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Abstract

Education is an effective way to improve girls’ self-worth, health, and productivity; however there remains
a gender gap between girls’ and boys’ completion of school. The literature around factors influencing girls’
decision to stay in school is limited. Seven focus group discussions took place among 79 girls in forms 2 to
4 at secondary schools in rural western Kenya, to examine their views on why girls absent themselves or
dropout from school. Data were analysed thematically. Lack of resources, sexual relationships with
boyfriends, and menstrual care problems were reported to lead directly to dropout or school absence.
These were tied to girls increased vulnerability to pregnancy, poor performance in school, and
punishments, which further increase school absence and risk of dropout. Poverty, unmet essential needs,
coercive sexual relationships, and an inequitable school environment collude to counter girls’ resolve to
complete their schooling. Lack of resources drive girls to have sex with boyfriends or men who provide
them with essentials their family cannot afford, such as sanitary pads and transport to school. While these
improve quality of their school life, this dynamic increases their exposure to sexual risk, pregnancy,
punishment, and dropout. Evaluation of interventions to ameliorate these challenges is warranted,
including provision of pocket money to address their needs.
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