lowest educational enrollment rates for girls (59%), this rate was 11%.50 From these data, it 
can be inferred that especially in the provinces located in the Eastern, Southeastern, and 
Central Anatolia regions, CEFM can be one of the main barriers to enrollment in education. 

Another barrier to girls’ regular attendance in school is the burden of care and domestic 
work they assume. According to TurkStat data,51 51% of girls and 40% of boys between the 
ages of 5 and 17 help with various types of household chores. Based on the same dataset, 
16% of boys and 28% of girls spend 8 hours or more doing domestic work. Focus groups with 
girls revealed that girls spend a significant amount of time on chores and caring for their 
siblings. In addition to doing domestic work, girls also help their siblings with homework.   

“When my mother goes out, I wash the dishes, cook for my siblings, clear the table,  
and sweep the floor.”  
4th grade student, İstanbull

“If I were home, I would be taking care of my sibling. I don’t now because I live here.”   
11th grade student at a girls’ dormitory, Yozgat

Experts and field workers interviewed have often talked about their observations on how 
COVID-19 increased the burden of care and domestic work for girls. One of the reasons for 
this could be the tendency of caregivers to use girls’ labor when girls were at home during 
school closings. Alternatively, it might be due to girls having to take on their mother’s chores 
when the mothers joined the workforce due to changing financial circumstances.

“I teach at the neighborhood school. There are so many de facto separated families 
here and because of this, many girls take care of their siblings. Having multiple siblings 
typically means that an older sister will help take care of them, anyway.”  
Middle school teacher, Zonguldak

Experts state that child labor, one of the main barriers to quality education that typically 
affects boys, is now beginning to affect girls as well, as families face increased financial 
hardships.

 

48 Ibid.

49 This rate was 7.3% in 2002. Ibid.

50 TurkStat, July 6, 2020.

51 TurkStat, March 31, 2020.
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Experts have often stated that particularly for financially insecure households, 
monetary support programs should be expanded. Based on MoNE statistics, 
during the 2020-21 academic year, a total of 306,482 students at the primary and lower 
secondary level received monthly financial aid of 357.79 TL, and 298,126 students 
received free boarding school services.52 Similar financial aid, including transportation 
support, are being provided for refugee children as part of the PIKTES (Promoting 
Integration of Syrian Kids into the Turkish Education System)53 Program.54 The CCTE 
(Conditional Cash Transfer for Education) Program, conducted in partnership between 
the MoFSS and MoNE since 2003, was expanded to include Syrian and other refugee 
families in Turkey in 2017.55 Discussions and analyses of the impact of these conditional 
cash transfer programs, which are being implemented around the world, are ongoing.56  
 
In this study, when the organizational activities that target girls were analyzed, those that 
focus on supporting girls and their families economically appeared to be the most common 
(ANNEX-Graph 2).57 However, in Turkey, preliminary research needs to be conducted before 
developing economic support programs in order to maximize their effectiveness. Apart from 
the financial support, additional measures that could be implemented to ensure children’s 
regular attendance include running nutrition programs at school and providing uniforms, 
stationary goods, education materials, and sanitary pads.

Girls and their families lack trust towards certain services, including education 
with transport, regional boarding schools, and student dormitories. Based on MoNE 
statistics, during the 2020-21 academic year, a total of 722,119 students who did not have 
access to school due to a variety of reasons were transferred to primary and secondary 
school.58 However, the experts interviewed in this study who work with families and teachers 
from rural areas stated that many families did not trust education that required transport 
and therefore chose not to send their children to school. Based on the teachers’ opinions, 
this resulted in school dropouts as well as lower enrollment numbers for rural schools, 
eventually leading to the closure of some schools.59 

During the 2020-21 academic year, the total number of girls residing in public boarding schools 
was 169,579, while the number of boys was 159,640.60 For the same academic year, the number 
of girls and boys residing in private boarding schools was 3,548 and 15,404, respectively, at 
the lower secondary level, and 5,041 and 14,482, at the upper secondary level.61 In terms of 
boarding school education, not only do girls’ families have reservations but the girls themselves 
also do not always feel secure and comfortable, which leads to early school leaving.

52  MEB, 2021a.

53  For detailed information, see: https:// piktes.gov.tr/Home/ProjeninCiktisiENG.

54  Kesbiç, 2021. 

55  UNICEF, 2021b. 

56  Sperling, Winthrop, with Kwauk, 2016, pp. 105-130.

57  This graph includes 121 organizations. 

58  MoNE, 2021a.

59  Focus group meeting with teachers, October 18, 2021.

60  MoNE, 2021a.

61  Ibid. 
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“…For example, when I first got here, we were staying in the same place as the boys. 
I was really surprised. There were these older boys around. I told Zeynep, ‘I’m scared 
of this place, these boys are so much older. In time, I got used to it, but I still don’t 
like this place at all.’” 
11th grade Vocational and Technical Anatolian High School boarding student, Muş

Beyond the organizations interviewed as part of this study, recent news reports have drawn 
attention to organizations that provided boarding services illegally, or without ensuring the 
safety of the children.62

Findings on Children’s Needs in Different Developmental Stages 

In addition to the findings on access to education, below are some findings on children’s 
needs during early childhood, as well as early, middle, and late adolescence:

Early childhood education does not only increase time spent at school but also 
supports children’s holistic development.63 However, the limited availability64 of care 
and education for early childhood (ages 0 to 6) constitutes the biggest barrier to 
receiving these services.65 Results of the analysis of the educational levels focused on by 
the organizations included in this study show that preschool-age girls are one of the least 
addressed groups, along with girls enrolled in distance learning and those who are out of 
the formal education system (APPENDIX-Graph 3).66 However, for children to be exposed to 
the stimulation that support their development, they need to have access to free, quality 
education as early as possible.67 Early childhood care and education also help to identify 
children who are at risk of abuse and neglect at home and to reduce the burden of care and 
domestic work placed on other girls. 

Self-sufficiency, self-awareness, and self-confidence stand out as areas that need 
reinforcement, particularly for adolescent girls. Psychological research shows that 
negative moods and antisocial behavior during pre-puberty can transform into positive social 
and individual development through specific interventions.68 Experts that work one-on-one 
with children believe that early adolescence is the breaking point for these developments. 
For example, in a focus group of teachers, an elementary school teacher from Aydın reported 
that from first to fourth grade, gender roles solidify and self-confidence decreases for girls.69 

 

62  T24, November 29, 2018; Girit, April 18, 2016.

63  Berkman, Aksu and Erguvanlı-Taylan, 2004. 

64  Madra, 2017.

65  For 2020-21, enrollment rates for 5-year-olds were 68.7% for girls, and 70.4% for boys. MoNE, 2021a.

66  This graph includes 121 organizations. 

67  Development Analytics, 2017. 

68  Kağıtçıbaşı, Baydar and Cemalcılar, 2018.

69  Focus group meeting with teachers, October 19, 2021.
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The future ramifications of this can be observed in studies like the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Trends in International Mathematics and 
Science Study (TIMSS). Results from both studies show that “girls are not nearly as successful 
as boys in turning beneficial qualities, such as self-confidence, sense of belonging at school, 
motivation, and enjoyment of learning, into achievements.”70

“I think a school should have people who understand us and help us gain 
self-esteem instead of just handing us a class schedule… A few months ago, I 
participated in an event in Istanbul. Going there, I wasn’t really sure of myself. 
Was I going to be able to make it? Was I going to succeed? But thanks to the 
support of my teachers and others, I did a great job of expressing myself and 
presenting my project. We came back home with pride. For me, it was my 
counseling teacher who supported me the most, but I am not sure if all students 
have this kind of support.” 
Private Science High School Student, 11th grade, Kütahya

Although interactions with role models and mentors are among the common interventions 
to support girls’ self-confidence, self-sufficiency and self-awareness, those that support 
positive adolescent development are limited (Infographic 5). It is important that girls have 
role models close to them in terms of accessibility. Combining peer education with the 
provision of role models could enhance girls’ confidence in middle and late adolescence and 
help create communities where they support each other.

Additionally, counseling and psychological guidance services provided at schools can 
be improved and turned into a valuable resource that supports girls in various areas, as 
mentioned in the quotation above.

During adolescence, lack of privacy and lack of freedom of mobility present problems 
for girls. Based on TurkStat 2016 data, 53.3%71 of households in Turkey have separate rooms 
for children. The secondary research conducted for this study found no data available for 
more recent years. However, in the focus group meetings, the girls coming from impoverished 
families expressed their need for privacy with statements like, “There isn’t much space for 
me to study,” or “Because I have siblings, I don’t have any personal belongings.” Among the 
girls who participated in the focus groups, the younger girls communicated their wish for 
personal belongings, whereas the older girls expressed their desire for more private space.

Among the girls interviewed, the girls in primary and lower secondary education stated that 
their families often did not allow them to go outside by themselves because their families did 
not find their neighborhood safe enough.

70  Polat and Madra, 2018, p. 28.

71  İstanbul Statistics Office, April 23, 2020. Compiled using data from TurkStat 2016.
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“Mothers usually let the boys go out. So, if I were a boy, I would be out all the time.” 
Middle School student, 6th grade, İstanbul

An older girl who participated in the focus group meetings shared that she often did not feel 
safe outside, and that learning martial arts, like taekwondo, was “essential” for girls:

“We don’t have any safety. It’s obvious. So many children, so many women murdered… 
There is no justice. It’s not an environment where we can protect ourselves and feel 
secure.”  
10th grade boarding school student, Yozgat

During adolescence, girls have very limited opportunities for socializing and practicing 
social-emotional learning. Social-emotional learning is still not a central part of education.72 
In a study conducted by MoNE, as part of a larger OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development) research project measuring the social and emotional skills of 
students between the ages of 10 and 15, girls “scored higher in task performance, collaboration 
and open mindedness, whereas boys scored better in emotional regulation and interacting 
with others, on average.”73 The reason girls score lower than boys in emotional regulation 
and interacting with others could be attributed to girls’ limited freedom in mobility, and the 
limitations this places on their spaces for social interaction. Analysis of the projects included 
in this study showed that those focusing on culture and arts and socializing were the lowest 
in number (ANNEX-Graph 5).74  

The first step in supporting girls’ social and emotional learning is to generate opportunities 
that would help them get together in spaces where they feel safe and engage in activities that 
promote socializing. Here it should be remembered that such spaces need to be designed to 
include the most disadvantages populations, including those not registered in the census and 
consequently unable to access services, as well as those who are not enrolled in education 
for various reasons.

There is very limited information on the experiences of girls attending open high 
schools. During the 2020-21 academic year, 3% of children between the ages of 14 and 17 
were registered in open high schools.75 The needs of girls in this group, who were seldomly 
targeted by the interventions examined in this study (ANNEX-Graph 3),76 should be identified 
and supported as well. It is believed that girls in open high school are at risk of CEFM, bearing 
the burden of care and domestic work, and working at jobs that are not appropriate for 
their age. The type of educational experience these girls are receiving and whether they are 
actually continuing their education are both unknown.

72  Feriver and Arık, 2021, p. 46.

73  MoNE, 2021b.

74  This graph includes 121 organizations. 

75  Tunca, Kesbiç and Gencer, 2021, p. 30.

76  This graph includes 121 organizations.
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“What time I wake up varies, my sleep schedule is completely disrupted.” 
Open High School student, 12th grade, İstanbul.

While girls are not part of many decisions that concern them, such as choosing which 
school to attend or how to spend their free time, they nonetheless try to express 
themselves using the means available to them. The Convention on the Rights of the Child 
involves not only the practices that protect children and prevent discrimination against them 
as indispensable aspects of children’s rights but also those that promote children’s ability to 
make decisions and participate. However, the children’s rights legislation in Turkey places 
more emphasis on their protection than their participation.77 In the literature review, there 
were no studies that focused on children’s right to participate or that identified in which 
areas children wanted to express their opinions or how.

As shown in the mapping study, only a limited number of projects focused primarily on 
increasing girls’ participation in decisions that affect them. The inability of girls to exercise 
this right may even cause some to view marriage as the only way out of their living conditions, 
as a way to “free” themselves from their family. Students also mentioned that they would like 
to have their voices heard more when it comes to making decisions about school (such as 
selecting extracurricular activities for the school).78

“I did not know that vocational school was going to be like this. I did not choose 
it myself. When it was time to submit school selection documents, it was mowing 
time in the village, so my father was away. We gave the documents to my middle 
school teacher. Although I had a high score, my teacher decided that I should 
attend this school. They wouldn’t let me go to a different school or study from 
home. Now, I am being patient, trying my best to get through it… We have odd 
opportunities.”  
12th grade Vocational and Technical Anatolian High School boarding student, Muş

“I will be honest, in my family, knowing the Qur’an well and understanding religion 
is highly respected. So, I grew up thinking that I would attend Qur’an courses 
outside of school, but then I changed my mind and decided not to go. Sometime 
later, I had some problems at school, and my family asked me to register to open 
high school and take Qur’an courses. When I refused, we had a conflict. Still,  
I think I will make it work.”  
Open High School student, 12th grade, İstanbul

Although attending university might be beneficial in terms of delaying marriage, it 
may not always benefit employment prospects. According to OECD data, in 2019, 44% 
of women between the ages of 20 and 24 were not in school, employment, or training. The 
same rate for men in the same age group was 22%.79 

77  Durmuş, 2019. 

78  Expressed in the focus group meetings held in Urfa and Yozgat. 

79  OECD, 2022.  
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“For example, take a girl who does her best to study and spends all that effort 
under the current educational conditions. But she also thinks to herself, ‘Okay, 
I will study and earn a degree, yet I might be unemployed after school.’ This is a 
nightmare scenario without a doubt… Many graduate only to see that their efforts 
were not enough. And I met people who are hesitant to study because of this. Even 
our teachers tell us: ‘Don’t worry about taking the KPSS [civil service] exam, just find 
a job that doesn’t require it. Secure your future.”  
Anatolian High School student, 11th grade Bitlis

In addition to supporting girls in choosing the right field and right university, a general 
support for enhancing their skills, such as providing them access to opportunities such as 
obtaining a driver’s license and occupational and entrepreneurial trainings, would help to 
facilitate the transition from education to employment. .  

Supporting girls’ developmental areas and occupational choices are critical for their 
transition into work and for increasing enrollment rates in each generation. Gender 
can heavily influence girls’ selection of academic fields and professions. Female students 
constitute 95% of all students graduating from the fields of child development and education, 
hand-crafts technologies, and services for the elderly and the ill, but conversely only 1% of all 
students graduating from the fields of metal technologies, air conditioning systems, and motor 
vehicle technologies.80 Gender differences can also be clearly seen in the fields selected by 
vocational and technical high school students.81 Based on a 2018 PISA survey, among students 
in Turkey who were asked about their job expectations by the age of 30, 33% of the boys who 
had received high scores in science and/or mathematics reported that they expected to work 
in engineering and science, whereas only 22% of girls had this expectation.82 For girls to be 
able to independently orient towards the professions they are interested in, role models are 
equally as important as counseling and mentorship.  

Findings on an Ecosystem that Supports Girls

In analyzing the distribution of activities conducted by the organizations included in this 
study, it was found that those that focus on academic training and providing girls financial 
support were the most common.  Activities that focus on increasing the number of 
quality services and safe environments that girls have access to and on strengthening 
the ecosystem that girls are a part of were limited in number (ANNEX-Graph 5-13).83  

When organizational activities and projects included in this study were analyzed by the 
ecosystem component they focus on,  teachers appeared to be the most frequently 
targeted group (after children, obviously), followed by families. The least targeted group 
of these projects was administrators (ANNEX-Graph 4, Graph 6).84

80  ERG, 2021; MoNE, 2018.

81  ERG, 2021. 

82  Düşkün and Korlu, 2021, p. 20.

83  These graphs include 121 organizations.  

84  These graphs include 121 organizations. 
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In addition to the findings on girls’ access to education and on their needs during various 
developmental stages, below are the findings on how families, neighborhood communities, 
and schools contribute to creating an ecosystem “that supports girls’ access to education 
and complete education with most gains”:

Parents do not cope well with adolescence. Parents often rationalize their decisions to not 
enroll their daughters (and sons) in school, or send them to school, or to get them married 
at an early age. For instance, they see adolescent dating as a major threat and consider 
marriage as a protection against it. Parents who are faced with circumstances (economic, 
social, physical, political, etc.) that make them feel “insecure” “rationalize” these options 
through recourse to cultural and social norms. Therefore, it is crucial that “best practices” or 
“role models” that show families different alternatives to these ingrained norms be available 
in the neighborhoods.

The dynamics between daughters and fathers and between sons and mothers begin to change 
during adolescence. According to a teacher that participated in the focus group meetings, 
a daughter is perceived as “a member of the opposite sex” once they enter puberty, and 
fathers stop playing with them.85  Families need support in learning more about the sexual 
and reproductive health of their children, in coping with the social and psychological changes 
their children are going through, and in meeting their children’s needs during adolescence.

Peer bullying in the neighborhoods and schools continues to be a serious problem 
for children coming from vulnerable groups. Physical abuse, in the case of boys, and 
sexual and verbal abuse, in the case of girls, push them away from school. According 
to a survey from TIMSS 2019 in Turkey, 9% of all 4th graders and 4% of all 8th graders faced 
peer bullying at least once a week.86 Peer bullying was brought up most often by the experts 
that work with refugee children and their families.

“I have some trouble at school because of the boys. I don’t know… Before I didn’t 
have glasses, and they used to tease me. And because I am Syrian, they always 
think I’m Kurdish. I don’t know, they are always messing around…” 
Middle School student, 8th grade, Urfa.

“There are lots of fights, and some of these fights are at school. Sometimes, it’s 
really dangerous around the school… Some of the 8th graders carry knives and 
guns and stuff.”  
Middle School student, 6th grade, İstanbul

Teachers do not feel competent dealing with the neglect and abuse students go 
through at home or the peer bullying they experience at school.  During both focus 
groups held with teachers, teachers expressed their feelings of inadequacy when they faced 
with these situations and stated that they did not receive enough support from the school. 

85  Focus group meeting with teachers, October 18, 2021.

86  ERG, December 9, 2020.
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“…one of the biggest problems is that we also lack confidence sometimes, because 
we find ourselves unequipped. We need support in certain areas. Fortunately, I had 
received art and therapy training. I used to try to intervene right away by asking 
things like, ‘Oh, you don’t like your home?’, or ‘Is that what you are going through?’ 
During this training, I learned that abuse can be crippling… I wish there was a 
support hotline or something. When I hear about a girl going through something… I 
should be able to direct her there. We are also drowned in misinformation.” 
Visual Arts Teacher, Special Education Middle School

When teachers see that the cases they refer to social services are not addressed, they begin to 
request help less often. Instead of only strengthening the child protection system at schools, 
the child protection and social services system needs to be improved comprehensively 
to meet all children’s needs. For neglect and abuse cases, creating a network of lawyers, 
counselors, and child protection experts would help teachers identify the barriers girls are 
facing and implement the proper interventions.

V. IN LIEU OF CONCLUSION

Focusing on girls who do not have access to education, girls who are not in school despite 
being enrolled, and girls who do not receive a quality education despite completing schooling, 
and combining the capability and ecological systems approaches, this study analyzed the 
degree to which organizations working on girls’ education support girls’ capabilities and girl-
centered ecosystems. The findings of this study provide valuable insight for all stakeholders 
in girls’ education and are summarized below.  

As most official data from TurkStat, child-related ministries, and municipal governments 
are not separated by children’s age group, district, and neighborhood, nor are they shared 
publicly. Thus, policy recommendations and the policies created based on the available 
data remain deficient.87 The capability approach highlights the importance of designing 
interventions based on the varying needs of girls from different age groups and living 
conditions. To identify these different needs, the data available need to be separated by 
province/district/neighborhood. Gaps in data collection could be filled by establishing 
research consortiums that use experimental methods and by ensuring girls’ participation 
as stakeholders in the research processes. 

In the past, many effective national campaigns have been run, including the well-known 
“Girls, Let’s Go to School” and “Dad, Send Me to School” campaigns, which have had a 
positive impact on girls’ enrollment rates. While the impact of these campaigns is still fresh, 
designing interventions focusing on the dynamics and needs at the local level would 
build on past achievements, supporting not only girls’ access to education but also their 
developmental needs.

87  Erginli and Fidan, 2021.
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To render the interventions that focus on girls effective and sustainable, girls should identify 
their own needs and brainstorm for solutions, which would first require supporting them in 
acquiring the capabilities to do so. The girl-centered program design88 offers a systematic 
framework for girls’ participation in the research, application, and evaluation of programs. 

As demonstrated with this study, girls’ education is an extensive subject involving many 
stakeholders with experiences and competencies in a variety of areas, from child protection 
to health services. The framework created in this study demonstrates the need for 
comprehensive solutions to create ecosystems that support girls’ “freedom to achieve” 
and their capabilities, and also highlights the importance of collaborating with other 
stakeholders though a collective impact initiative.89

88  Austrian and Ghati, 2010.

89  Kania and Kramer. 2011. 
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