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ABSTRACT

This paper provides a perspective on the development of women's education,
focusing on its relevance in the context of history, society, and policy in
respect to societal progress, gender equality, and economic development.
This work seeks to trace the history of women's education marginalized
under patriarchal norms but rescued by policy regimes, hence bridging
gender gaps. From early reform movements through post-independence
nation-building initiatives to the more recent global frameworks, such as the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), this article tracks the progress of expansion in access to
education for women. Even with such tremendous progress, the cultural
barriers, economic constraints, inadequate infrastructure, and gender-based
violence have remained major challenges to ensuring equal outcomes in
education. The article also highlights successful strategies implemented
globally, such as conditional cash transfers in Bangladesh, gender-sensitive
policies in Rwanda, and grassroots programs in India. It concludes with
actionable recommendations, including policy innovation, community
engagement, curricular reform, and leveraging technology to overcome
existing barriers. The article maintains that empowering women through
education is the moral and ethical necessity for future development, not only
as it is a developmental priority towards a more equitable and prosperous
future.
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1. Introduction

Education is a highly empowering tool for individual power and social change. Women's
education is especially likely to make families, communities, and nation better places, where
economic growth would be supported, health gains would be realized, and gender equity would
be increased. Education for women creates not only a better-off family but also a community
that would break the vicious cycle of poverty and march forward for the betterment of society.
Despite these acknowledged benefits, a history of discrimination, persistent gender norms, and
systemic inequalities marred the journey toward ensuring equitable education for women.! It
is over time that policy regimes across the globe have become pivotal in addressing these
barriers, gradually paving the way for greater inclusivity within education systems. Still,
challenges abound, and different approaches will be needed if it's going to be possible to get
quality education for each girl and woman.? The socio cultural dynamics and economic systems
that have always been keen on patriarchy have really created the gap in education access
between women and their male counterparts. Women could not get formal education simply
because people believed that domesticity was their main scope of work. As civilizations
change, these attitudes persisted with a significant gap in terms of literate and school attendance
rate. Education systems in several countries were initially designed to retain old gender roles
rather than shatter them, thus fostering inequality across generations. That is why the role of
governments and policy regimes can be seen as critical toward breaking these barriers through

the legislative framework and inclusive strategies for education.’

In the past decades, there has been a global appreciation of the need to make reductions in
gender disparities for successful sustainable development. The initiatives made by the MDGs
and later the SDGs have kept women's education at the top of every country's agenda. Every
country has implemented policies aimed at promoting girls in school, has launched public
sensitization programs, and increased infrastructure investment to make learning accessible to

girls and enable them to stay longer.

However, structural issues continue to impede progress in this regard, from poverty and cultural

'UNESCO Institute for Statistics, The World Inequality Database on Education (WIDE) (2016), available at:
www.education-inequalities.org.

2 World Bank, Missed Opportunities: The High Cost of Not Educating Girls (2018), available at:
www.worldbank.org.

3 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (Oxford University Press, 1999).
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resistance to a lack of resources. The journey toward gender equality in education is
multidimensional and involves policy reforms, grassroots activism, and cultural change. This
article delves into the historical trajectory of women's education, examines the impact of policy

interventions, and explores the path forward to ensure every woman's right to learn is realized.*
2. History of Women's Education

Deeply ingrained cultural and societal norms, which have historically valued the education of
men over women, are at the roots of gender disparity in education. For centuries, formal
education was considered irrelevant to women, whose roles were limited to domestic spaces.
The cost of educating girls, rather than being an investment in their future, was a burden in

agrarian and feudal societies.

2.1 Global Trends- Industrialization and reformist movements played a transformative role in
challenging entrenched gender norms during the 18th and 19th centuries, reshaping societal
attitudes toward women's education. The Industrial Revolution, particularly, underscored the
economic necessity of educating women in order to support industrialized economies through
both skilled labor and improved domestic efficiency.’ Reformist thinkers and social movements
started advocating for women's education, recognizing its potential in uplifting entire
communities. These changes in Europe and North America were accompanied by growing
urbanization, which opened up opportunities for women to access schools, though on a limited

scale.

The women's suffrage movement took this course further by highlighting education as one of
the key routes towards empowerment and political participation. This movement created a
ripple effect and influenced attitudes towards women's education across the globe, although
unevenly. In the colonized countries, women's education remained highly selective and mainly
for the urban and elite classes. Missionary schools and colonial administrations started
educational programs, but often these were meant to enforce traditional roles or create a small
educated female workforce for colonial interests. For instance, colonial Indian girls' schools

were rarely developed in the cities rather used to develop the idea of domestic skills instead of

4 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Sustainable Development Goals: Gender Equality (2015),
available at: www.undp.org.

SUNESCO, Education Transforms Lives (Paris: United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization, 2013).
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knowing through books. Thus, their preference for some rather kept excluded rural and low
classes females from proper formal studies-a situation that in following decades called for all

inclusive education policies.

2.2 India’s Experience - Reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Jyoti Rao Phule, and Savitri
Bai Phule were early reformers of women's education in India. It was during the 19th century
that Indian society was ruled by patriarchal norms and regressive traditions. Raja Ram Mohan
Roy was known as the father of modern Indian reform. According to him, education
empowered women and freed them from oppressive practices like sati. He established schools
that allowed girls to study and further advocated for women's education as a means of achieving
equality and progress. Roy's efforts in the cause of widow remarriage and his condemnation of
unfair practices were also part of his vision of an educated woman who could bring about
change and end societal injustices.® The other important social reformer who expanded this

vision was to educate marginalized groups, particularly women from the lowest castes.

In addition to his wife, Savitribai Phule, he opened the first girls' school in Pune in 1848 in
defiance of social convention, which vehemently opposed education for women, particularly
members of the oppressed classes. Savitribai Phule is considered to be India's first female
teacher; she taught girls while she was working actively on dissolving the stigma regarding
educating girls.” The family suffered severe backlash in terms of ostracization and threats from
conservative factions; yet, their efforts lay a foundation for a more inclusive educational system

and inspires successive generations to advocate on women's education issues.®

Despite these trailblazing efforts, the scope of these reforms remained limited due to
widespread resistance from traditionalist factions. Social norms deeply ingrained in patriarchal
values discouraged families from sending their daughters to school, fearing societal judgment
or believing that education was unnecessary for women. Many viewed educated women as a
threat to established gender roles, and reformers like the Phules and Roy had to constantly
navigate hostility and opposition. In addition, the reforms were mainly localized and lacked

institutional support to bring about widespread change. These limitations underscore the

¢ World Bank, Missed Opportunities: The High Cost of Not Educating Girls (Washington, D.C.: World Bank
Publications, 2018).

7 Sabyasachi Bhattacharya, Education and the Disprivileged: Nineteenth and Twentieth Century India
(Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 2002).

8Uma Chakravarti, Gendering Caste Through a Feminist Lens (Kolkata: Stree, 2003).
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importance of systemic reforms and state intervention, which only became more prominent in
the post-independence era, as governments began to prioritize women's education as a critical

element of national development.’

This historical background points to a long struggle in the direction of making education a right

for women. Thus, policy interventions in dismantling these barriers are of great importance.
3. Policy Regimes and Their Effect on Women's Education

Policies that have increased access to education for women have been the driving forces of
change, but they often have an impact which is sensitive to the social, economic, and cultural
contexts in which they are implemented. In many countries, progressive policies such as free
primary education, scholarship programs for girls, and gender-sensitive infrastructure have
significantly increased enrollment rates and narrowed the gap between genders in education.
Policies in such regions, therefore, often fail because very deeply entrenched patriarchal

cultures persist.!°

In these regions, cultural resistance to girls' education, along with economic barriers such as
poverty and a lack of resources may prevent policies from reaching their full potential.
Moreover, the lack of localized strategies or community engagement to specifically address
certain barriers, such as early marriage, domestic responsibilities, or safety concerns, further
limits the ability to implement these initiatives. This calls for context-sensitive, tailored
approaches to ensure that policies translate into tangible and equitable educational outcomes

for women.
4. Global Perspective

Women's education within African and Asian colonies was far more introduced through
missions than by colonizing governments around the globe. Girls' schools were early to be
founded as part of missionary education systems, however, they were few, and most targeted

the small elite of society, ignoring the vast majority of girls.!! Missionaries frequently

° Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1999).

10 Sabyasachi Bhattacharya, Education and the Disprivileged: Nineteenth and Twentieth Century India
(Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 2002).

D, Arnold, The Colonial State and Education in India: Some Historical Aspects (New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 1984).
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considered women's education as a tool for religious conversion and social reform, to train girls
as "ideal wives and mothers" according to Christian values. This brought about a sharp contrast
between urban, elite women who could enjoy such institutions and rural or lower-class women

who were excluded.'?

The scope of education under missionary leadership was quite limited and mostly confined to
basic literacy, religious studies, and domestic training rather than to the development of critical
thinking or professional skills. Even though missionary schools sowed the seeds of women's
education in colonies, they were limited in scale and met with resistance from conservative
communities that feared cultural erosion.!? This pattern of exclusory education shows a lack of
intellectual as well professional development of the women folks during the era of colony. The
result was because of the less supportive hand of the respective colonial Governments in terms
of education matters, which put these classes into more marginalization during education which

needs essential reforms after their independence too.'*
5. India’s Situation

Nominal efforts done by India's colonial governments were merely not sustained and hence its
impact was lesser too. One of the earliest attempts was the Hunter Commission of 1882, which
acknowledged the value of women's education and recommended steps toward improvement.
The recommendations did not come with any tangible action or money, which made them less
effective. The reluctance of the colonial government to question patriarchal norms or invest in
women's education ensured that the growth was slow and limited'. The colonial administration
concentrated on perpetuating the status quo instead of implementing systemic reforms and let

education for women mainly to missionaries and a few progressive social reformers.'¢

The impetus for women's education in India was, however, more actually driven by social
reform movements led by figures like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, Jyoti

rao Phule, and Savitri bai Phule. These reformers knew that education would be transformative

12 M. Green, The Missionary and the African Woman: A Study of Education in the Colonies (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1997).

13 R. Kaur, Colonial Education in India and Its Impact on Women (New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House, 1999).
14J. A. Mangan, The Missionary Position: The Role of Missionaries in the Education of Women in the British
Empire (London: Routledge, 1996).

15 D. Chakrabarty, Raja Ram Mohan Roy: A Reformer for the Modern Age (Calcutta: Sahitya Akademi, 1983).
16 J. Mahatma, Reform and Revolution: The Role of Social Reformers in Women's Education (New Delhi:
Sterling Publishers, 2001).
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in changing the status of women and hence worked diligently to open schools for girls. For
example, Phules opened the first girl's school in Pune in 1848, violating the norms of society,
and advocated the inclusion of women from oppressed communities in schools. In the same
way, Vidyasagar promoted education for widows and demanded the opening of girls' schools
in Bengal. These efforts were met with significant resistance from conservative sections of
society, but they laid the foundations for a broader movement toward women's empowerment.
The cultural shift created by these reformers eventually influenced post-independence policies

to universalize education for women.!”
5.1 Pre-independence Period

The pre-independence period in most colonized nations, including India, marked an absence of
a focus on female education within colonial educational policy. The British colonial
establishment considered education mainly as an instrument to create an intelligentsia of male
manpower to aid in the processes of governance and administration.!® Hence, girls' schools
were scarce, and only some of those in existence catered to providing a minimum degree of
literacy and domestication education rather than any other professional or academic
knowledge. Such an attitude was basically dictated by the dominant patriarchal mentality that
restricted the social roles of women only within the house and completely neglected the
possibility of formal schooling.!® The neglect of women’s education was also linked to the
colonial government’s fear that empowering women might disrupt traditional social hierarchies

and lead to resistance against colonial rule.?’

The curricula for girls in these limited institutions were often restricted to subjects deemed
"appropriate" for their roles in society, such as sewing, cooking, and basic hygiene, further
reinforcing gender stereotypes. This led to the perpetuation of cycles of ignorance and
dependence, leaving a vast majority of the female population uneducated. Women's literacy
rates during this period remained dismally low, particularly in rural areas, where access to
schools was practically nonexistent. The neglect of women's education by the colonial

government laid the groundwork for the persistent gender disparity that would take decades to

17S. Phule, Savitribai Phule: The Pioneer of Women's Education in India (Pune: Phule Publications, 2011).
18'S. Bose, The Position of Women in Indian History (Calcutta: Firma KLM, 1979).

9 B. S. Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India.

20 M. Chaudhuri, Women and the Colonial Encounter in India (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994).
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address in post-independence educational policies.
5.2 Post-Independence and Nation-Building Phase

After independence, education was acknowledged as a development core of new sovereign
nations, as it had a role to play in the economic growth, national unity, and social equity. Most
of the nations, including India, began to implement policies toward making education
universal. They specially targeted the disparities of women among other disadvantaged groups.
Governments started to reduce barriers toward education by giving financial support, bettering
infrastructure, and creating awareness.?! In this process, women's education started to emerge
as a new agenda in the nation-building process, symbolizing growing awareness that a literate

female population is a basic requirement for the overall development of the society.
In India, this area was greatly focused upon through various actions.

The Kothari Commission (1964-66) was a landmark initiative that focused on the
universalization of primary education, the need to reduce gender disparities, and the importance
of integrating girls into mainstream education. The commission laid the groundwork for several
reforms that followed, including the expansion of schools, teacher training, and curriculum

development, subsequent policies, for instance:->2

The National Policy on Education (1986), advocated equal access for girls and came up with
specific schemes to redress the gender gap. Operations like Operation Blackboard and later
programs such as Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan attempted to improve enrollment and retention levels
among girls, especially in rural and marginalized areas. All these measures indicate an increase

in commitment to gender equality in education, though problems persist at the system level.?
6. Barriers in Women's Education

Despite the substantial progress in policies and initiatives aimed at improving access to
education for women, it is clear that various obstacles continue to prevent the full realization

of gender equity in education. Such barriers are quite deeply ingrained in the socio-cultural,

2 G. B. Nambissan, Education, Gender, and Development in India (New Delhi: Sage Publications, 2008).

22 Kothari Commission, Report of the Education Commission (1964—66): Education and National Development
(New Delhi: Government of India, 1966).

23 Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, Framework for Implementation (New Delhi: Ministry of Human Resource
Development, Government of India, 2001).
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economic, and infrastructural factors involved, which can only be addressed by going beyond

merely implementing policies.

Some of the major issues that hinder women's education worldwide have been summarized as

follows:
e Cultural Barriers?*

In many societies, deeply entrenched patriarchal values continue to restrict girls' access to
education. These cultural norms often dictate that women’s primary roles are confined to
domestic responsibilities, with little emphasis on their intellectual development. In such
environments, girls are seen not as future leaders, but as future wives and mothers, which
diminishes the perceived value of their education. These societies often consider the education
of boys to be more important than girls. They believe that such investment in boys' education
is a better investment for the family in the long term?°. Such cultural bias often finds support
from local traditions, religious beliefs, and societal expectations, which expect women to be
more or less caretakers and homemakers. Consequently, girls are often retained at home to help
with house chores or take care of the younger siblings, thus depriving them of educational
opportunities. In addition, conservative communities may also oppose co-education because
they fear that the presence of girls in schools will lead to social disruption or challenge the

traditional family structure.
e Economic Barriers

Poverty is one of the major barriers to girls' education. The cost of schooling—fees, uniforms,
books—is too expensive for most low-income households. The more affluent parents have the
incentive to spend more on the education of their sons since it will return as a future source of
income. Girls are forced out of school and used to support the family economically by helping
with domestic chores or even working outside.?® This situation makes even the desire to send
the daughters to school difficult due to the costs associated with traveling and accommodation.

This, therefore, brings about a situation where girls in the poorest rural areas often remain

24 Human Rights Watch. “Give Us a Chance”: Barriers to Girls' Education in Developing Countries. New
York: Human Rights Watch, 2018.

25 Sachs, Jeffrey D. The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time. New York: Penguin Press, 2005.
26 Tembon, Mercy and Lucia Fort. Girls' Education in Developing Countries: Why Is It Important? Washington,
D.C.: World Bank, 2008.
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without education and this has been perpetuated into the cycle of poverty and inequality
between genders. Moreover, economic pressure to marry off daughters at an early age may
deter parents from investing in girls' education because they may think it is not necessary for a

girl who is soon going to be a wife.?’
e Infrastructure Inadequacies

Poor infrastructure, particularly in rural areas, compounds the difficulties girls face when trying
to access education. A lack of basic facilities like separate toilets for girls, clean drinking water,
and safe transportation options to and from school may discourage families from sending their
daughters to school. In many regions, especially in remote or rural areas, schools may be far
from the homes of the students, making it hard for girls, especially in the adolescent age group,
to travel long distances safely. The lack of gender-sensitive infrastructure further marginalizes
girls and reduces their chances of completing education. Sanitation facilities are often lacking,
especially toilets for girls that are safe and private. Girls may be discouraged from using public
toilets and may avoid schools when they are menstruating, making dropout rates even worse.
Besides, lack of safe and reliable means of transport makes it dangerous for girls to travel to

school and, therefore, leaves them vulnerable to violence and exploitation.?®
e Early Marriages

Early marriage is another significant barrier to girls' education, especially in poor and
developing countries. Girls in such regions are usually married off at a young age because of
cultural, religious, or economic pressures. This practice is deeply ingrained in the traditional
roles of gender that sees girls more as a source of achieving family alliances or economic
advantages rather than being individuals entitled to education and personal growth. Early
marriage often serves as a seal to put an end to a girl's education as her marital responsibilities,
coupled with the demand to bear children, barely leave her enough time and space for learning.
In many cases, girls who marry at a young age suffer extreme health risks, including risks from

early childbirth, which greatly limit their opportunities to seek education and self-

YInternational Labour Organization (ILO). The Cost of Child Labour: Economic Perspectives and Policy
Implications. Geneva: ILO, 2016.

28 Girls' Education Challenge. Barriers to Girls' Education: The Impact of Infrastructure. London: Department
for International Development (DFID), 2016.
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empowerment.?’ The early marriage cycle and subsequent education disruption create long-
term impacts on girls, furthering the limitation of their opportunities and perpetuating inter-

generational cycles of poverty and gender inequality.
e Violence and Safety Issues

Violence, harassment, and safety issues inside and outside schools are important reasons for
girls not going to school. Many places of the world expose girls in schools to violence, in which
they get bullied by peers and some teachers, sexually violated, or even raped. Most cases of
violence remain unreported because one fears stigma or shame associated with such
occurrences or just does not have legal ways to report the case. Going to school and back is
also associated with sexual assault, being trafficked, or getting exploited.’® The fear of
encountering violence or harassment on the way to or within school deters many girls from
attending school. In most conflict areas or when law enforcement is weak, girls are not a
priority for safety.! Such experiences not only harm the girls physically and psychologically
but also create an environment where girls feel unsafe and unsupported, further discouraging

their participation in education.
e Quality of Education

Even when girls are able to access education, the quality of education they receive often
remains subpar. In many countries, the curriculum taught in schools tends to perpetuate gender
stereotypes, reinforcing traditional roles and limiting girls' aspirations. If there is no effort to
confront such gender biases in educational systems, girls are never challenged to pursue areas
of interest or careers traditionally viewed as "male-dominated”. Teacher training programs
often do not emphasize gender sensitivity, and therefore girls are discriminated against in the
classroom. The education system in many countries focuses on rote learning and exam-centric
approaches, which does little to encourage critical thinking, leadership skills, or self-
confidence among girls, thereby further limiting their opportunities for personal and academic

growth. Consequently, many girls graduate from school lacking the skills required to make a

29 Available at: https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/barriers-to-girls-education-around-the-world/ (last
visited on December 31, 2025).

30 Ibid.

3131 Available at: https://www.girlrising.org/post/10-ways-barriers-to-girls-education-have-changed-in-the-last-
10-years (visited on December 25, 2025).
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meaningful contribution in the workplace or to their community.*?

While important steps have been taken on the policy and initiative side in regard to increasing
women's and girls' access to education, there are many obstacles to their educational journey.
To overcome these obstacles requires multifaceted approaches, taking into account the need to
change cultural norms, address economic realities, meet infrastructural challenges, and address
safety concerns. Moreover, it calls for transforming education systems to ensure quality and

inclusive education for girls and break the cycle of inequality.?
7. Modern Policy Regimes (1990s Onwards)

The late 20th and early 21st centuries ushered in a paradigm shift in global educational
frameworks, with a specific focus on addressing gender inequality in education. These decades
marked a growing recognition that gender disparities in education were not only an issue of
fairness but also a critical barrier to economic development and social progress. The global
policy landscape started to address gender inequality explicitly by creating international
frameworks and commitments aimed at reducing barriers and promoting girls' and women's

education.?*
7.1 Global Progress

Global organizations such as UNESCO, the United Nations, and the World Bank started to
become more involved in shaping education policies that matched broader development
agendas where women's education was seen as the key to achieving sustainable economic and
social transformation. It has also been the era for highlighting an intersectionality of gender
along other areas such as poverty, disability, or race-the understanding of the barriers

confronting marginalized women and girls was more holistic.>®

The consequences of this have been 1990s and after global frameworks with clear goals and
targets set for realizing gender equity in education. International efforts, like that of the

Education for All initiative initiated in 1990, committed countries to making sure that education

32 United Nations Girls' Education Initiative (UNGEI). Accelerating Girls' Education: From Access to Learning.
New York: UNGEI, 2017.

30OECD. Gender Equality in Education: Breaking Down Barriers to Equal Learning Opportunities. Paris:
OECD Publishing, 2020.

3% UNESCO, Education for All: Meeting our Collective Commitments (Paris: UNESCO Publishing, 2000).

35 United Nations, Millennium Development Goals Report 2005 (New York: United Nations, 2005).
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was accessible and fair for all, with specific orientations toward gender equality. This was
followed by the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in 2000, which had specific

quantitative targets to eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education by 2015.3

These global milestones helped shape national policies and actions, with a focus on both access
to education and the quality of education for girls. These international frameworks highlight
the importance of creating education systems that support both the academic and personal
development of women, thus contributing to their active participation in the economic,

political, and social spheres.?’
7.2 Progress in India

The journey towards universalizing education for women in India picked up a significant pace
in the early 21st century, mainly due to focused government initiatives and policy shifts. One
of the most pivotal programs was the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA), launched in 2001, which
aimed to achieve universal elementary education and specifically targeted the inclusion of girls
in the educational process. SSA was meant to increase the supply as well as the quality of
education by school building, recruitment of female teachers, and providing a girl-friendly
environment where girls feel safe and supported in learning. The program also aimed at
reducing the gender gap in literacy and enrollment by focusing on disadvantaged areas,
especially rural areas where girls' education was particularly hampered by social, cultural, and
economic constraints. Over the years, SSA became a national movement that brought millions

of girls into schools and greatly contributed to the increase in India's female literacy rates.

Another landmark in India's educational policies toward attaining gender equity was in 2015,
starting the Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao (Save the Daughter, Educate the Daughter) campaign.
It targets the deeply ingrained biases in society that lead to the neglect of girls' education,
particularly in the rural and marginalized communities. By focusing not only on improving
access to education but also on altering societal perceptions about the value of girls, the

program aimed to empower communities and encourage parents to send their daughters to

36 United Nations, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (New York: United
Nations, 2015).

378. J. Klees, Education and Development: The Role of International Organizations (Paris: UNESCO
Publishing, 2004).
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school.?®

The initiative sought to break the cycle of gender discrimination by fostering an
environment where girls were seen as valuable members of society capable of contributing
economically and socially. The program concurrently engaged with some of the critical issues
that had previously kept girls out of school, for example, child marriage, and gender-based
violence, which was strong, factors making girls not to attend schools. The ripple effect through

cultural change brought about societal attitudes changes seen in initiatives prioritizing

education for girls as well in the country.
7.2.1 National Education Policy 2020

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 formed a transformative step in India's educational
landscape, focusing upon inclusivity, flexibility, and gender equality. Another core aspect of
the NEP 2020 revolves around the need to strengthen women's participation in every sector of
education, most importantly in STEM areas since women have been underrepresented in these
sectors for generations. The policy strongly emphasizes creating an inclusive education system
focusing on the specific needs of girls and women while ensuring for them equal access and
opportunities both in primary and higher education.’® It also recommends curricula that are
gender-sensitive and flexible pathways of learning, which support diverse learners, including
women who were barred from entering the regular streams of education because of socio-

economic disadvantages, early marriage, and family obligations.*

In addition, NEP 2020 has also removed system barriers against women's education, like
gender bias in teaching methodologies and the unavailability of supporting infrastructure. The
policy thus places more importance on providing safe, supportive, and accessible learning
environments for all learners, especially girls in rural settings. In this direction, NEP promotes
the furthering of digital education, coupled with the provision of distance learning facilities, to
help women who are limited to certain locations or by lack of mobility. Improvement in gender
equity at all levels of education and tackling the persistent challenges that have consistently
eroded the educational experiences of girls and women are further emphasized. The NEP 2020,

with its focus on STEM education, inclusivity, and safe learning environments, attempts to

38World Bank. Education and Gender Equality: The Role of International Agencies. Washington, D.C.: The
World Bank, 2003.

39 Ministry of Education, Government of India. National Education Policy 2020. New Delhi: Ministry of
Education, 2020.

40 Government of India. Drafi National Education Policy 2019. New Delhi: Ministry of Human Resource
Development, 2019.
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create an educational ecosystem that enables women and girls to participate fully in the nation's

economic, social, and political life.*!
7.2.2 Constitutional Provisions in India

The Constitution of India not only granted equality to women but also empowered the State to
adopt measures of positive discrimination in favor of women for neutralizing the cumulative
socio economic, education and political disadvantages faced by them. The various

constitutional provisions are as follows:*?

e Article 14: The State shall not deny to any person equality before the law or the equal
protection of the laws within the territory of India.

e Article 15 (3): Nothing in this article shall prevent the State from making any special
provision for the advancement of any socially and educationally backward classes of
citizens or for the Scheduled Castes or the Scheduled Tribes in so far as such special
provisions relate to their admission to educational institutions including private
educational institutions, whether aided or unaided by the State, other than the minority
educational institutions referred to in clause (1) of article 30.

e Article 21A: The State shall provide free and compulsory education to all children of
the age of six to fourteen years in such manner as the State may, by law, determine.

e Article 24: No child below the age of fourteen years shall be employed to work in any
factory or mine or engaged in any other hazardous employment.

e Article 28: Freedom as to attendance at religious instruction or religious worship in

certain educational institutions.

1. No religious instruction shall be provided in any educational institution wholly

maintained out of State funds.

2. Nothing in clause (1) shall apply to an educational institution which is administered by
the State but has been established under any endowment or trust which requires that

religious instruction shall be imparted in such institution.

4! National Commission for Women, Government of India. Report on Women and Education in India. New
Delhi: National Commission for Women, 2016.

42 Luckey Dey. “Constitutional Provisions and National Policies for Women Empowerment through Education
in India”, Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research, Volume 9, Issue 4, 2022, pg 62-72.
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3. No person attending any educational institution recognized by the State or receiving aid
out of State funds shall be required to take part in any religious instruction that may be
imparted in such institution or to attend any religious worship that may be conducted in
such institution or in any premises attached thereto unless such person or, if such person

is a minor, his guardian has given his consent thereto.
e Article 45: Provision for free and compulsory education for children.

1. The State shall endeavour to provide, within a period of ten years from the
commencement of the Constitution, for free and compulsory education for all children

until they complete the age of fourteen years.

2. The State shall endeavour to provide early childhood care and education for all children

until they complete the age of six years.

e Article 51A (k): That a parent or guardian should provide opportunities for education

to his child or, as the case may be, ward between the age of six and fourteen years.

8. Success Stories and Best Practices

There are several countries and programs globally that have made remarkable strides in
promoting women's education through innovative policies and targeted interventions. These
success stories serve as powerful examples of how tailored approaches can overcome barriers
to education and create opportunities for women and girls. From conditional cash transfers to
policy reforms and grassroots activism, these examples highlight the diversity of strategies that

have been effective in narrowing the gender gap in education.*
e Bangladesh - Conditional Cash Transfers for Girls' Education

Bangladesh stands out as a prime example of how conditional cash transfer programs can be
an effective tool in promoting girls' education. In the late 1990s, Bangladesh introduced the
Female Secondary School Assistance Program (FSSAP), which provided conditional cash
transfers to families who kept their daughters in school, particularly in rural and marginalized

areas. The program was aimed at lessening the economic burden on families and encouraging

43 Ibid.
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them to invest more in their daughters' education than in their short-term economic needs. This
program was providing financial support that was contingent upon the girls' continued
enrollment and attendance. In addition to providing support for direct costs, such as school fees
and uniforms, the program also incentivized families to send their daughters to school instead

of keeping them at home for domestic work or marriage.

The results of the program have been outstanding. The rates of enrollment for girls in secondary
education have risen considerably, while dropout rates have dramatically fallen. Studies show
that the cash transfer programs directly affected girls' retention in school, thus improving
gender parity in education and opening more opportunities for women in Bangladesh. This
initiative has become a model for other countries, demonstrating that targeted financial
interventions can lead to long-term educational and social benefits for girls and their families.
Moreover, such programs have proven that when the financial constraints are addressed,
education can become a more viable and attractive option for girls, thus providing better

outcomes in terms of employment, health, and economic independence.

¢ Rwanda - Government Policies for Free and Inclusive Education

Rwanda's educational transformation provides another compelling success story. Strong
government policies and gender-specific programs have brought the country close to gender
parity in primary education. Rebuilding its educational system has been a significant priority
of Rwanda since 1994 genocide: It was deemed a key element of national recovery and
development. From 2003 onwards, the government made some aggressive commitments
toward ensuring that every child, irrespective of gender and socioeconomic status, accessed
free primary education. This move pushed enrollments dramatically across the whole country,

and policies had to be put in place to avoid girls from losing out.

Besides provision, Rwanda had gender-sensitive programmes to enhance girls' enrollment and
retention at school. These included the establishment of girls' clubs, mentoring programs, and
awareness campaigns that focused on the importance of educating girls for the country’s future.
Furthermore, the Rwandan government worked to eliminate barriers such as early marriages,
teenage pregnancies, and violence against girls, which often led to high dropout rates. Such
policies, with strong commitment from the government and international support, enabled

Rwanda to close the gap between men and women in education, especially primary schooling.
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Currently, the country boasts one of the highest female enrollment rates in Africa, a powerful

demonstration of the impact of inclusive and gender-sensitive education policies.

e Scandinavian Countries - Gender Equality in Education

The Scandinavian countries have, particularly Sweden, Norway, and Finland, always been
credited for their promotion of gender equity in education. In terms of rankings, Scandinavian
countries have dominated the world for years for their stand in providing gender equitable
education to boys and girls. It creates an inclusive, accessible, and supportive environment for
all students, and especially ensures gender parity, from early childhood education through to

higher education.

Integrating gender equality into national policies and actively promoting women's participation
in education and the workforce are critical factors that contribute to the success of the
Scandinavian model. Such countries have made considerable investment in education
infrastructure. For example, they offer free and universal access to education at all levels.
Schools in such countries are also capable of meeting the needs of boys and girls. Their
curricula are also focused on combating traditional gender stereotypes by providing critical
thinking, leadership, and problem-solving capabilities for all students regardless of their
gender. Government policies include the provision of parental leave policies and subsidized
childcare. It provides support to families that facilitate women's education while ensuring their

career ambitions do not suffer.

This system creates a holistic environment with equality at every level of education,

empowering women to engage in all walks of life.

¢ India - Grass-root Initiatives by Non Governmental Organisations

In India, the NGOs are playing a very vital role in promoting girls' education since they are
working mainly to address the issue in the deprived and tribal regions where the governments
have often failed or failed to perform. The particular barriers girls face to obtain education have
been specifically identified by organizations such as Pratham and Educate Girls. These NGOs
have adopted innovative, grassroots approaches to address issues such as gender
discrimination, lack of infrastructure, and cultural attitudes that undermine the value of girls'

education.
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Through its "Read India" program, Pratham's work has helped improve basic literacy and
numeracy among girls in rural schools by training teachers and engaging communities in the
learning process. Educate Girls, on the other hand, uses a community-based approach to
educate people about the importance of girls' education and focused on getting out-of-school
girls into school. With its innovative "Team Balika" model, Educate Girls mobilizes women in
the community to become agents of change, convincing parents to send their daughters to
school and ensuring that girls stay enrolled. These programs also have an additional goal of
improving the quality of education, which includes making the girls critically think to get out
of the confined traditional gender roles that limited their potential. Success in these NGOs
regarding the grassroots level promotion of girls' education has not only improved access to
education but also had a ripple effect, encouraging local communities to focus on education for

girls.

The success stories in Bangladesh, Rwanda, Scandinavian countries, and India show valuable
lessons in how women's education can be effectively promoted. Such is the importance of
tailored policies, financial incentives, and other gender-sensitive programs and also grassroots
efforts that are community-initiated in addressing the diversified barriers to girls' or women's
access to education. Such models give reasons for hope and practical recommendations for
overcoming obstacles in education for women, proving it possible when policy and local
community efforts are aligned-that is, significant progress might come in achieving gender

equity through education.

9. The Road Ahead: Suggestions to Achieve Gender Equity

Achieving gender equity in education is not something that can be accomplished overnight
through either policy innovation or grassroots activity and systemic reforms. While some parts
of the world have made significant progress, much more remains to be done to ensure that girls
and women have equal access to quality education. The road ahead is paved with challenges,
but with concerted efforts at the policy level, community involvement, technological
integration, curricular reforms, and global cooperation, we can move closer to a future where

gender equity in education is the norm, not the exception.

e Policy and Economic Inputs

A basic ingredient of achieving gender equity in education is the provision of adequate
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resources, both financial and policy-oriented, to support gender-inclusive programs.
Governments should prioritize funding for education, especially in disadvantaged regions,
where girls' access to education is limited. This will involve investing in infrastructure, such as
building schools, providing transport, and ensuring access to basic amenities like sanitation
facilities for girls. Financial support in the form of scholarships, conditional cash transfers, and
free school provisions can make a significant difference in reducing economic barriers that
prevent girls from attending school. In addition, policies must be made by the government that
will encourage families to enroll their daughters in school. The safety nets should also be given,

especially for those living in poverty or rural areas.

Policies should also be encouraged by the government that prevents societal barriers from
education. Such societal barriers include early marriages and child labor. This can be achieved
by the strict enforcement of marriage and labor laws and even the compulsory education law.
Second, the economic policies should be directed at maximizing the role of women in economic
life, such that the education of girls is regarded as a matter of national and economic
importance. It can create an environment in which education of girls is not regarded as a luxury

but a good investment in the nation's future.

e Community Level Involvement

Community-level involvement is the most effective way to address cultural and societal
barriers towards girls' education. Involvement of local chiefs, religious leaders, and parents can
change the social norms that often prevent girls from receiving education. Engagement of
influential figures in the advocacy efforts makes it possible to change community attitudes
about the value of girls' education. In many parts of the world, especially in rural or
conservative areas, the issue of gender roles is highly ingrained, and education of girls is
considered a subsidiary or even unnecessary activity. However, when leaders within the
community, who are respected and trusted, take on the cause of girls' education and create a

supportive environment, parents and families tend to send their daughters to school.

Programs that engage the community at large in supporting the education of girls can thus bring
about long-term, sustainable cultural change. That could be through awareness campaign
programs on the benefits that accrue from educating a girl, workshops for parents on the long-

term positives for family and community life, and encouraging men and boys to become allies
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to the fight for gender parity in education. Such grassroots efforts can be transformative,
helping to dismantle the social barriers that girls face, whether these involve early marriage,
domestic labor, or cultural restrictions. By changing local attitudes and encouraging

widespread community engagement, the foundation for educational equity is strengthened.

e Technological Integration

Technology can be a powerful tool in bridging the educational divide, especially in remote or
underserved regions where access to schools is limited. Online learning platforms, mobile apps,
and radio-based education programs are some of the distance education tools that can be used
to reach girls who otherwise cannot attend school because of geographical or social barriers.
These tools provide quality education in mathematics and science to language arts and enable

girls to learn at their own pace from the comfort of their homes.

Moreover, the integration of technology can also support teacher training and curriculum
development to ensure that educators are equipped with the necessary skills to deliver inclusive
and gender-sensitive lessons. Many rural or conflict-affected areas have weak traditional school
infrastructure, and technology is what will keep education alive in those areas. The use of
digital literacy programs can, therefore, equip girls with the necessary skills to face a world
driven by technology and thus lead to possible opportunities in future industries related to IT,
engineering, and finance. However, for technology to be more effective, it must become
accessible, affordable, and have the proper training among teachers and students. Bridging the
digital gap is essential to ensure equal access to the opportunities afforded by technology for

all girls.

e Curriculum Reforms

School curricula reflect gender stereotypes in most places in the world, therefore, limiting the
aspirations of girls and their potential. Many girls are led to home economics or caregiving
professions, while boys are directed to their science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM) fields. For proper gender equality in education, curricula must be adapted to break
such stereotypes so that the world becomes one with a more inclusive diversity. This implies
establishing learning environments where boys and girls are encouraged equally to explore vast

fields of subjects and activities outside the traditional roles for either gender.
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Curriculum reforms should also involve educating children on gender equality, rights of
women, and the need to shatter social and cultural barriers. Instilling these values in schools
from an early age will play a crucial role in shaping attitudes toward gender roles and empower
girls to pursue careers and roles that are previously inaccessible. For example, programs that
encourage girls to take up STEM subjects will open up new career opportunities and help break
the gender bias that persists in fields like engineering, technology, and mathematics. Gender-
sensitive teaching methods and materials should also be employed to ensure girls and boys are

valued equally in class and equipped with the same tools for academic and personal success.

¢ Global Cooperation

Achieving gender equity in education requires a global approach because most of the obstacles
that girls face in education transcend borders, especially in the low-income and developing
countries. Cross-border sharing of best practices, resources, and technical expertise will help
low-income nations to adopt successful strategies for promoting girls' education. International
organizations like UNESCO, UNICEF, and the World Bank will play a critical role in
facilitating this cooperation by funding, researching, and advocating for gender equality in

education.

Global cooperation can also help solve problems that cut across borders, such as cultural
practices like early marriage and gender-based violence in schools. Countries can learn from
each other's successes and failures and adapt strategies that work in one context to suit the
needs of another. Besides, international partnerships can mobilize human and financial
resources in large-scale challenges such as education infrastructure improvement, teacher
training, and providing safe environments for girls learning. Global cooperation can also
enhance the advocacy efforts for the policies that advance gender equity and ensure that it

remains a high priority on the international agenda.

It is a complex and multi-dimensional road to achieve gender equity in education. There are
policy reforms, community engagement and technological innovation, changes in curricula,
and international collaboration that all together need to be taken at different levels of society:

government, local communities, and international organizations.

All these combined could make an environment in which girls and women are accorded equal

opportunities to go through education, hence helping them to realize their full potentials. The
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journey ahead is very arduous, but it is possible to tear down the barriers that are built against

women and girls so that they can access education in a more equitable and prosperous way.

10. Conclusion

Thus, the march to achieving equal opportunities for boys and girls in education is a necessary
challenge and an immense opportunity. Women's education is more than just an individual
right; it can be a transformation that changes the very fabric of society, economy, and culture.
Over the decades, much progress has been made in promoting women's and girls' access to
education, underpinning policy regimes, social reform movements, and international
frameworks. However, deep-seated societal attitudes and entrenched cultural practices
continue to act as barriers to the full realization of this goal. To overcome these challenges,
there is a need to embrace a holistic and multi-faceted approach that will include all

stakeholders: governments, international organizations, civil society, and local communities.

The development of policies to ensure equal educational opportunities for women has been
instrumental, but successful implementation is dependent on overcoming deep-seated cultural
norms, economic barriers, and infrastructural inadequacies. Such governments need to
prioritize funding for inclusive and equitable education programs responsive to the needs of
girls, even in rural and disadvantageous locations. International organizations can play a crucial
role in sharing best practice, giving technical assistance, and in their resource allocations
making sure that services reach where they are needed most. At the grass-roots level,
community leaders, parents, and teachers need to be involved in local attitudes toward girls'
schooling, realizing that it provides them with enormous value that goes beyond the

empowerment of individuals to collective progress.

Women's education is really a very powerful tool by which women can break from the cycle of
poverty as well as discrimination. Literate women result in better health families, stronger
communities, and more prosperous countries. Moreover, women's education has a significant
impact on reducing gender inequalities, empowering women to advocate for their rights,
challenge traditional gender roles, and contribute to decision-making in politics, business, and
other sectors. As societies evolve and face new challenges, investing in girls' education remains

a strategic imperative for sustainable development, social equity, and global peace.
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The path ahead requires continuous and concerted effort at all levels. All of this - policy
innovations, community-level engagement, technological solutions, curricular reforms, and
global cooperation - needs to work in harmony to build an inclusive educational ecosystem.
Only when all girls can be ensured to receive quality education free from gender bias and
societal barriers can the entire potential of half the world's population be unlocked toward a

just, equitable, and prosperous future for all.

Ultimately, promoting gender equity in education becomes not only a moral imperative but also
a developmental imperative. The development of women through education lays a foundation
for a more inclusive world where women are not only equal participants in society but are
equipped to be leaders, innovators, and change makers. Today's investment in girls' education
will shape tomorrow's world and ensure that future generations inherit a legacy of equality,
opportunity, and shared prosperity. The road ahead may be long and complex, but with

concerted global effort, it is a road we must travel for the benefit of all humanity.
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