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Gendered barriers to 
education for refugee girls in 
Tongogara Camp, Zimbabwe 

Abstract

It is widely recognised that education plays a critical role in achieving 
gender equality, yet refugee girls face significant challenges in 
accessing education globally. This study, grounded on feminist 
theory, explores girls’ gendered barriers to education in Zimbabwe’s 
Tongogara Refugee Camp. Through focus group discussions 
and face-to-face interviews with 124 girls and boys, 45 parents/
guardians, and 30 key informants (Ministry officials, teachers, 
camp officials, and NGO workers), the study examines how gender 
intersects with the vulnerabilities of displacement to create a 
complex web of challenges. These include the prioritisation of boys’ 
education, increased domestic burdens on girls, limited access to 
menstrual hygiene products, and heightened protection risks. The 
study underscores the remarkable resilience of refugee girls to 
persevere in their education despite facing significant challenges. 
The findings emphasise the need for gender-transformative 
interventions that address the root causes of educational inequality 
and empower refugee girls to access quality education. The study 
proposes a model of gendered barriers to education. It recommends 
that policymakers, practitioners, and humanitarian actors promote 
educational equity and empowerment for refugee girls in Zimbabwe 
and beyond. This research contributes to a nuanced understanding 
of the intersection of gender, displacement, and education, with 
implications for humanitarian interventions and educational policy 
in refugee settings.

Keywords: Gender disparities, refugee girls, education barriers, 
Zimbabwe, feminist grounded theory

1.	 Introduction
Education is a fundamental human right and a critical 
pathway to individual and societal development (UNESCO, 
2016). Yet, millions of refugee girls worldwide struggle to 
access it due to complex gender barriers rooted in societal 
inequalities and exacerbated by displacement. This study 
explores challenges impeding refugee girls’ access to quality 
education in Zimbabwe’s Tongogara Refugee Camp. In 
Zimbabwe, despite constitutional guarantees, refugee girls 
face disproportionate educational exclusion. Cultural norms 
prioritising boys’ education, economic hardships, and lack 
of gender-responsive infrastructure and facilities compound 
these challenges (Rivera-Garrido, 2022; Bakewell, 2008). 
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Using a feminist-grounded theory approach for this study, we aim to understand how 
gender intersects with other social identities to shape educational opportunities for refugee 
girls. The study addresses the following research questions:

•	 What gendered barriers to education do refugee girls in Tongogara Camp face, and how 
do these intersect with other social identities?

•	 How do pre-existing gender inequalities and displacement-specific challenges shape 
refugee girls’ educational experiences?

•	 What model can inform policy and practice for achieving global equitable education access 
for refugee girls?

This research aims to inform evidence-based interventions promoting educational equity, 
empowerment, and resilience for refugee girls in Zimbabwe and beyond.

2.	 Theoretical framework: Feminist theory
This study is grounded in the feminist philosophy, which promotes women’s voices and 
experiences. Feminist theory examines how societal structures, norms, and values perpetuate 
gender inequality, particularly for refugee girls like those in Tongogara Camp. By focusing on 
the intersection of gender, displacement, and cultural expectations, feminist theory highlights 
the unique challenges these girls face in accessing quality education. These challenges include 
traditional gender roles, systemic discrimination, and the prioritisation of boys’ education. This 
perspective underscores the need for a comprehensive approach to address the multi-faceted 
barriers that limit educational opportunities for refugee girls across the globe.

Feminism emerged in the Western world as a movement and struggle for equal rights 
and social justice for women. Feminist movements challenged and critiqued patriarchal forms 
of knowledge. These forms of knowledge were based on positivist approaches, which, by 
privileging men’s experiences, rendered women invisible as researchers and as knowers or 
research subjects (see, for example, Collins, 2000; Pinnick, 1994). In critiquing the mainstream/
male stream knowledge production, feminists reject the idea of objective truth, arguing that 
knowledge production is historically and socially embedded within specific geographical 
spaces and time. This approach subsequently gave birth to feminist epistemologies, 
represented by the different feminist waves. However, we subsequently witnessed the critique 
of feminist epistemologies involving the erasure of difference and privileging of white, Western, 
heterosexual, middle-class women/voices. Solutions to this have included the Black feminist 
standpoint theories and the advancement of theoretical concepts such as intersectionality 
(Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1989).

An intersectional approach in Black feminist research is relevant to this study as it 
challenges the essentialist conceptualisation of gender, ethnicity, and childhood. We also 
acknowledge the importance of understanding all knowledge as partial and situated (Prins, 
1995), as shown by the Tongogara Camp case study findings.

We pay attention to literature on African feminism. African scholars (for example, Kolawole, 
2002; Chilisa & Ntseane, 2010; Oyewumi, 2004) have blamed mainstream feminisms for 
being Eurocentric, questioning their applicability when it comes to African women’s lived 
experiences and socio-economic and cultural realities. Chilisa and Ntseane (2010) have 
argued that African women inhabit particular social locations, as influenced by their ethnicity 
and patriarchal norms, and that some of these factors intersect in a very complex way as they 
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shape women’s experiences in different spheres. Furthermore, scholars such as Oyewumi 
(2004) have critiqued Western approaches to feminist research for privileging individualism, 
for instance, seeking to understand the subordination of women within the context of the 
nuclear family. The main argument is that the African family needs to be understood as a 
community of belonging constituted by different family unions, kinship networks, and other 
social relationships. This understanding of family aligns with the African notion of Ubuntu and 
ethics of collectivism and communal interdependence. The individual is understood to owe 
their existence to the community (Mugumbate et al., 2023), a concept which also links with the 
debates on childhood. The ‘new sociology of childhood’ which emerged in the 1990s, critiqued 
the universalisation and normalisation of Eurocentric notions of childhood and advocated for 
the need for ‘childhood to be seen in context and as socially and culturally constructed’ (Punch 
& Tisdall, 2012: 4). This literature acknowledges that childhoods ‘are as diverse as worldwide 
cultures, shaped by the conception and status of children in different cultures’ (Qamar, 2022: 
610). Reflecting on childhoods in non-western collectivist and patriarchal contexts, Qamar 
(2022: 615) argues that the: 

African context is one of the examples from the global south where children ensure the 
socio-economic well-being of their parents. They contribute to several domestic chores, 
including looking after their younger siblings. ... They are helpers, a source of … social 
security for their parents. They hold emotional and economic value for the parents. 

This study uses a feminist grounded theory approach to investigate the gendered cultural 
norms and the challenges that refugee girls experience in Zimbabwe’s education system. This 
framework combines the benefits of grounded theory in developing new theories from data 
with the critical perspective of feminist theory to understand better how gender inequities and 
cultural norms contribute to these challenges.

3.	 Population displacement: A gendered perspective
Conflict zones generate many constraints that disproportionately curtail the ability of girls to 
obtain education (Faek, 2024). The process starts with the physical devastation of schools and 
infrastructure, which hinders the educational system’s capacity to operate and restricts the 
establishment of safe learning settings, especially for girls. Displacement frequently exposes 
girls to increased safety hazards, such as sexual abuse and exploitation (Machel, 1998). The 
apprehension regarding their well-being deters girls and their families from enrolling them in 
schools, especially those distant or lacking adequate security protocols (Plan International, 
2017). The absence of education exacerbates this and perpetuates a harmful cycle.

Refugee girls frequently bear the weight of pre-existing gender disparities that are 
intensified by the experience of displacement. Moser’s (2012) study demonstrates that cultural 
norms prioritising boys’ schooling become further ingrained during times of crisis. Miller and 
Reichman (2007) further highlight the worldwide phenomenon of girls being withdrawn from 
school to assist with home tasks or generate revenue, which further endangers their scholastic 
prospects. Refugee female students in Zimbabwe could be facing similar challenges.

Conflict and political instability significantly impair educational institutions, particularly 
impeding females’ access to education (UNESCO, 2016). Fragile states frequently suffer from 
a scarcity of resources and inadequate infrastructure, which hinders their ability to deliver high-
quality education, particularly in contexts where people have been displaced. This predicament 
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is worsened by the collapse of social systems that have traditionally provided support for girls’ 
education. In April 2014, Boko Haram insurgents kidnapped 276 girls from a Nigerian school, 
serving as a notable illustration of the group’s impact (Faek, 2024). This incident reveals the 
extremist ideologies held by specific organisations and groups that oppose the education 
of girls. According to Zvavahera et al. (2021), there is a belief that females should remain 
confined to their homes, marry at an early age and look after the family. This view perpetuates 
a cycle of violence and deprives them of the opportunities that education can provide.

The impact of economic pressures on the prevalence of early marriage is a sad narrative 
resulting in a lack of social nets for the refugee girl child. It is further compounded by significant 
financial limitations, compelling young girls to enter matrimony early or engage in cheap 
labour to contribute to the household’s financial needs (Lebni et al., 2023). This not only 
denies female children access to education but also perpetuates the cycle of poverty and 
constrains their prospects.

Displacement frequently immerses families in financial adversity and food insecurity, 
and families often have to look elsewhere to supplement their rations, including vending. 
Bakewell’s studies (2008) emphasise that refugee girls may face increased pressure to 
juggle school and assume greater domestic responsibilities or engage in income-generating 
activities to supplement food rations for their families that have remained static at 10 kg maize 
meal per individual, 2kg of sugar beans, 2kg of corn-soya blend, 750 ml vegetable oil, 500g 
of sugar and 250g of salt. The current food basket provides 1,928kCal/person/day (UNHCR, 
2018). The economic pressure gives rise to a harmful cycle, as the absence of education 
restricts their ability to earn money in the future, sustaining poverty levels. Although education 
is acknowledged as a fundamental right (UNESCO, 2016), refugee girls in Zimbabwe and 
other parts of the world encounter numerous gender-related obstacles that hinder their ability 
to attend school.

The welfare and security of girls who have been forced to leave their homes is a significant 
issue of concern. The fear of sexual abuse and exploitation, which is intensified in unfamiliar 
surroundings, acts as a deterrent to school attendance, especially in schools that lack 
adequate security measures or are situated distant from displacement camps (UNFPA, 2001). 
This issue is exacerbated by the absence of psycho-social services in schools, which hinders 
girls from effectively dealing with any trauma they may have encountered.

Humanitarian endeavours are of utmost importance in providing vital support for the 
education of girls who have been forced to leave their homes. Nevertheless, studies 
conducted by organisations such as Plan International (2017) indicate that current initiatives 
may not adequately cater to the specific requirements related to gender, such as the provision 
of sanitation facilities and menstrual hygiene products in schools.

4.	 The Zimbabwean context
Zimbabwe has over 22,000 refugees, mainly from the Great Lakes region, including the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Burundi, Somalia, and Rwanda (UNHCR, 2022). 
Refugees in Zimbabwe are recognised under the 1983 Refugees Act, which substantially 
incorporates the provisions of the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1969 Organisation 
of African Unity (OAU) Convention. However, the Government of Zimbabwe has amended 
some provisions of the Refugee Convention, including Article 17 (the right to wage-earning 
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employment) and Article 26 (the right to freedom of movement). Furthermore, while historically, 
Zimbabwe’s refugee legislation provided for local integration and naturalisation of refugees, 
in recent years, the country has adopted a camp confinement policy. In the context of the 
country’s deteriorating economic and political situation, confining refugees in camps implies 
that refugees mainly depend on humanitarian assistance, which may not be adequate.

Zimbabwe’s camp confinement policy mandates that refugees inhabit specific locations, 
such as Tongogara Refugee Camp, to enhance security, optimise resource allocation, and 
facilitate legal procedures concerning asylum. Centralising refugees enables authorities to 
alleviate security concerns and administer assistance more effectively. Nevertheless, these 
camps frequently entail challenges such as limited access to potable water, healthcare 
services, and congested living environments. Refugees have limitations on formal 
employment; however, efforts to offer skills training for income-generating activities are in 
place. Education is emphasised, with NGOs and the UNHCR facilitating educational initiatives 
despite constrained resources and facilities to integrate children into the national curriculum.

5.	 Methodology
This study employed a qualitative research design using a feminist grounded theory approach. 
The feminist grounded theory was chosen for its ability to uncover the complex, nuanced, and 
often hidden realities of marginalised groups, such as the gendered barriers to education faced 
by refugee girls in Tongogara Camp, while also foregrounding their voices and experiences 
(Mohajana & Mohajana, 2022).

5.1	 Sample and sampling strategy
Data were drawn from 124 in-school and out-of-school children and youths, 45 parents and 
guardians, and 30 key informants from the Camp administrator, NGO representatives, Ministry 
of Primary and Secondary Education officials, and teachers. Purposive sampling was used to 
select participants from the following categories: 

•	 Refugee girls aged 6-18 residing in Tongogara Camp (n=66)

•	 Refugee boys aged 6-18 residing in Tongogara Camp (n=58)

•	 Parents/caregivers of refugee girls (n=30)

•	 Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education officials (n=10)

•	 Teachers working with refugee girls in Tongogara Camp (n=14)

•	 Camp official (n=1)

•	 Representatives from NGOs working on education and gender issues in Tongogara Camp 
(n=5)

•	 Parents/caregivers of refugee boys (n=15).

5.2	Data collection
Data were collected through focus group discussions (FGDs) and semi-structured interviews 
with an interview guide covering perceived barriers, gender dynamics, and recommendations. 
Eighteen FGDs were conducted with 124 participants, including in-school and out-of-school 
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refugee girls and boys. Each FDG had 6-8 participants, ensuring a balance of gender, disability, 
and schooling status within each group, as their perspectives were crucial for understanding 
the full spectrum of educational barriers. Interviews were conducted individually with parents, 
caregivers, teachers, camp officials, and NGO representatives. Trained research assistants, 
sensitive to the cultural context and the potential for re-traumatisation, conducted all interviews 
and FGDs in the participants’ preferred language (i.e. Shona, Swahili, French, and English).

Discussions lasted 60-90 minutes, while interviews took between 30 to 60 minutes. All 
focus group discussions and interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent and 
transcribed verbatim. Field notes documenting observations and researcher reflections 
supplemented the transcripts. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was 
reached, where no new themes or categories emerged from the data.

5.3	Data analysis
Transcribed data from FGDs and interviews were analysed using the constant comparative 
method, which is central to grounded theory (Heath & Cowley, 2004). This iterative process 
involved comparing data to identify recurring themes, patterns, categories, and relationships. 
Open coding, focused coding, and theoretical sampling were employed, with memo-writing 
used to document emerging hypotheses and synthesise findings. A feminist analytical lens 
was applied to unpack how gender norms, power dynamics, and intersecting social identities 
shape educational barriers and facilitators for refugee girls.

5.4	Ethical considerations
Ethical approval was obtained from the Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education in 
Zimbabwe, the Refugee Protection Unit and the Institutional Review Board at the participating 
universities. Informed consent was secured from all the participants, ensuring anonymity and 
confidentiality. Special attention was given to the safety and well-being of refugee participants, 
including providing psycho-social support resources. The research team engaged in ongoing 
reflection to mitigate power imbalances and uphold feminist principles.

5.5	Rigor and trustworthiness
To enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings, this study employed triangulation 
of data sources, including interviews, focus group discussions, and field notes, to ensure a 
comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. The research team, 
comprised of both female and male researchers with diverse backgrounds (including gender, 
education, and immigration), engaged in ongoing reflexivity, critically examining their own 
biases and assumptions throughout the research process. This reflexive practice helped to 
mitigate potential power imbalances and ensure that the research remained grounded in 
the experiences and perspectives of the participants. The research team further established 
rapport and trust with the participants by enlisting the help of community leaders who 
understood the nuances of the context. This approach facilitated open and honest dialogue, 
allowing participants to freely share their experiences and perspectives. A detailed audit trail 
of the data analysis process was maintained, documenting the coding decisions and category 
development, ensuring transparency, and facilitating the replication of the study’s findings. 
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6.	 Limitations
The study acknowledges limitations, including being located within a protracted crisis. This 
presents access constraints, making the study context-specific. However, insights may 
transfer to similar contexts. Additionally, the study focused on girls aged 6-18, excluding the 
experiences of younger girls and adult women, which may differ significantly. Despite these 
limitations, this study provides valuable insights into the gendered barriers to education faced 
by refugee girls in Zimbabwe. By employing a feminist grounded theory approach, the study 
has foregrounded the voices of these girls and highlighted the need for gender-transformative 
interventions that address the root causes of educational inequality. The findings have 
implications for policy and practice within Zimbabwe and other refugee contexts globally. The 
next section presents the findings of the study.

7.	 Findings
Guided by the feminist grounded theory, the study explored the multi-faceted challenges refugee 
girls face in accessing and participating in quality education within Zimbabwe’s Tongogara 
Refugee Camp. Most refugees in Tongogara Camp are from the Great Lakes region of Africa, 
including the DRC, Burundi, Rwanda, and Somalia (UNHCR, 2023). These countries share 
some cultural similarities, such as a strong emphasis on family and community ties, traditional 
gender roles, and a history of conflict and displacement. These refugees come from diverse 
ethnic backgrounds, speak different languages, and practice different religions. The refugees 
flee conflicts related to ethnic violence, political instability, and militia activities in their home 
countries. Most refugees arrive at the camp with limited resources and have faced economic 
hardships due to displacement. The camp aims to provide refugees with humanitarian aid, 
education, and support while fostering social integration and peaceful coexistence among 
communities. The research unveils the complex interplay of gendered barriers that impede 
educational equity for this vulnerable population through in-depth interviews and focus group 
discussions with girls, parents, teachers, camp officials, and NGO representatives. 

7.1	 Pre-existing gender inequalities exacerbated by displacement
The study revealed deeply ingrained cultural norms and attitudes that prioritise boys’ 
education over girls’, particularly for girls from lower socio-economic backgrounds. These 
norms often manifest in the prioritisation of boys’ education and the relegation of girls to 
domestic roles, limiting their educational opportunities and aspirations. A parent from the 
Camp community explained:

In our culture, boys are expected to be the breadwinners, so their education is more 
important. Girls should focus on learning life skills like cooking and cleaning to prepare 
them for marriage and motherhood. This is how it has always been.

Field observations confirmed this, with girls frequently seen performing domestic chores while 
boys were attending school. The displacement experience exacerbated the pre-existing issue 
of early marriage, further disrupting girls’ educational trajectories. A female teacher recounted:

Many families marry off their daughters at an early age (especially to local families 
outside the camp) at a young age, thinking it will protect and fend for them. However, this 
effectively ends their schooling, shattering their dreams.
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Their plight highlights how displacement can push families towards harmful coping mechanisms 
that perpetuate gender inequality. The economic hardships of displacement disproportionately 
affect girls’ education. Many families reported struggling to make ends meet despite receiving 
support from NGOs operating in the camp. Parents indicated that girls, more often than boys, 
sacrifice their education to take up low-paid jobs or spend long hours selling wares for survival. 
A teacher in the study stated:

Many girls drop out of school because their families cannot afford the costs. Sometimes, 
they have to choose between sending a boy or a girl to school; often, the daughter is left 
behind, which is culturally acceptable.

Reflecting on her lived experience, a 12-year-old refugee girl related:

My brother gets to go to school every day, but I often have to stay home and help with 
household chores when situations call. My parents say it is because I am a girl and my 
place is in the home.

During a home visit, we observed the male child doing homework while the female child 
cooked. When asked about this, the mother stated that it is the girl’s responsibility to help with 
household chores. 

Related to this is the issue of unconscious gender bias among teachers, which can 
negatively affect girls’ learning experiences and outcomes. A refugee girl related:

Sometimes, teachers focus more on the boys in class, calling on them more frequently 
and offering them more praise, making us girls feel like we are not as capable.

During a classroom observation visit, it was noted that the teacher called on male students 
more frequently than female students, even when the female students raised their hands, 
confirming the issue of unconscious gender bias as engrained in societal and cultural norms.

More broadly, societal expectations and stereotypes regarding girls’ roles can limit their 
access to education and reinforce gender inequalities. A 17-year-old boy shared:

People in the community often say that girls do not need much education. They say that 
their place is in the home, getting married, and having children.

7.2	Life in the camp: Questions of security and sexual harassment
Findings from the study have shown that the crowded environment of the Tongogara 
Refugee Camp exposes girls to considerable protection risks, such as sexual exploitation 
and harassment. This security threat prevents some parents from sending their daughters to 
school. One parent shared:

Females sometimes get sexually abused when they go out to collect firewood. Some of 
these incidences are not reported … as most women come from situations where rape 
and sexual abuse, and exploitation are frequently used as tools of war and, therefore, 
may not report “minor abuses” in a place of relative safety. 

Field observations confirmed that the lack of adequate lighting and security measures in and 
around the camp exacerbated these concerns. We can see that while designed to protect 
vulnerable populations from immediate harm, refugee camps themselves are often unsafe, 
and increasingly, they undermine the protection and well-being of female refugees, mostly 
young girls.
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The absence of adequate psycho-social support in schools hinders girls’ ability to cope 
with the trauma of displacement and its impact on their education. A female parent interviewed 
in the study expressed concern:

My daughter is exhibiting signs of social withdrawal and is experiencing difficulty 
maintaining focus in school. She experiences recurring distressing dreams regarding the 
traumatic experiences we endured.

The concern above highlights the need for targeted interventions to address the psychological 
well-being of refugee girls. Observations during school visits further revealed that irrespective 
of the presence of trained counsellors and dedicated spaces for emotional support; girls 
continue to grapple with their trauma.

Engaging with girls in this study highlighted that girls were often restricted from attending 
educational tours outside the camp as a measure of protection. We noted that when 
educational tours are arranged outside the camp for more than a day, parents generally feel 
that girls are susceptible to exploitation and need to be in ‘safe spaces’ always. A 14-year-old 
girl had this to say:

Our parents think that we risk being exploited when we attend educational tours, 
especially those that are run outside the camp for some days. These educational tours 
are critical to enhancing our progress, and failure to attend means we are pegged back 
in our pursuit of education. These conservative social norms and insecurities impact girls’ 
progress in education. 

7.3	Period poverty: Access to menstrual products and hygienic spaces
Limited access to menstrual hygiene products severely impacted girls’ regular attendance and 
participation in school activities, as reported by female students in focus group discussions. A 
14-year-old girl highlighted that: 

When I am on my menses, I do not go to school because my mother told me the 
sacredness of blood. I was taught that a woman should be vigilant and should conceal 
her menstrual blood. From my cultural perspective, such concealment is a required self-
disciplinary practice.

One teacher explained that:

During their mensuration periods, some girls miss school due to insufficient sanitary 
supplies. How can they focus on learning if they are worried about leakage and stains?

This sentiment highlights the link between menstrual hygiene and girls’ educational 
participation. In this study, we gathered that a lack of facilities (incinerators) for disposing of 
menstrual pads often systematically excludes girls from attending classes. The situation is 
worsened by the cultural and pervasive beliefs held about blood. 

7.4	When education becomes technology-based
In this study, we discovered that when education and learning migrated to a technology-based 
delivery mode (as was the case during the COVID-19 pandemic), boys were two and a half 
times more likely to have access to gadgets and facilities that facilitate remote learning than 
girls. This unequal access to technology across genders and other social inequalities shape 
girls’ access to education as secondary recipients after boys. A 16-year-old girl had this to say:
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My parents said that they could not afford to get me a smartphone to facilitate remote 
learning for my homework. They prioritised my brother, who in an African setting is 
thought to be a father, protector, and provider for us. 

We discovered that in family settings where digital access was a challenge because resources 
were already constrained, priority, especially for doing homework and related work tasks, was 
given to boys’ work at the expense of girls’ work. In one of the FGDs, one boy had this to say:

My parents bought me a tablet, and my sister was told to wait until finances improved so 
that they could consider her. For now, things are tight, and she has to understand this. 

7.5	Resilience and agency
The refugee girls demonstrated a strong desire for education and a commitment to overcoming 
the barriers they were facing. They expressed their dreams of becoming doctors, teachers, 
and engineers, highlighting their unwavering ambition and belief in the transformative power 
of education. One student stated:

I want to be a doctor so I can help my community. I know it will be difficult, but I am 
determined to succeed (girl, 17 years old).

Another 15-year-old girl stated:

Education is the key to my future. I will not let anything stop me from achieving my goals. 
I have to persevere to get there. Education, in my view, will liberate girls from cultural 
limitations and empower them to achieve social, economic, and personal autonomy.

These goals were not ephemeral wishes but were based on a profound comprehension of 
the significance of education for individual empowerment and community advancement. 
Collaborative efforts between the Government, families, schools, and NGOs can create a 
supportive environment for girls’ education.

Amplifying girls’ voices and raising awareness about gender inequalities are crucial for 
promoting transformative change. During focus group discussions, girls strongly desired to be 
heard and have their experiences acknowledged. One girl stated: “We need the world to know 
what we are going through. Our voices matter, and this is about our future.’’

Another 13-year-old girl added,

We are not just victims. We are strong and resilient. We have the power and will to 
overcome these challenges if we work together and get the support we need.

These powerful statements highlight the importance of creating platforms for girls to share 
their stories and advocate for their rights. Additionally, raising awareness about the structural 
and systemic barriers that impede refugee girls’ education is essential for mobilising support 
and resources for change.

8.	 Discussion
The study’s findings resonate with existing literature and the feminist theory on the gendered 
barriers to education faced by refugee girls globally. As observed in this study, the deeply 
ingrained cultural norms and attitudes prioritising boys’ education over girls’ align with previous 
research highlighting the persistence of traditional gender roles and expectations in many 
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societies (Rivera-Garrido, 2022; Moser, 2012). These norms often manifest in the prioritisation 
of boys’ education and the relegation of girls to domestic roles, limiting their educational 
opportunities and aspirations. The study’s findings also echo the well-documented impact 
of displacement on exacerbating pre-existing gender inequalities. Displacement can disrupt 
social support systems and increase economic pressures on families, leading to girls being 
withdrawn from school to take on domestic responsibilities or engage in income-generating 
activities (Bakewell, 2008). The study’s findings on early marriage further underscore this point, 
demonstrating how displacement can push families towards harmful coping mechanisms that 
perpetuate gender inequality. The situation at Tongogara Camp is contrary to the feminist 
principle of gender equality, particularly regarding women’s right to have their voices heard 
(Collins, 2000; Pinnick, 1994).

Furthermore, the study’s findings on the lack of gender-responsive infrastructure and the 
heightened protection risks faced by refugee girls align with previous research, highlighting 
the importance of safe and inclusive learning environments for girls’ education (UNHCR, 
2022; Plan International, 2017). The absence of adequate sanitation facilities and menstrual 
hygiene management provisions, as well as the fear of sexual exploitation and abuse, can 
significantly deter girls from attending school and participating fully in their education. The 
specific context of Tongogara Camp, with its crowded conditions and limited resources, further 
exacerbates these challenges.

The psycho-social distress experienced by refugee girls due to trauma, as highlighted in 
this study, is also consistent with previous research on the mental health consequences of 
forced displacement (Miller & Reichman, 2007; UNFPA, 2001). This distress can significantly 
hinder their ability to learn and succeed in school. The lack of adequate psycho-social support 
in schools, as observed in Tongogara Camp, further compounds this issue.

However, the study also reveals the resilience and agency of refugee girls, who express 
a strong desire for education and a commitment to overcoming barriers. This finding aligns 
with a growing body of literature emphasising the importance of recognising and amplifying 
the voices of marginalised girls in research and policymaking (Zvavahera et al., 2021). By 
bringing the experiences and perspectives of refugee girls to the fore, this study contributes to 
a more nuanced understanding of the challenges they face and the potential solutions that can 
empower them to achieve their educational goals. The study’s findings on the collaborative 
efforts between families, schools, and NGOs highlight the importance of a multi-faceted 
approach to addressing the gendered barriers to education in displacement settings. This 
research corroborates the Black feminist perspective that challenges the static and immutable 
characteristics of gender, ethnicity, and childhood, as articulated by Prins in 1995.

This study’s findings contribute to a growing body of evidence on the gendered barriers 
to education faced by refugee girls. The study offers locally relevant and globally applicable 
insights by grounding the analysis in the specific context of Tongogara Camp. The findings 
highlight the need for comprehensive, gender-responsive interventions that address the root 
causes of educational inequality and empower refugee girls to access quality education and 
achieve their full potential.
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9.	 A model of gendered barriers to education for refugee girls
This feminist-grounded theory study reveals the complex interplay of factors contributing to the 
educational marginalisation of refugee girls in Tongogara Camp, Zimbabwe. These barriers, 
deeply rooted in societal structures and exacerbated by displacement, create a formidable 
obstacle to girls’ access to and participation in quality education. Figure 1 illustrates this 
complex interplay.

The model highlights the need for multi-faceted interventions that address the 
immediate barriers and the underlying structural inequalities. A model that emphasises 
the interconnectedness of these factors and the need for holistic, gender-transformative 
interventions that address both the immediate barriers and the underlying structural inequalities 
that perpetuate them is critical. By recognising the diverse experiences and agency of refugee 
girls, this model can inform the development of more effective and sustainable strategies to 
promote educational equity and empowerment for this vulnerable population.
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with increased domestic and caregiving duties, menstrual hygiene limitations, and safety 
concerns like sexual exploitation and abuse, severely constrain refugee girls’ ability to attend 
and actively engage in school consistently. These barriers are further compounded by the 
economic hardships of displacement, which lead families to withdraw girls from school to 
contribute to household income or enter early marriage.
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To promote inclusive, equitable, and uninterrupted access to quality education for refugee 
girls in Tongogara Camp and similar settings, the study recommends the following:

a.	 Implement rights-based awareness-raising campaigns on gender equality for students, 
parents, and teachers to challenge harmful gender norms and practices and promote the 
value of girls’ education.

b.	 Invest in gender-responsive educational infrastructures, including safe spaces, separate 
and fully equipped sanitation facilities, and comprehensive reproductive health resources 
within schools.

c.	 Strengthen capacity building for teachers and school administrators on gender-sensitive 
pedagogy, trauma-informed teaching, and strategies to prevent and respond to gender-
based violence. 

d.	 Develop alternative, flexible learning pathways and modalities that accommodate refugee 
girls’ care work responsibilities and protection concerns, such as accelerated learning 
programmes, distance education, and non-formal education opportunities. 

e.	 Meaningfully engage with refugee communities, particularly refugee girls and women, to 
co-create context-specific, gender-transformative education policies that address the root 
causes of educational inequity.

By implementing these recommendations, policymakers and practitioners can create a 
more equitable and inclusive educational landscape for refugee girls, empowering them to 
overcome barriers and achieve their full potential. This, in turn, will contribute to the broader 
goals of sustainable development, social cohesion, and gender equality.
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