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ABSTRACT      Equal access is a challenge in all unequal societies. Education and 
access to education is not free from its share of problems. In a broad sense, every society 
must have its own educational system that encourages the process of learning to all. 
Equality is an undeniable factor in education. In India, present educational scenario faces 
several challenges in equal access. A gendered disparity in access is one among them. The 
present paper focuses on gendered barriers prevailing in access to education for girl 
children. The paper argues that the most of the gendered vulnerabilities of girl children 
results in the gender gap women’s education. The paper suggests addressing the issues of 
girl’s education is one of the prime means to tackling the disparities in women’s education.    
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Introduction 

The Constitution of India has declared 

universal, compulsory and free education for 

all children of six to fourteen years old. 

Hence, the number of girl children out-of-

school has been increasing in India. 

Relatively, girl’s education has been 

undergoing miserable situations as poor 

enrolment ratio in schools, discriminatory 

practices by school authorities, socio-cultural 

constraints, unfriendly school environment, 

drop out related issues, exploitation and 

neglect from the family environment and so 

on. Patriarchal social situations and familial 

structure make greater influence among the 

life of girl child.  This paper seeks to draw 

attention towards the issues of girl child 

education in the direction of socio-cultural 

context of India. It draws a comprehensive 

picture of educational status of girl child in 

India. In addition, this paper examines the 

existing gender barriers against girls 

education in India. 

Girls Education in India: Historical 

perspectives 

The childhood of women is 

problematic in many of the male dominated 

societies. Girlhood is deeply moulded with 

socio cultural and gendered practices that 

create gender discrimination against girls and 

women. Elaine Douglas –Noel (2000) states 
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that “in some societies, the girl child herself is 

still viewed as property, objectified, and 

abused”.  Many of the reviews and research 

has focused on the plight of womanhood and 

silenced about girlhood. The Constitution of 

India, (1950) Article 45 declared that “the 

state shall endeavour to provide, with in a 

period of ten years from the commencement 

of this constitution, for free and compulsory 

education for all children until they complete 

the age of fourteen years”.  Hence, the 

legislation is unable to challenge the existing 

gendered barriers and practices against girls.  

The estimated statistical outcomes 

explained, “India is the largest single 

producer of the world’s illiterates.”  

Government of India had formed a series of 

committees and commissions to sort out the 

challenges of education in India. Among them, 

the Report of the Education Commission 

(1964-66), had made landmark 

recommendations and suggestions on 

education. To fulfil the recommendations of 

this commission, government of India has 

declared the first National policy on 

Education in 1968.  It has focussed on the 

reformation on educational system, value 

aided education, introduce training  for 

teachers, integration of science and 

technology into education, moreover , 

compulsory education for all children up to 

the age of 14 years old.   

The National Policy on Education 

(IInd) introduced by May 1986. It has targeted 

to achieve “special emphasis on the removal 

of disparities and equalize educational 

opportunities, by correcting regional and 

urban imbalances, putting in place a Common 

Schooling System, and have special focus on 

girls and students from backward classes and 

tribal communities, and providing special 

facilities for handicapped and other 

disadvantaged students in order to achieve 

national integration and greater cultural and 

economic development”. The benchmark of 

the second National Policy on Education is it 

has launched ‘Operation Blackboard’ for the 

better functioning of primary schools in all 

over India. Table No.1 shows the literacy rate 

of women and men in India from the year of 

1951 to 2011.  

Census 

Year 

Percentage of 

Literacy Rate 
Male Female 

1951 18.33 27.16 8.86 

1961 28.30 40.40 15.35 

1971 34.45 45.96 21.97 

1981 43.57 56.38 29.76 

1991 52.21 64.13 39.29 

2001 64.83 75.26 63.67 

2011 74.04 82.14 65.46 

The table No. 1, shows widened 

gender gap in literacy rate of men and women 

in India. Undoubtedly, the Government of 

India has considered education as tool for 

development and realised that it has to be 

achieve through the integration of gender 
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equality in education. Government if India 

has implemented the following centrally 

sponsored educational programmes under 

Ministry of Human Resource Development.

  

 

Table:02. Source: Central Government Schemes for school education. LARRDS, 2013. 

The following Centrally sponsored programmes are being implemented in the Education 

Sector under Ministry of Human Resource Development.  

Socio-Culture Dilemmas against Girls 

Education 

The male-centered society has 

created or misinterpreted women’s biological 

process of menstruation. It has negatively 

effects the educational life of girl children. 

Many of the girls carries wrong message of 

menstruation through the gendered lens of 
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their parents. As a result, girls believed that 

menstruation period makes them impure and 

dirty therefore, it block their access to 

educational institutions. Studies show that it 

leads to increase the number of dropouts 

among girls. “Around 23% of adolescent girls 

in the age-group 12-18 drop out of school 

after they begin menstruating because of 

inadequate menstrual protection like sanitary 

napkins; those who are in school absent 

themselves for an average of five days a 

month”(Infochange India, 2011).  

Menstruation cycle makes an 

education block or absenteeism exclusively 

among the girls as five frequent days in a 

month. Moreover, it restricts their access to 

go outside, which includes school premises. 

Infact, socio-cultural and religious practices 

results in high rate of dropout among girls. As 

Sugata Roy (2011) states “the unavailability 

of sanitary pads, inadequate sanitation and 

absence of separate toilet for girls in schools, 

compounds the problem and has a huge 

impact on girls school attendance and is a 

major reason for dropouts of girls from 

schools”. Moreover, ethnicity, poverty and 

regional disparity and geographical 

differences force the girl children to detach 

from education and regular schooling system.  

Son preference is widely accepted and 

culturally sanctioned in many of patriarchal 

society.  

Accordingly, girls education and 

educational expenses are countered and 

accounted by parents. As a result, poverty-

stricken families and under developed 

regions have shows less preference to girls 

education.  As Sunitha Chugh (2011) states 

“India’s patriarchal society gives less 

importance to girls’ education due to the 

socio-cultural and economic barriers 

prevailing in the society.”  Infact, the issue of 

girls educational challenges covers in global 

level. Example, in Cambodia, girls comprise 

58 percent of the 200,000 out-of-primary 

school aged children (UNESCO EFA-GMR, 

2011). Therefore, the socio-cultural 

educational challenges is a global 

phenomena. Same trends can be observed in 

other parts of the world. 

Child marriage and Girls Discontinuation 

from Schooling 

Child marriage is an alarming gender 

issues that badly effects the continuation of 

education of girls. It makes an end to the 

education of girls and cutting off the 

opportunities related to education. The 

statistics estimates that 40 to 50 percent of 

marriages in India involve a girl under 18 or a 

boy under 21.  As per the NHFS-3 (2005-06), 

45 percent of women of 20-24 years were 

married before the legal age of marriage of 18 

years. Early marriage is one of the potential 

reasons of discontinuation of schooling 

especially among girl children. In India, 

certain states are undergoing the threats of 

child marriage and discontinuation of 
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schooling of girl children. Highest rates of 

child marriage reported from Bihar, 

Rajasthan, Jharkhand, Uttar Pradesh, West 

Bengal, Madhya Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh. 

Child marriages are rampant throughout in 

India, hence girls from rural regions faces 

adverse result of it. Girls from socially 

excluded communities as scheduled castes 

and tribes more vulnerable to child marriage. 

After marriage, these child brides never 

return to schools neither gets encouragement 

by conjugal family nor by the school 

authorities.   

It is strongly believed that, spending 

in girl’s education is a waste of resources or 

unworthy for girls family. Many of the 

parents judge that the fruits or benefit of 

girl’s education reaches into her future 

marital families, therefore, girls education 

discontinues in the stage of higher school or 

higher secondary school level. Traditionally, 

girls are treated as “paraya dhan” or the 

property that belongs to conjugal family. In 

other words Roshan Chitrakar (2009) 

mentioned that “Patriarchy and a preference 

for sons, combined with parental perceptions 

of the opportunity costs of investing in girls’ 

education, often seen as ‘watering a 

neighbour’s tree’, have become risk factors 

for girls’ education”. However, the parents 

cannot justify their bilateral stand towards 

education of girls and boys.  

 

Domestic Workloads and Gender Roles of 

Girls 

The social, economic, and familial 

background of the children is having a crucial 

role of schooling.  Inadequate infrastructure 

facilities of families has forces the girl child to 

tied with domestic gendered roles as taking 

care of siblings and being part regular 

domestic chores along with their parents, 

agrarian workloads and so on. UNICEF 

(2007) had outlined certain reasons behind 

girls incompleteness from learning 

opportunities as follows:  

 Family poverty 

 Weak legal frameworks around 

education 

 Uneven playing field from the start 

 Issues of safety and security around 

school affecting girls 

 Lack of relevance of school to the lives 

of children 

 Girls from rural are more vulnerable 

to household duties. The societies 

expectations about a rural women has 

painted as girl should be perfect in household 

duties rather than education. Girls from the 

rural areas intensively participate in 

domestic workloads that may start at their 

earliest ages when they are about 10 years 

old. However, family works as an important 

component regarding the decisions on girls 

continuation and cancellation of 

opportunities of learning. 
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Conclusion 

Girl’s education is an unavoidable 

factor in addressing gendered gap in 

education. International agencies have made 

innovative interventions towards the 

betterment of women’s education. To achieve 

this goal, still, there is a critical need to 

address the issues existing in girls education 

because it starts from the childhood 

educational experience of women. An 

engendered educational system is an 

essential to integrate with gendered 

educational process. It reduces the gender 

gap and gendered biases about girls 

education. The school curriculum and text 

books has to be reframed in  gender sensitive 

way that can extend to the empowerment of 

teachers and built gender friendly class room 

and teaching practices.  Government policies 

and schemes have to take necessary actions 

to overcome the gender barriers of girls 

education. In addition, the long-term policies 

on gendered education have to frame to 

tackle the issues of regional barriers, 

accessibility, and threat or actual violence 

against girls.  
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Sooner or later, those who win are those who think they can.   

                                                                 Paul Tournier 
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