
ALSO IN THIS ISSUE: 
> OXFAM CEO ABBY MAXMAN VISITS YEMEN
> DEVELOPING WOMEN LEADERS IN EL SALVADOR
> GROWING FOOD IN THE DESERT

FALL 2018

A NEW MODEL  
FOR EDUCATING 
GIRLS IN GHANA



Together  
We Can Change Lives
Renew your Oxfam membership for 2019 at  
oxfamamerica.org/renew or call (800) 77-OXFAM.

ABOVE: Oxfam is working with groups of small-scale farmers in Laos to manage and sell rice. 
Here, a group of rice farmers in Yai Nachalern harvests rice for export. Tineke D'haese/Oxfam



THE STAKES IN YEMEN
Oxfam America President Abby Maxman 
reports on our work in Yemen and what’s 
needed to end the suffering.

4

MEDIA MASHUP
Oxfam on the road, a new language app 
for refugees, using drones to protect land 
rights, “Join the 100%”

2
FALL 2018 VOLUME 18, ISSUE 2

OXFAM AMERICA’S MEMBER MAGAZINE 

Oxfam CloseUp FALL 2018 

EDITOR  
Molly Marsh

WRITERS  
Divya Amladi  
Chris Hufstader 

DESIGNER  
Emily Eberly

PRODUCTION LEAD  
Carl M. Soares 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Smita Singh 
Chair

Joe H. Hamilton  
Vice Chair

Abby Maxman  
President & CEO

N. James Shachoy 
Treasurer

Jack Regan 
Secretary

Kitt Sawitsky 
Counsel 

Mohamad Ali

Manish Bapna

Anthony Bebbington

Latanya Mapp Frett

Gina Glantz

Dale LeFebvre

Joe Loughrey

Carl F. Muñana

Maria Otero

Laura Rusu

Ricki Seidman

Sonal Shah

Joseph R. Siegelbaum

Michael Silberman

Anil Singhal

Tara Torrens

Dabie Tsai

Kim Williams

DEAR FRIENDS,
This summer I visited our staff and partners 
in Yemen, where more than three years of 
war have created near-famine conditions 
and triggered a large and fast-spreading 
cholera outbreak. As I write in this issue 
of Oxfam CloseUp, I met and spoke 
with people living in extremely difficult 
conditions, but I also saw firsthand the 
critical role you play in Oxfam’s lifesaving 
work. Thanks to your generosity, we are 
providing clean water, food, and cash 
assistance in Sana’a and areas north of  
the capital city.

Your support is also evident in our work to 
provide longer-term solutions for people 
living in poverty. You’ll read here about one 
innovative project underway in refugee 
camps in western Algeria and the ways 
it helps families improve their lives—not 
just for the immediate future, but over the 
course of years. 

Similarly, we’ve seen over time the value of 
women participating in Saving for Change 
groups, where they are able to save more 
money and secure loans of increasing 
amounts. But there’s another benefit. María 
Guadalupe Garcia, founder of 40 savings 
groups in El Salvador, sees these women 
becoming leaders in their communities. 
“Women are more empowered,” she says. 
“This is helping them participate in local 
village councils, water boards, and some 
are even elected representatives on 
municipal councils.”

This is what we strive for, and I’m grateful 
we can accomplish this together.

Sincerely,

Abby Maxman 
President & CEO, Oxfam America

FROM SAVINGS TO CREDIT 
TO EMPOWERMENT
Saving for Change groups in El Salvador are 
helping thousands of women develop their 
leadership skills.
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GROWING FOOD IN  
THE DESERT
Kadiha Abdelfatah Mohamed is feeding her 
goats fresh food that she has grown in a 
once-unimaginable environment.
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Schools tailored to girls’ needs in northern 
Ghana are proving successful—and eradicating 
old prejudices against educating girls.
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COVER: Haddissa Ibrahim, 15, a student at 
Oxfam-supported Girls Model Junior High 
School in Savelugu, Ghana, studies outside her 
grandmother’s house. Lotte Ærsøe/Oxfam IBIS

We welcome your feedback. Please direct letters to editor@oxfamamerica.org. 

You’re Invited TO A WEBINAR WITH 
OXFAM PRESIDENT ABBY MAXMAN
The Impact Circle is hosting a webinar on Dec. 5, 2018, at noon EST. Join Abby  
Maxman to revisit the highlights of our work in 2018 and to hear plans for 2019. 

Visit oxfamamerica.org/2018Update to RSVP today. 
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LOOK. WATCH. LISTEN. JOIN THE CONVERSATION.

IN THE NEWS
USING DRONES TO  
PROTECT RIGHTS
The Amazon is known as the lungs of the 
planet, but it continues to disappear at 
an alarming rate. This summer, Fast 
Company covered a new Oxfam program 
designed to help indigenous communi-
ties in Peru use drones to defend their 
rights and save their ancestral territories. 
The program trains community members 
to use the drone to take real images, 
monitor, and georeference parts of the 
rain forest so they can track and report 
violations in parts of the Amazon. 

“It’s not technology-led,” Oxfam program 
manager Neal McCarthy told Fast 
Company on June 8, 2018. 

“We’re really trying to fund ideas that 
use technology to augment an existing 
process, or for which technology 
facilitates something that wasn’t 
possible before.”

Read more: bit.ly/closeup-drones

JOIN THE 100%
Oxfam launched a campaign in Boston and 
Washington, DC, in September to engage 
a new generation of global citizens. We 
invited people to “Join the 100%”—the 
100% represents all who believe that by 
standing together, taking responsibility, 
and holding the powerful accountable,  
we can end the injustice of poverty.

 Oxfam commissioned artist Liz LaManche 
to interpret the concept into a ground 
mural at Kendall Plaza in Cambridge, just 
outside of Boston. Depending on foot traf-
fic and weather, the mural will be there to 
enjoy through spring 2019.   

Learn more about the campaign:  
oxf.am/closeup-100

IN THE NEWS
SPEAKING MY LANGUAGE
Oxfam continues to offer emergency aid 
in camps in Bangladesh more than one 
year after the Rohingya refugee crisis 
began. In an effort to better understand 
refugees’ health concerns, Oxfam joined 
Translators without Borders and other 
partners to develop an app to help aid 
workers translate key phrases. The app 
features a glossary of terms—all related 
to water, sanitation, and hygiene—in five 
languages: Rohingya, English, Bengali, 
Chittagonian, and Burmese. 

NPR featured the new app in a recent news 
report. “Imagine an aid worker in Bangla-
desh. Her mother tongue is Chittagonian. 
She's trying to help a Rohingya refugee, 
whose language is similar to hers—but not 
100 percent. The refugee tells her gaa-
lamani biaram, ‘my body is falling apart.’ 
Would she know the phrase means the 
refugee has diarrhea?”

Read more: bit.ly/closeup-app

ON THE ROAD

DRIVING FOR CHANGE
Oxfam hit the road in October as part of a new campaign to 
highlight issues of inequality in global supermarket supply 
chains. Staff members drove a food truck from Washing-
ton, D.C., to Austin, Texas, to deliver nearly 200,000 
petition signatures from shoppers to Whole Foods’ 
national headquarters. The petition calls on Whole Foods 
to end the human suffering behind the food it sells. 

The food truck made stops at grocery stores and college 
campuses along the way, calling on consumers to 
advocate for the millions of workers who toil in unsafe 
conditions and earn only poverty-level wages. Whole 
Foods scores just 4 percent in Oxfam’s new scorecard 
when it comes to respecting the rights of workers in its 
supply chains. At the time of this writing, Whole Foods 
has not responded to Oxfam’s repeated requests to meet. 

Learn more: oxf.am/closeup-truck

Compiled by Kria Sakakeeny
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Compiled by Kria Sakakeeny

Building lasting 
solutions

By developing partnerships  
with organizations on the ground, 

we foster innovative solutions  
that transform communities  

for the long term. 
Learn how those partnerships  

are transforming girls’ education  
on pages 12–13.

Challenging  
the powerful 

We inspire the American public  
to pressure the US government, 

companies, and others in power to 
change policies and practices that 
keep people in poverty through our 
advocacy and campaigning work. 

See page 2 to learn why we’re 
asking Whole Foods to end the 

human suffering behind the  
food it sells.

Saving Lives  
in Disasters  

We provide immediate relief  
and we help local leaders  

devise response and resilience 
plans so that their communities 
can weather current crises and 

the ones yet to come. 
Read more about our response  

in Yemen on pages 4–5.

We can get there by taking an integrated approach, working together to combat 
poverty on all levels. Here's how Oxfam tackles the root causes of poverty.
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I recently traveled to Yemen to see 
how Oxfam and our partners are help-
ing people survive the world’s largest 
humanitarian crisis. During my visit to 
Sana’a and areas north of this capital 
city, I met members of devastated com-
munities and businesses, and witnessed 
the myriad socioeconomic and political 
implications of an already impoverished 
country that is being ravaged by civil 
and geopolitical instability. 

Thanks to your generous support, Oxfam 
is providing lifesaving assistance—both 
immediate and long term; in fact, we have 
helped more than three million Yemenis 
since March 2015. In just one site I vis-
ited, for example, an Oxfam-supported 
water system supplies 25,000 people 
with clean water, a crucial service in a 
country where cholera is raging. Working 
alongside our partners, we are fixing 
wells and installing solar water pumps, 
trucking in clean water—particularly to 
camps of internally displaced people—
and promoting good hygiene to fight  
the cholera epidemic.

In the town of Khamer, where there is 
a large camp of internally displaced 
people, Oxfam’s livelihoods program is 
helping 530 households with conditional 
cash grants and training some of these 

people to start businesses—including 
shops, livestock breeding, and bee-
keeping—to generate income. Women 
who are participating told me they felt 
their self-worth, self-confidence, and 
psychological stability had improved as 
a result of making their own money.

We work with extraordinary local part-
ners in Yemen, organizations that are 
extremely capable with long histories of 
development and humanitarian work in 
the country, as well as experienced hu-
man rights activists. Organizations such 
as the Yemen Family Care Association, 
which has provided reproductive health 
services in Yemen since 1976, have ex-
panded their work to include the delivery 
of humanitarian aid. Others, like the 
National Foundation for Development 
and Humanitarian Response, have built 
substantial relief operations that began 
with the initiative of local communities.

A PROTRACTED CONFLICT
But the needs are still great. More than 
three years of protracted conflict in an 
already impoverished country have left 
three-quarters of its 29 million citizens 
in need of humanitarian assistance. 

For many Yemenis, survival is a daily 
challenge in near-famine conditions.  

I met with women and children who were 
surviving on one meal a day. Across  
Yemen, 1.8 million children and 1.1 million 
pregnant and breastfeeding women 
require treatment for acute malnutrition. 
In the port city of Hudaydah alone, as of 
June 2018, 300,000 children are at risk 
of starvation or of being injured or killed. 

Beyond the 16,000 civilians killed, much 
of Yemen’s infrastructure, water sys-
tems, roads, hospitals, schools, ports, 
and many small and large businesses 
have been damaged or destroyed. And 
8.4 million Yemenis are now on the verge 
of starvation.

The parties to the conflict are aware of 
all of this, but they appear almost totally 
indifferent to the suffering of civilians. 
Their policies continue to drive up the 
price of food and key household com-
modities. Instead of urgently seeking a 
political settlement to the conflict, they 
keep trying to squeeze the other side.

The US government supports the coali-
tion led by Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates that is responsible for 
the majority of civilian casualties in the 
war. As Americans, we must demand an 
end to the arms sales and other forms 
of support that fuel the conflict. While 

OXFAM AMERICA PRESIDENT ABBY MAXMAN REPORTS ON OUR WORK IN YEMEN, 
AND WHAT’S NEEDED TO END THE CONFLICT AND SUFFERING.
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all sides are responsible for horrific 
violations, it's our job to make sure all of 
them know the international community 
won't keep enabling this war.

The human cost of the conflict is incal-
culable, not only in lives lost, but in lives 
disrupted, in futures not lived. I came 
away feeling a great sense of responsi-
bility to carry back to the US the stories 
of the brave and resilient people we 
support and serve. 

I have brought their voices to advocacy 
visits and media meetings since my re-
turn. I have met with Senator Todd Young 
(R-IN), a champion on the humanitarian 
response in Yemen, and Senator Jim 
Risch (R-ID), chairman of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Subcommittee on Near 
East, South Asia, Central Asia, and Coun-
terterrorism. I also met with the perma-
nent representative of Peru to the UN, 

who is the chair of the Yemen Sanctions 
Committee at the UN, and the UK-UN  
Mission political coordinator. 

Each of these leaders is working to bring 
the parties to the negotiating table—
something that has gotten renewed 
traction for the first time in two years. 
With your ongoing support, we will 
continue to influence that effort until 
there is progress in bringing an end to 
the violence and suffering of the people 
of Yemen.

Editor’s note: This information is  
current as of press time, but the situa-
tion in Yemen is evolving. Please visit  
our website—oxfamamerica.org—for  
updates on this emergency.

A CLOSER LOOK
Read more about our work in Yemen and 
take action: oxf.am/closeup-yemen. 

THE HUMAN COST OF THE CONFLICT IS INCALCULABLE, NOT ONLY 
IN LIVES LOST, BUT IN LIVES DISRUPTED, IN FUTURES NOT LIVED.  

ABOVE, LEFT: Oxfam CEO Abby Maxman met with 
Yemenis living in Dahath camp in Yemen this July.

ABOVE, TOP AND BOTTOM: Oxfam and its partners 
are providing shelter and clean water in Dahath, 
a camp for internally displaced people in Yemen.

PHOTOS: Oxfam/Mohammed A. Quatab/
Sam2Suns Media



When María Guadalupe Garcia worked for 
Oxfam five years ago in the northeastern 
Morazán province of El Salvador, she fre-
quently had a long walk to work—nearly 
7.5 miles each way.

Her job was to form and train people 
in Saving for Change groups—village 
savings banks for women. Her work was 
important enough to her that she was 
willing to go that distance on foot, in  
the heat, the rain, and the dust, and 
with swollen feet.

“I walked because there was a goal for 
the project, and thank God I met the goal 
ahead of schedule,” she says.

BUILDING A BANK FOR WOMEN
The goal was to form 40 Saving for 
Change groups in the San Isidro area 
of Morazán. These are groups of 15 or 
20 women who save their own money, 
sometimes just 50 cents a week at first, 
and eventually build up their own bank, 
from which they can borrow money to 
start small businesses.

In a small village called Calvario, 
members of a group called Saving for 
a New Life meet to make their savings 
deposits, pay interest, and visit with 
their friends. The group was established 
in 2014, one of the 40 Garcia (everyone 
here calls her Guadalupe) trained. They 
use their loans to grow crops and buy 
ingredients for food they can prepare 
and sell on the street. 

Others use the loans for all sorts of 
household needs, such as school ex-
penses, and doctor bills and medicine—
a topic at the top of everyone’s mind 
because the village was in the midst  
of a chickenpox outbreak.

One of the more successful business-
women in Calvario is Rubelina Guevara, 
45. She’s the treasurer of her savings 
group. She’s a born entrepreneur, and 
the savings group loans her capital at a 
modest 5 percent interest rate. She now 
has two stores, one at the local high 
school where she sells food, drinks, and 

school supplies, and a general store 
up on the main road in one room of her 
sister’s house. 

Right now Guevara is paying back a 
$3,000 loan she received through her 
savings group that originated in a 
national bank for agricultural devel-
opment, known as BFA. A network of 
women’s saving groups came together 
and negotiated terms with this formal 
bank, and by managing the loan though 
their groups they get part of the interest 
and help the more successful group 
members get a larger loan than the $300 
maximum loan size allowed by the group. 

“I have my house as collateral,” Guevara 
says, sitting in her new store amid bins 
of onions, a shelf of toilet paper, canned 
goods, candy, and toys. She keeps scru-
pulous records of her receipts, which 
she says are close to $100 per day in 
each store. It’s a struggle to pay back her 
loans, but so far, she says, “I am achiev-
ing all my goals, and I’m very happy.”

IN EL SALVADOR, WOMEN’S SAVINGS GROUPS SERVE AS LAUNCHING POINTS 
FOR INCREASED ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES—AND CRITICAL SPACES FOR WOMEN 
TO LEARN LEADERSHIP SKILLS. CHRIS HUFSTADER REPORTS.

OPPOSITE: Blancina Reyes Guevara, 72, at a meeting of her Saving for Change group in Morazán,  
El Salvador. She and about 20 women formed this group in 2014; they call it Saving for a New Life.  
Oscar Leiva/Oxfam America
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BIG CHANGES
Throughout this discussion, Garcia is 
beaming. “I’ve seen significant changes 
here,” she says, adding that when she 
started working for Oxfam “the economic 
situation here was one of the worst in the 
country; extreme poverty. When I got the 
opportunity to work on something that 
could help, I decided to take advantage 
of it and give it 100 percent.”

Seeing the women save money, build 
businesses, and make more money is in-
credibly satisfying, she says, noting that 

10 of the 40 groups she helped form and 
train are now accessing loans from the 
formal banking system. But there’s more 
she finds hopeful: “Women are more 
empowered,” she says. “This is helping 
them participate in local village coun-
cils, water boards, and some are even 
elected representatives on municipal 
councils. This change happened from 
participation in saving groups.” 

This is one of the outcomes Oxfam in-
tends for the Saving for Change program 
in El Salvador: empower women to par-
ticipate in local decision-making bodies, 
and make their opinions and voices 
heard at the national level as well. 

“After 10 years, we’ve got 18,000 women 
in groups,” says Ivan Morales, Oxfam’s 
director in El Salvador. “We want to help 
them connect with each other … and 
also to influence public policy, from local 
matters up to national-level matters—
like a new water policy we are debating.” 

Carlos Antonio Diaz, the mayor of nearby 
Gualococti, says there are 26 Saving for 
Change groups with about 300 women 
members in his municipality. He es-
timates 98 percent of the groups are 
operating independently of Oxfam. 

“I’ve been here for four terms as mayor, 
and I’ve seen positive changes in terms 
of women’s participation, not only in 

I HELPED FORM 40 GROUPS, 
AND I LOVE THEM ALL.
MARÍA GUADALUPE GARCIA. SHE FORMED 
40 SAVING FOR CHANGE GROUPS IN 
NORTHEASTERN EL SALVADOR
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savings groups. We’ve formed women’s 
improvement groups in 12 communities 
as part of a municipal women’s organi-
zation,” he says, sitting behind his desk 
in his office. “Women participate in a 
more active way now. Their capacity to 
speak out is more developed, and they 
have more positive self-esteem, which 
is important. They are more active than 
men in the community here.”

WORTH ALL THE WORK
Garcia is proud of what she accom-
plished during her time with Oxfam. 
This work served another purpose at a 
critical time in her life: “Things were not 
going well in my marriage,” she says, 
adding that she is now divorced. “I was 
severely depressed, and this job helped 
me pull out of it.” 

Working with the women was the 
highlight for her. Her colleagues cau-
tioned her about getting too emotionally 
involved in her work, but she ignored 
them. “They told me not to fall in love 
with the groups, because it would be too 
sad when the project ends, but I helped 
form 40 groups and I love them all.” 

Garcia’s experience with Oxfam helped 
her get a job with the BFA bank, where 
she now works as a loan officer. She  
was in meetings with representatives 
from the network of savings groups  
and the BFA bank president, and says, 
“I was really impressed by the represen-
tatives from the groups, how well they 
worked, and they signed an agreement 
with the bank to provide this special line 
of credit.”

Garcia says it was not the first time 
she felt all the pain from walking long 
distances was worthwhile.

A CLOSER LOOK
Read about how volunteers in El  
Salvador are helping survivors of  
violence navigate the justice system:  
oxf.am/closeup-violence. 

THIS PAGE, TOP: Dorila Ramirez de Hernández, Maria Emma Diaz Fuentes, 
Beatriz Gloribel Ramírez de Ortiz, and Doris Olímpia de Ramirez are in a Saving 
for Change group in Morazán, where they sell traditional Salvadoran food to 
make extra money.

THIS PAGE, BOTTOM: Carlos Antonio Díaz, 42, the mayor of Gualococti, says 
that since Oxfam helped form savings groups in the municipality, women 
have become more involved in civic affairs. “We like to promote leadership 
from the grassroots, and there is more participation among women from 
Saving for Change groups.”

OPPOSITE, TOP: María Guadalupe Garcia used to train Saving for Change groups 
in Morazán for Oxfam. “In this area it has been a total success,” she says.

OPPOSITE, BOTTOM: María Angela Guevara, 70, makes a savings deposit at her 
savings group meeting. She says she used her most recent loan to buy three 
pigs, for $40 each, which she raised and sold later for $125 each.

PHOTOS: Oscar Leiva/Oxfam America



Kadiha Abdelfatah Mohamed smiles as 
she pours goat’s milk into her teacup. 
Milk has never tasted so sweet. That’s 
because she’s been feeding her goats 
fresh food that she’s grown in a once-
unimaginable environment: the  
Sahara desert. 

Mohamed, 28, lives in one of five camps 
for Sahrawi refugees in the Tindouf 
region of western Algeria. She and other 
nomadic Sahrawis were forced to settle 
in this arid, isolated area more than 40 
years ago because of ongoing land dis-
putes in the western Sahara. Like many, 
Mohamed was born and raised here. 

About 175,000 people live in these 
camps and depend on food assistance; 
the harsh climate makes it nearly impos-
sible to grow anything naturally. There 
are frequent sandstorms, and tempera-
tures can exceed a blistering 122 de-
grees. About one-quarter of the camps’ 
residents face chronic malnutrition, 
according to the World Food Program.

Oxfam has been working in the camps 
since 1975, focusing on distributing food 
and developing agricultural programs. 
But the increasing number of people 
arriving in the camps has required a more 
long-term and sustainable solution.

FROM SEEDS TO GRASS
In 2017, Oxfam started a hydroponics 
project—a technique for cultivating 
plants that doesn’t require soil—to feed 
the goats Mohamed and others depend 
on for milk, meat, and income. 

The brainchild of Oxfam engineer Taleb 
Brahim—himself a Sahrawi refugee—the 
project uses adobe domes or low-tech 
shipping containers, which are recycled 
and modified, to grow green animal fod-
der. Shelves line the inside of the dome 
or container, on which sit rectangular 
trays filled with barley seeds. The seeds 
are kept damp until shoots break out and 

FOR SAHRAWI REFUGEES LIVING IN WESTERN ALGERIA’S HARSH CLIMATE, BAR-
LEY SEEDS AND SUN ARE A LIFE-GIVING COMBINATION. DIVYA AMLADI REPORTS.  
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roots appear. After this germination pro-
cess, the barley is carefully placed into 
tubs and watered via a solar-powered 
water pump three or four times a day.

The results come amazingly fast.

“In just one week, the barley will be 
transformed into a carpet of grass, 
which can be removed from the con-
tainers and fed to the goats,” says 
Mohamed. Each greenhouse produces 
about 132 pounds of fodder per day—
enough to feed 20 goats.

Mohamed’s interest in the project, 
whose partners include the World Food 
Program, Algeria’s Ministry of Economic 
Development, and the Union of Sahrawi 
Women, was sparked when she at-
tended a workshop Oxfam organized in 
the subdivision of the camp she lives in. 
Intrigued, she decided to sign up, and 
after an interview, she and her family 
were selected to participate.

Previously, goats and other livestock  
ate the plastic and trash that litters  
the ground around the camps, which  
affected the animals’ health but also  
the quality of their milk. 

“Before benefiting from this project,” 
says Yamila Mohamed, another partici-
pant, “I had a lot of difficulties finding 
food for my animals, and I was constantly 
asking my neighbors if they had any left-
overs.” Now, she says, the hydroponic 
food has improved the animals’ health 
and increased the levels of protein and 
fat in their milk.

More and better-quality milk and meat—
staples of the Sahrawi diet—will hope-
fully lead to better food security. Partici-
pants are also able to generate additional 
income by selling surplus fodder at their 
local markets.

“My family has … learned a lot. Working 
on this project has become one of our 
priorities,” Yamila Mohamed says. “It en-
ables us to feed our goats with healthy, 
low-cost food, meaning that they 
produce milk every day with excellent 
yields. My daily production now covers 

the feeding needs of my livestock and 
even allows me to give fodder to others.”

Yamila Mohamed and other participants 
are also learning additional gardening 
techniques, such as using leftover wa-
ter from the barley containers to irrigate 
their vegetable gardens.

It hasn’t all been smooth sailing. Kadiha 
Abdelfatah Mohamed says project 
participants didn’t have enough water 
when they began the project because 
of an inadequate pumping system and 
dried-up water sources, but over time 
they learned how to adapt. 

So far, at least 175 households have 
benefited from this low-cost project 
that can be easily scaled up and repli-
cated, making it an ideal candidate for 
implementation in other arid countries. 
Because it uses 80 percent less water 
than traditional agricultural practices, 
it’s well-suited for the desert climate.

"As refugees, we have a lot of worries 
due to the shortage of food and re-
sources in the camps, and to the very 
difficult climatic conditions we are living 
in,” says Yamila Mohamed. “This project 
is very important for me. I worked hard  
to produce fodder for my goats."

A CLOSER LOOK
Learn more about Oxfam’s work in the 
Sahrawi refugee camps from Mohamed 
Fadhel, a refugee and aid worker: 
oxf.am/closeup-sahrawi. 

ABOVE: A small tomato plant sprouts in a 
vegetable garden that reuses irrigation water. 

OPPOSITE: Using a hydroponic method of 
cultivation, Kadiha Abdelfatah Mohamed, 28, and 
other Sahrawi refugees in western Algeria are 
able to grow barley grass in the Sahara desert. 

PHOTOS: Tineke D'haese/Oxfam

MY DAILY PRODUCTION 
NOW COVERS THE FEEDING 
NEEDS OF MY LIVESTOCK AND 
EVEN ALLOWS ME TO GIVE 
FODDER TO OTHERS.
YAMILA MOHAMED
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The average girl in Ghana receives only 
four years of education. Early marriage, 
pregnancy, poverty, and sexual harass-
ment are all obstacles that force girls  
to drop out of school before the end  
of junior high.

At Oxfam, we know educating girls is 
critical to improving their lives. Each 
additional year of primary school a girl 
attends increases her future wages by 
10 to 20 percent. Educated girls also are 
likely to marry later and have fewer chil-
dren, and their children are also more 
likely to thrive. 

With that in mind, we partnered with  
Ghana Education Service, the Sawla-
Tuna-Kalba district, and local communi-
ties to build a junior high school in the 
northern province of Sawla to tackle 
barriers preventing girls from finishing 
their educations. We aimed to demon-
strate that safe, girl-friendly schools 
would empower girls and motivate them 
to stay in school—and maybe even pur-
sue higher education. 

That school became a model for girls’ 
success in Ghana. 

LAYING THE GROUNDWORK
The first Girls Model Junior High School 
opened in Sawla in 2008, targeting girls 
from the poorest families. All 28 enrolled 
girls passed their final exams, and 24 
went on to attend senior high school. In 
2013, a sister school was established in 
the Kpandai district. By March 2018—a 
decade after the project began—there 
were 44 schools in districts across 
northern Ghana. They are all financed 
and administered by local authorities.

Haddissa Ibrahim, 15, learned about the 
Savelugu Girls Model Junior High School 
when a teacher came to her village. “He 
told us about the new school that was 
opening—that it was a good place where 

we could learn a lot. I wanted to go, and 
my father agreed.”

She’s now a student and likes that her 
school is only for girls. “It makes me feel 
more confident in myself when there are 
no boys around,” she says. “We don’t 
have to put up with all the noise the 
boys at my old school used to make.”

Her father can’t always afford to pay for 
her schoolbooks, but she isn’t discour-
aged. She borrows books from her class-
mates when she needs to. Haddissa is 
committed to finishing school and be-
coming a doctor. “One day I will return to 
this area and help treat the sick people 
in my hometown,” she says.

A NEW STYLE OF TEACHING 
Tackling endemic problems requires in-
novative solutions, so the schools have 
taught teachers creative ways to apply 
more effective pedagogy. Teaching is 
based on learner-centered methodolo-
gies, and discussions and group work 
are core elements. The girls form study 
groups in the evenings. Parents are invit-
ed to support the girls’ education through 
school management committees. 

Computers are integrated into lessons, 
and teachers are trained to encour-
age the girls to participate actively in 

SCHOOLS TAILORED TO GIRLS’ NEEDS IN NORTHERN GHANA ARE REMOVING 
BARRIERS, ENCOURAGING GIRLS TO BECOME INDEPENDENT THINKERS, AND 
MOTIVATING THEM TO PURSUE HIGHER EDUCATION, WRITES DIVYA AMLADI.   
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the classroom, and even to challenge 
teachers with individual points of view. 
These schools go beyond the national 
curriculum to address sexual health and 
life skills. 

Gladys Asare Akosu is a teacher at 
Savelugu Girls Model Junior High School. 
“Traditionally, girls’ education is not 
considered important in this part of 
Ghana. Many people believe that a girl 
should just get married as early as 
possible—they don’t see much sense 
in wasting time and money on the girls 
going to school,” she says. “That’s ex-
tremely unfair.”

For her, teaching here is different from 
what she’s used to. There are fewer 
students in each class, which makes it 
easier to focus on each child’s needs. 

“As teachers, we do a lot to involve the 
students instead of just lecturing. We 
encourage them to participate in dis-
cussions,” she says. “Some of the girls 
were very shy in the beginning, but now 
they raise their hands and take part in 
the discussions. It is amazing to witness 
such a change in a young girl.”

Akosu knows adolescence is a fragile 
time for girls. Teenage pregnancies and 

child marriages are far too common in 
this part of Ghana, and consequently, 
many girls drop out before they gradu-
ate high school. Compounding that is 
the fact that many of her students come 
from poor families and live far away.

Parental support is integral to the 
schools’ success. If a girl misses more 
than a day or two of school, the head-
mistress gets in touch with the family. 
Akosu says it’s not uncommon for edu-
cators to go on home visits to prevent 
girls from dropping out. 

“I really enjoy being part of the change 
that we are making here,” she says. 
“Hopefully, our work will help eradicate 
the old prejudices toward girls’ education. 
These girls just have so much to offer.”

INCREASING THE CHANCE  
FOR SUCCESS
Ninety-five percent of the girls reg-
istered at the Girls Model Junior High 
Schools have graduated, and the ma-
jority are continuing their education. In 
the schools’ surrounding communities, 
girls constitute just 10 percent of the 
children who graduate from junior  
high school.

More than 1,642 girls are now enrolled 
at one of the 44 model schools, and the 
goal is to continue scaling up. 

”The Girls Model School is a baby for 
us in Savelugu,” says Municipal Chief 
Executive Hajia Adishetu Seidu. “When 
we educate girls, we break the circle 
of poverty. Women take care of their 
families, they share everything they 
earn, and they make sure that their own 
children also go to school.”

Original reporting by Rikke Hovn Poulsen

A CLOSER LOOK
How are bicycles helping girls in Malawi 
stay in school? Take a look: 
oxf.am/closeup-bicycles. 

ABOVE: Gladys Asare Akosu teaches at Savelugu 
Girls Model Junior High School in northern 
Ghana, where teachers are expected to be 
more actively involved in students’ lives than at 
traditional schools.

OPPOSITE: Haddissa Ibrahim, 15, is a student at 
Savelugu Girls Model Junior High School. She 
wants to study to become a doctor so she can 
treat sick people in her hometown. 

PHOTOS: Lotte Ærsøe/Oxfam IBIS

HOPEFULLY, OUR WORK WILL HELP ERADICATE THE 
OLD PREJUDICES TOWARD GIRLS’ EDUCATION. THESE 
GIRLS JUST HAVE SO MUCH TO OFFER.
 GLADYS ASARE AKOSU, A TEACHER AT SAVELUGU GIRLS MODEL JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOL
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Keep working to end the injustice of 
poverty for decades to come by joining 
the Oxfam Legacy Circle. Learn how to 
approach gift planning in a way that 
reflects your values and helps create  
a just world free of hunger and poverty.

For more information, please visit 
oxfamamerica.org/legacy, call  
Andrew Morrison at (800) 77-OXFAM,  
or email legacy@oxfamamerica.org.

Opheus Dube, 53, stands outside his home in 
Zimbabwe with his 9-year-old daughter, Tafara. 
As part of Oxfam’s WE-Care project, Dube’s 
attitude toward unpaid care work has improved. 
Aurelie Marrier d'Unienville/Oxfam


