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Introduction

T
o ensure the voices of girls 

and marginalized and excluded 

children are heard by educa-

tion stakeholders such as teachers 

and government officials, Oxfam GB 

collaborated with Marafiki wa Elimu 

Dodoma (MED) and Women Wake Up 

(WOWAP) in Dodoma, RAFIKI Social 

Development Organization (RAFIKI 

SDO) and Kagera Women Councilors 

Network (KAWOCONET) in Shinyan-

By Aminah Jahangir and Neha Mankani

KEY FINDINGS:
• The My Rights, My Voice (MRMV) Students’ Baraza project was implement-

ed to empower female students to have a voice and space to demand better 
education services and participate in school decision-making processes.

• The project ensured that students’ voices and concerns, particularly girls’, were 
heard by a wide range of stakeholders. Seventy-five percent of female student 
leaders who participated in students’ barazas (baraza means “meeting” in Swahili) 
in project schools presented their concerns and demands in meetings with educa-
tion stakeholders and decision makers and were able to influence some decisions.

• The project increased self-esteem, confidence, leadership skills and the de-
sire of female students to become leaders in schools and within the commu-
nity. When the project started in 2011 there were no female head prefects in 
81 project schools.  But in subsequent project years, 74 female head prefects 
were democratically elected by students.

• The ability of female students to hold duty bearers accountable has improved. 
Sixty-two percent of female students asked critical questions about promises 
made by these individuals and demanded feedback. Teachers, village leaders, 
and education officers agreed to the practice of incorporating students’ claims 
into their meeting agendas and communicating resolutions to the students. 

• The project led to positive changes in attitudes and beliefs about female stu-
dents becoming leaders in schools and communities. There is now increased 
potential and hope for more female leaders in the communities.

My Rights, My Voice Students’ Baraza Project — 
Building Self-esteem, Confidence and Leadership 
Skills for Empowerment of Adolescent Girls 

CASE 
STUDY:

By Luhaga Makunja, Devis Makundi and Lubowa Eriasafu

Girls and marginalized chil-

dren’s voices and participation in 

decision-making provides them 

with practical ways to achieve 

their education needs. 

Oxfam 2011
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ga, and Pastoral Women’s Council (PWC) to develop the 

My Rights, My Voice (MRMV) Students’ Baraza project. The 

MRMV Students’ Baraza project was a three year initiative 

(2011 to 2014) implemented in 81 schools in the Dodoma, 

Arusha, and Shinyanga regions in Tanzania. The selection 

criteria for intervention in these regions were the educational 

need in the area, the willingness and ability of local govern-

ment to support the initiative, budget limitations, existence of 

Oxfam’s work in the areas, and accessibility of partners. Spe-

cific schools and districts were selected from among those 

serving rural and marginalized communities, in consultation 

with the local government bodies and partners involved. 

The overall goal of the project was to empower students, 

particularly girls, to voice their rights to education and par-

ticipation in school decision-making processes. The MRMV 

approach was transformative because it focused on develop-

ing the capacities of students as rights holders who can then 

take responsibility for demanding their own quality education. 

It also aimed to build female leaders for the future who have 

capacity and a good grounding in democracy and accountabil-

ity. The approach takes into account existing best practices, 

organizational structures, and legislative frameworks in Tan-

zania around gender equality, democracy, and education. The 

project gathered together a partnership of all the relevant ac-

tors and service providers that operate in the field of gender, 

democracy, and education. These actors worked together to 

build students’ awareness of their rights and entitlements, 

particularly female students, and create safe spaces for stu-

dents to demand their educational rights, voice their issues, 

and hold leaders accountable through the school governance 

structure, of which the students’ baraza is a part. 

Lead implementer Oxfam GB provided financial management, 

capacity development for regional implementing partners, 

evaluation of project achievements, and advocacy at the 

national level. The role of regional implementing partners MED, 

WOWAP, KAWOCONET, RAFIKI SDO, and PWC was to 

provide capacity development for students, teachers, district 

council education officers, parents and community champions.

Oxfam GB and partners learned valuable lessons from 

implementing the MRMV Students’ Baraza project about 

the potential for directly empowering students, especial-

ly girls, by providing them with opportunities to express 

themselves and understand governance processes by 

participating in school elections and students’ barazas. 

Doing so helped to boost the self-esteem, confidence, and 

leadership skills that are vital for girls to take action toward 

personal and social transformation.

This case study explores the solutions that have enabled 

the project to promote girls’ education and gender equality 

and investigates the factors that have contributed to posi-

tive change. It is part of the United Nations Girls’ Education 

Initiative’s (UNGEI’s) engagement in Tanzania and is expect-

ed to provide stakeholders working with children and youth 

with knowledge, guidance, and tools to empower female 

students to become leaders in their schools and communi-

ties and involved in decision-making processes. The results 

of the case study are also relevant to broader debates on 

girls’ education and gender equality globally, nationally and 

locally. The case study was developed using secondary data 

from the project’s monitoring and evaluation system and 

primary data collected through qualitative and participatory 

research with students and other project stakeholders.

Context in Tanzania
The Government of Tanzania amended the 1977 Consti-

tution in 2000 and 2004 to, among other things, increase 

women’s participation in the National Parliament and local 

authorities. In 2000, the government also formulated the 

Women and Gender Development Policy to bring the 1992 

Women in Development Policy (WID) in line with the Bei-

jing Platform for Action, a global commitment to advancing 

women’s rights. The goal was to mainstream gender in 

all policies, programmes, plans, strategies, budgets, and 

activities to bridge existing gender gaps at all levels. The 

National Strategy for Growth and Reduction of Poverty 

(NSGRP) promotes equitable access to primary and sec-

ondary education for both girls and boys, while the Primary 

Education Development Programmes (PEDP I and II) and 
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Secondary Education Development Programmes (SEDP 

I and II) emphasize equal participation of both female and 

male students in school governing processes. 

Despite all these achievements, women and girls in Tan-

zania continue to experience inequality at the personal, 

family, community, institutional, and structural levels. In 

2013, Tanzania’s net enrolment ratio in primary school for 

male and female students was 98 percent. But challenges 

remain, including dropouts and truancy that mostly affect 

girls; lack of services for children with disabilities; the low 

rate of girls’ transitions from primary to secondary school 

due to pregnancy and parental decisions; societal bias 

against girl’s education; infrastructural reasons such as 

fear of walking long distances to school (TEN/MET 2009; 

UNICEF 2013); and general poor quality. According to 

OECD (2012) and Oxfam (2011) in pre-primary, primary, 

and secondary schools, teachers tend to perpetuate a 

gender-insensitive learning environment and hence gender 

inequality. Boys are favored for most prominent student 

leadership positions and it is rare to find a girl occupying 

a head prefect position. One of the consequences is the 

limited ability of girls to grow as empowered citizens and 

become activists to promote their own well-being. In gen-

der terms, access to opportunities for women is markedly 

lower in all aspects of life, from paid employment and land 

ownership to tertiary education. 

Project objectives, 
strategies, and activities 
The MRMV Student’s Baraza project was a three-year 

initiative. The overall goal of the project was to empower 

students, particularly female students, to have a voice and 

space to demand better education services from all educa-

tion stakeholders including teachers and government offi-

cials, and to be able to participate in school decision-making 

processes. The three participating regions shared overall 

strategic approaches and worked toward the achievement of 

four common objectives by the end of the project’s lifetime: 

1. To empower students, particularly female students, 

to be able to collectively speak out for their rights to 

quality education and on their educational priorities;

2. To empower female students become effective lead-

ers in their schools and communities;

3. To enhance community and stakeholder engagement 

with student leaders to lobby for improvement in 

school governance processes; and 

4. To ensure that the MRMV Students’ Baraza model is 

adopted in the project area.

Oxfam’s human rights-based theory of change proposes 

that if citizens are aware of their rights and have the capacity 

to monitor the government’s delivery of services, they will 

monitor the government’s delivery of public services. The 

theory was adapted to the MRMV Students’ Baraza project 

to propose that building students’ awareness of their rights 

and entitlements and their capacity to monitor the delivery 

of educational services would prompt them to engage in 

monitoring education services using the school governance 

structures, of which the student councils are a part. The 

theory of change not only seeks to empower rights holders 

(students) to organize collectively to hold duty bearers ac-

countable, but also to enable the most marginalized groups, 

particularly girls, to have a voice in and be part of school 

decision-making.  Building students’ capacities refers to 

accessing information; developing relevant tools and means 

for monitoring; and creating new spaces, such as student 

councils, and using existing spaces such as school meet-

ings, girls’ clubs, community meetings and policy forums to 

voice their issues and hold leaders accountable. 

The MRMV Students’ Baraza project adopted a mix of 

strategies, including: 

Capacity development: Student voters and candidates 

were mentored and coached during elections and during 

the pre-election period. Student leaders, especially girls, 

were extensively mentored in post-election periods to 

enable them participate in student barazas and defend 

students’ rights to quality education. 

Advocacy: The project developed students’ abilities 

to voice and claim their rights to quality education. Stu-

dents were trained and supported to produce a number 

of student-friendly creative outputs such as videos, radio 

programmes, blogs, images, cartoons, stories, songs, ad-

vocacy messages, essays, and poems that could be used 

to engage in advocacy. The project also strengthened the 

capacity and skills of students, particularly girls, to cam-

paign and advocate for their rights. 

Civic awareness raising: Students were made aware of 

their right to quality education and how to use the students’ 

baraza to demand better education services and hold their 

leaders and duty bearers accountable. Project partners, 

teachers, education officers, and peer educators conducted 

school sessions and awareness-raising campaigns. 
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Formation of democratic and gender-sensitive students’ 

barazas: The project strengthened student capacity to view 

the election of student leaders from a gender perspective, 

encouraged female students to campaign for leadership 

position along side boys, and raised awareness of girls’ rights 

to participate in leadership and school governance structures. 

Parents, teachers, and male students were encouraged to 

support girls as well as boys in elections. Student electoral 

committees ensured that each leadership vacancy had equal 

numbers of male and female candidates. 

Building social movements: Parents, teachers, children, 

and local leaders were mobilized around education, gender, 

and students’ participation issues by stimulating changes 

to knowledge, attitudes, and practices.  The project encour-

aged them to instigate and demand the fulfillment of girls’ 

rights to education, protection, and participation through 

radio programmes, reflection meetings, sensitization meet-

ings, and other advocacy and campaign strategies. 

The project reached a total of 112,266 female and 75,542 

male direct beneficiaries and 350,698 female and 305,302 

male indirect beneficiaries. The direct beneficiaries were 

the total number of students in the 81 project intervention 

schools who participated in students’ baraza activities 

directly. The indirect beneficiaries were total number of 

students in all schools in the project’s regions who are 

expected to benefit by learning from or adopting MRMV 

best practices.

Key stakeholders and their roles:

• Teachers and head teachers: 2,560 teachers, includ-

ing the teacher mentors (who are direct beneficiaries 

as well) who supported the students’ baraza activities 

in their respective schools. 

• Parents: 430,561 parents (or members of commu-

nities with an active interest in education and the 

school), school champions, and school committee 

members who engaged in advocating to influence de-

cision makers for policy changes and implementation.

• District council officials: 450 district officials, 

including district education officials, councilors, and 

school inspectors who engaged in the roll-out of the 

project activities and provided clarification of educa-

tion policies.

At a national level the project intended to work with the Tan-

zania Education Network (TEN/MET) to ensure coordination 

with other civil society initiatives for advocacy.

The original plan was to engage national-level government 

officials from the Ministry of Education and Vocational 

Training, Ministry of Justice and Constitutional Affairs, and 

Ministry of Community Development, Gender and Children 

for the roll-out of project activities and for clarification of 

education policies. However the project did not reach them 

effectively as planned. The MRMV Students’ Baraza proj-

ect was an innovative project mainly focused on learning. 

The donor was not interested in funding project activities 

to strengthen advocacy and lobbying decision makers 

during the project roll-out. This component had very limited 

budget and only one meeting was conducted with limited 

number of national level stakeholders.

Through Student Baraza, we discussed the 

following challenges and contact[ed] teachers, 

duty bearers and parents: Shortage of school-

books that suit the syllabus, availability of lunch 

at school, lack of water at school surroundings, 

and poor sanitation and hygiene at school. The 

implementation action[s] have been taken and 

now we have the books that suit the syllabus, 

we take lunch at school, …a bore hole has been 

drilled at school, [and] the sanitation and hygiene 

condition[s] at school have improved.

A female student,  
Kongoro Secondary School in Shinyanga

What progress has been achieved?

The case study sought to answer two main questions: 

1. Has the project demonstrated impact in fostering lead-

ership skills and developing the potential of students, 

especially female students, to grow as empowered 

citizens from the grassroots?

2. Has the project contributed to reducing gender discrim-

ination perpetuated by teachers, male students, and 

parents, which limit opportunities for female students to 

become leaders and activists for gender equality?

The project was able to ensure female students’ voic-

es were heard: Seventy-five percent of female students 

and female leaders participated in students’ baraza meet-

ings, community hearing meetings, and interface meetings 

with decision makers. They were able to influence parents, 

community leaders, and education officers who took ac-

tion and implemented most of the students’ proposals. 
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The intervention was able to increase the number of 

female students becoming leaders in schools: 

The number of female students applying and campaigning for 

leadership increased from 0 to 9,789 and the number of female 

students elected to student leadership positions increased 

from 1,089 to 4,688 (Figures 1 and 2). When the project started 

in 2011, there were no female head prefects in the 81 project 

schools, but in the subsequent project years 74 female head 

prefects were democratically elected by students (Figure 3). 

Sincerely, I would like this project to con-
tinue in our school because the project has 
awakened us [girls], it has empowered us to be 
confident and speak in meetings. If this project 
was not there, we could not be able to call a 
meeting and speak to the village government 
leaders and would not be able to solve our 
problems. Instead we would continue to live 
with those problems in our school.

A female student,  
Mvumi COED Primary School in Dodoma

The project improved ability of female students to hold 

teachers, education officers, and community leaders ac-

countable: Sixty-two percent of female students asked critical 

questions about promises made in response to their demands 

and insisted on receiving feedback on any actions taken. Teach-

ers, village government leaders, and education officers agreed 

to incorporate students’ claims into their meeting agendas and 

communicate resolutions to the students.

But through the MRMV project things have 
changed, female students have become lead-
ers. Personally, I started  contesting for leader-
ship … when I was in Form One. I campaigned  
against [a] male student and won the election.  
I am the school general secretary and a chair-
person of the student baraza (student council). 
These are the positions in which male students 
were favored and nominated by teachers earli-
er. By being a leader I have gained experience 
of leadership and I feel more confident and 
comfortable than before.

A female student,  
Kongoro Secondary School in Shinyanga
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Figure 1: Number of female students 
contesting for leadership

Figure 3: Number of female students 
elected Head Prefect

Figure 2: Number of female students 
elected to leadership positions
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The project increased self-esteem and leadership 

skills among female students: Female students began to 

expand their leadership by taking up student leadership po-

sitions at the district, regional, and national levels within the 

Youth Advisory Board (YAB) and engaged with higher-level 

decision makers and leaders. More female leaders were 

democratically elected into higher leadership roles compared 

to male leaders in the YAB (Figure 4). In YAB forums, female 

students did not just accept what they were told by decision 

makers and leaders, but argued and asked critical questions.

The project brought positive change in attitudes and 

beliefs towards girls becoming leaders in schools 

and communities: The ability of female leaders (18 YAB 

leaders and 74 head prefects) to fulfill their leadership re-

sponsibilities, including successfully defending education 

rights, brought changes in attitudes in teachers, parents, 

and education officers.

The project led to greater community and stakehold-

er engagement with student leaders to lobby for 

improvement in school governance processes: More 

than 9,831 parents (women and men) were reached and 

demonstrated their commitment by allowing their female 

children to participate in the project activities and student 

elections. In September 2013, a students’ baraza secretary 

at Mvumi Makulu Secondary School presented the issue 

of the lack of water at school at a village meeting with the 

Minister of Water and Irrigation and received great support 

from parents. In some schools, committee members have 

requested that the school invite students to school com-

mittee and management meetings.

The project increased the potential and hope for more 

female leaders: 

I wish to be a leader and bring positive chang-

es in beliefs and traditions that discriminate and 

put females inferior [to] men. Forced marriage, 

female genital mutilation, and denial of girls’ rights 

to education are still practiced in my community. 

I will study hard to pass my examinations in order 

to fulfill my desires and dreams. 

Secondary school female student, Manyata Secondary 
School in Arusha

The initiative demonstrated that it is possible to use an 

effective education system to develop leadership skills 

and self-esteem. It also demonstrated the potential of 

students, particularly female students, to grow as em-

powered citizens with competencies and assets beyond 

the educational basics, including critical thinking skills 

and the ability to take action towards personal and social 

transformation.
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As for the young lady there chairing this 

meeting, she is capable of leading and I am 

sure she is going to make a good leader in [the] 

future. In our community it was not possible to 

trust … girls to hold prominent positions, but this 

project has changed our attitude and I would like 

to encourage teachers and community leaders 

who are present in this meeting to provide more 

leadership opportunities and support girls to hold 

prominent leadership positions. 

Head Teacher interface meeting in Dodoma region 
chaired by a female student who was the students’ bara-

za chairperson at Buigiri Secondary School in Dodoma.

Figure 4: Female and male students 
taking up higher leadership roles in the 
Youth Advisory Board
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Lessons learned
1. It was possible to create democratic and gender-sen-

sitive spaces within the education system that helped 

students, particularly female students, participate, 

learn, and experience leadership obligations. As 

such, by participating in the MRMV Students’ Baraza 

project, female student leaders boosted their self-es-

teem and developed leadership skills and confidence 

at early ages. This brought out the desire and interest 

of female students to become leaders in their schools 

and in their communities after completing school. 

2. Meaningful and effective youth participation is not 

only a human right but also a key element of youth 

development and a way to build life-skills and self-es-

teem. Through the students’ barazas and Youth 

Advisory Boards in which female students occupied 

leadership positions, female students were given 

opportunities to engage, discuss, argue, debate, and 

consult with duty bearers as equal partners, especial-

ly at lower-level schools in deep rural settings, and 

influence many decisions. This helped to build more 

confidence, boost self-esteem, and build leadership 

and life skills among the students. 

3. The MRMV Student Baraza model revealed that it 

is possible to use educational institutions as ave-

nues for seeding democracy, gender equality and 

female empowerment. Through the formation of 

students’ barazas, free and democratic elections, 

democracy, and gender equality can be cultivated 

when students elect their leaders themselves and 

every male and female student has equal opportu-

nity to contest for any leadership position, including 

prominent positions.

4. Students’ barazas provided students with the oppor-

tunity to engage in school administrative processes, 

where both male and female students learned to 

defend their rights to quality education by engaging in 

discussion and questioning the accountability of their 

leaders, teachers, village leaders, education officers, 

and policy makers. 

5. Teachers, male and female students, community 

leaders, and government officials recognize the need 

to build the self-esteem, confidence, and leadership 

skills and abilities of adolescent girls, ideally begin-

ning in primary school. 

6. Female and male students who have leadership 

talents but lack the opportunity and ambition to attain 

leadership positions in their schools and communities 

need to be supported in any way possible.

Advocacy and sustainability
From the start, the project team worked closely with the 

school staff, government school inspectors, and parents to 

ensure that elected student councils became an inherent 

part of the school administration and management struc-

ture. In some schools, teachers, headmasters, government 

officials, and parents saw the value of elected student coun-

cils, have provided support to the project from conception to 

delivery and are key stakeholders in its continuation. 

Project best practices and the existing policy that sup-

ports students’ baraza practices in schools were effec-

tive tools for convincing decision makers and parents to 

continue to promote students’ baraza activities in schools. 

Following participatory meetings to reflect on project 

activities and successes in relation to existing education 

policies, the Commissioner of Education, a representative 

from the Ministry of Education, and parents shared their 

appreciation for the students’ baraza activities and were 

ready to collaborate with the implementing partners to 

ensure its continuation. However, due to limited financial 

resources, students’ baraza activities remain a low priority 
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for high-level decision makers. No financial resources 

have been committed by the ministries responsible for 

continuing and rolling out the students’ baraza activities. 

School staff, government school inspectors, and parents 

are demotivated because of the district councils’ failure to 

effectively allocate school budgets to support students’ 

baraza activities or to set and allocate budget support for 

district and ward education officers to coordinate stu-

dents’ baraza activities, including YAB interface sessions, 

at the district level. As such, more advocacy work is 

needed to lobby district councils to allocate resources for 

students’ baraza activities. 

More importantly, as both female and male students have 

seen the change in education quality through their own 

empowerment and awareness of their rights, student 

interest and participation in the student councils has 

increased, which is promising for the sustainability of the 

project for the years to come. n
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