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Foreword

As we know, children are the chief agents of their learning, and teachers are a major 
resource for this. As professionals, the teachers contribute in imparting quality 
education and bringing about a qualitative change in the learning environment. 
The role of teacher educators is equally crucial, as they can motivate the teachers 
to adopt inclusive pedagogical process that keeps the learner perspective in mind 
in planning curricular activities. 

The National Policy of Education (1986) viewed education as an instrument 
of social transformation that would eliminate curriculum biases and enable 
professionals such as teachers, decision makers, administrators and planners to 
‘play’ a positive interventionist role for gender equality. The Programme of Action 
(POA), 1992, clearly emphasizes training all teachers and instructors as agents of 
women’s empowerment, developing gender sensitization programmes for teacher 
educators and administrators, developing gender-sensitive curriculum and removal 
of sex bias from textbooks. 

The National Curriculum Framework, 2005, propagates the need for the teachers’ 
role shifting from being a source of knowledge to being a facilitator of learning. 
In the training required for this, adequate efforts should be made to bring about 
attitudinal changes. The best way to bring about this is to stress the criticality of 
being able to recognize one’s own biases and act upon them to maintain a ‘gender 
bias free’ approach in one’s work. This is expected to make teachers aware of 
the prevalent attitudinal problems and at the same time gear them up to make 
conscious efforts to avoid/ minimise discriminatory practices that can impact the 
growing up of boys and girls.

The Focus Group on Gender Issues in Education (2006) has also emphasized 
on teacher training to be more self reflective, participatory and research oriented. 
It states that resource material need to be developed to provide inputs to teacher 
and teacher educators as to how the gender issues can be woven into the teaching 
learning process. 

The training of teacher educators has always been a priority of the Department 
of Women’s Studies, NCERT. These training programmes have been instrumental 
in generating awareness on gender issues in education. States and NGOs and other 
organisations working in the area of gender issues can utilize this training material 
to train their own educational personnel or use it as a resource material.  

The approach followed in the material is based on the position paper on ‘Gender 
Issues in Education’ wherein it is stated that gender should not be treated as a 
add on approach but as a cross cutting edge in all disciplinary areas. The present 
material is gender inclusive and will also enable the teachers to understand 
key concepts related to gender and how they operate in reality through various 
institutions. This material will provide an opportunity for self introspection and self 



reflection of their own socialization processes and will encourage them to question 
and critique existing power relations and customary practices. It will enable them 
to integrate their experiences with the content of different disciplines for weaving 
issues related to boys and girls. 

While the authors have made each module participatory and focus upon building 
imagination and creativity in school settings, all modules are based upon an evolving 
and developing approach. The readers can adopt and adapt according to their needs 
and context. A range of sample activity has been incorporated. Additions to this 
material are welcome and users can utilize their own context specific knowledge and 
experience while transacting the modules. The training material is divided into three 
volumes according to the focus of the various themes. These volumes are: 

Volume 1: Perspectives on Gender and Society,
Volume 2: Gender and Schooling Processes, 
Volume 3: Gender and Women’s Empowerment. 
 We gratefully acknowledge the contributions of the authors, editors and 

coordinators towards the creation and finalization of the three volumes. 
As an organisation committed to systemic reform and continuous improvement 

in the quality of its products, NCERT welcomes comments and suggestions on this 
material, and its utilization. 

 

New Delhi  Director
June 2013     National Council of Educational 
 Research and Training
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Introduction

Volume III contributes richly to academic 
discourse and knowledge dissemination 
in the area of gender and women’s 
empowerment. It consists of six modules 
on diverse themes which take into account 
the different policies, programmes, bills, 
incentives and constitutional provisions 
aimed at protecting and empowering 
women. The modules also provide rich 
insights on how the process of women’s 
empowerment is mediated and facilitated. 
The volume additionally helps in building 
awareness about the legal provisions and 
various self-help groups and agencies which 
foster financial independence and generate 
self employment and entrepreneurship 
skills among girls and women. The modules 
emphasise  the view that women can make 
a vital contribution  to the country’s growth 
and development. The image of women that 
thus emerges is one of inherent capability, 
strength and empowerment. The role of the 
State in this regard has also been spelt out 
in a fair amount of detail.

Module 1, Women’s Movements in 
India: Tracing the Journey, gives an insight 
into the reform movements spearheaded 
by women during the pre- and post- 
independence period, aptly highlighting 
the landmark events and achievements of 
the movement. It traces the roots of the 
women’s movements and participation from 
the historical past to the present and brings 
to the forefront, recent women centric 
issues and debates. Apart from contributing 

to academic discourse, this module also 
highlights the problem solving capabilities 
and activist spirit of women.

Module 2, From Parity to Equity in Girls’ 
Education: Lessons from South Asia, focuses 
on the need for making a transition from 
parity to equity in girls education. It takes 
into cognizance the needs of girl children 
as a basis of understanding them. Taking 
recourse to the Right to Education bill, the 
module argues for equality of opportunities 
to be created for both girls and boys, 
beginning with equal access to school and 
then more process based adjustments. 
It highlights that in order that girls are 
retained in schools, it is important that the 
teachers create gender friendly learning 
environments. Apart from exploring the 
causative factors for girls’ exclusion from 
the schooling process, the module highlights 
the fact that quality education for girls not 
only contributes to achieving gender and 
social equality but also enables to overcome 
multiple sources of exclusion. Examples 
are drawn from different South Asian 
countries to substantiate the main points 
and arguments. 

Module 3, Education of Minority 
Communities: The Case of Muslim Girls, 
dwells upon the causative factors for the 
exclusion of Muslim girls in the formal 
educational institutions. At the same 
time, it also highlights the role of various 
educational institutions which played a 
pivotal role in educating these girls. A 
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historical overview in this regard has been 
provided. The author delineates various 
policies and programmes which aim to 
make education accessible to the minority 
communities, especially the Muslim girls. 
This module is rich not only in terms of 
knowledge dissemination but also in terms 
of suggesting alternative strategies and 
interventions in order to attain the goal of 
maximum enrolment and retention of girls 
belonging to the minority communities. 

Module 4, Economic Empowerment 
of Women: Potential and Possibilities, 
emphasizes  the importance of making girls 
and women self-sufficient and financially 
independent. Even if the girls drop out of 
schools,  that they should be equipped with 
certain skills which might enable them to gain 
economic independence, is the central idea 
that is embodied. The module contributes 
to the knowledge base and highlights the 
role of self-help groups which train women 
in certain skills, in order that they are able 
to generate self employment within the 
contexts in which they are located. This 
module aims to generate awareness about 
varied policies, programmes, availability of 
different kinds of raw materials as well as 
the existence and roles of self-help groups 
in fostering entrepreneurial skills and 
economic empowerment amongst women. 
A number of case illustrations and data 
have been used to substantiate the key 
arguments.

Module 5, Employment and Empowerment 
of Women through Self-help Groups brings 
out the role of self-help groups in generating 
employment opportunities for poor and 
marginalized women. These groups equip 
women with entrepreneurial abilities and 
social skills and enable them to deal with 
their economic crisis and poverty with 
dignity. The module not only focuses on 
the advantages of the self-help groups, it 

simultaneously cautions against the misuse 
of funds. It disseminates information about 
the roles, functions and mode of operation 
of self-help groups. The citation of various 
case studies draws attention to the fact 
that economic empowerment leads to the 
development of self-confidence, self-esteem 
and above all a positive sense of self and 
identity among women.

Module 6, Protecting the Rights of Girls 
and Women: The Legal Framework, gives 
an insight into the nature of crimes and 
injustice faced by women, as well as the 
legal provisions which are available for 
the redressal of such crimes and gender 
injustice. Through this module the author 
also delineates the paradox of the legal 
framework, which is biased against women. 
Irrespective of the existence of multiple 
laws, the legal system has been unable to 
obliterate certain socio-cultural practices 
which foster gender discrimination. In 
addition to pointing out the loopholes and 
flaws in the legal system, the author has also 
identified the areas where legal awareness 
is required. The module disseminates 
information about the various agencies 
and organizations which work towards 
promoting legal literacy to girls and women.

Thus, Volume III is of great significance 
to policy makers, researchers, academicians 
and field workers working in the arena of 
Gender and Women’s Studies. Apart from 
highlighting the lacunae between theory 
and practice, it also highlights significant 
areas where interventions are required. 
Through the rich theoretical discourse, 
each of these modules not only highlight 
the strengths, capabilities and potentialities 
of women, but also advocate the need and 
urgency to tap their potential in the quest 
to make them more empowered and visible.



Module 1
Women’s Movements in India:

Tracing the Journey

Structure of the Module
1.1 Overview
1.2	 Introduction
1.3	 Objectives
1.4	 The	Women’s	Movement:	Pre-Independence	Phase
1.5	 The	Women’s	Movement:	Post-Independence	Phase
1.6	 Dawning	of	Reality
1.7	 The	Way	Forward
1.8	 References

1.1 OVERVIEW

The genesis of the Indian women’s movement 
lies in the nineteenth century social reforms 
undertaken by male social reformers. 
Issues concerning women dominated social 
reform. Not only did male social reformers 
start women’s organizations but women 
too, took the initiative in forming their own 
organizations, first at the local and then 
at the national level. In the years before 
independence, the two main issues they 
took up were political rights and reform of 
personal laws. Women’s participation in the 
freedom struggle broadened the base of the 
women’s movement.

In the years following India’s independence, 
the scope of issues undertaken by women’s 
autonomous groups included violence 
against women and a greater share for 

women in political decision making. In 
the present day, the focus has shifted to 
challenging patriarchy both at the activist 
and the academic level. 

The present module briefly illustrates 
the history of women’s movement in India, 
highlighting the landmark events and 
achievement of the movement. Emphasis 
has been laid on recent issues and debates 
of the women’s movement in India.

1.2 INTRODUCTION

The women’s movement is often divided 
into two stages — a pre-independence and 
a post-independence phase. Some scholars 
divide the history of women’s movement 
in India into three phases or waves. This 
division is based on the similarities between 
issues of women in India and of the West. 
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Patel (2012) discusses the three phases 
of Women’s Movements as: 19th Century 
Social Reform Movement, 20th Century 
Freedom Movement and Women’s Rights 
Movement in the post 1975 period that have 
brought to fore a wide range of women’s 
concerns (Patel, 2012, p.1). 

Sen (2000) elaborates how the women’s 
movement in India began in the 1920s, 
building on the 19th century social reform 
movement. It progressed during the period 
of high nationalism and the freedom 
struggle, both of which contributed in 
shaping its contours (Sen, 2000, p.1). She 
further explains that among the many 
achievements of the movement, the most 
significant were the right to vote and the 
constitutional guarantee of equal rights 
for women in independent India. However, 
these guarantees did little to bring about 
social and material change in the lives 
of most Indian women. A new women’s 
movement, articulated to mass and popular 
politics, emerged in the 1970s (ibid.)

In independent India, women-oriented 
issues were supported by political parties as 
a part of the movement both at the national 
and regional level. Issues focused on 
environment, political participation, violence 
against women, anti-arrack movement, 
campaign against rape and dowry, etc.  
These movements were propelled by a 
genuine cause, and had an ideology. Thus, 
there was an element of spontaneity and a 
groundswell directed the course of events. 
Women’s participation in these movements 
cut across caste and class lines. 

1.3 OBJECTIVES 

•	 To illustrate the history of women’s 
movement in india;

•	 to highlight major achievements and 
emerging debates in the context of the 
women’s movements in India; and

•	 to discuss contemporary issues of 
women’s movement in India.

1.4 THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT: PRE- 
INDEPENDENCE PHASE

In the early nineteenth century social 
reformers, like Ram Mohan Roy (1772-
1833), began to focus on issues concerning 
women. Ram Mohan Roy condemned 
sati, kulin pratha, polygamy and spoke in 
favour of women’s property rights. He held 
the condition of Indian women as one of 
the factors responsible for the degraded 
state of Indian society. If Ram Mohan is 
remembered for his anti-sati movement, 
Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar is more often 
remembered for his widow remarriage 
campaign. Following them, improving the 
condition of women became the first tenet 
of the Indian social reform movement. 
Women’s inferior status, enforced seclusion, 
early marriage, condition of widows and 
lack of education were facts documented 
and questioned by reformers throughout 
the country. 

(a) Women’s Organizations Started by 
Men

Socio-religious reformers were pioneers in 
starting organizations for the upliftment of 
the status of women. The first organization 
for women was begun by men who belonged 
to the socio religious reform associations. In 
Bengal, Keshub Chandra Sen, a prominent 
Brahmo Samaj leader, started a women’s 
journal, held prayer meetings for women 
and developed educational programmes 
for women. Members of the Brahmo Samaj 
formed associations for women of their own 
families and faith. Similar work towards 
prohibition of child marriage, for widow 
remarriage and for women’s education 
had been done by the Prarthana Samaj in 
Maharashtra and Gujarat, under Narayan 
Ganesh Chandavarkar, Madhav Govind 
Ranade and R.G. Bhandarkar in Pune. 

The male-inspired and male guided 
organizations for women did valuable work 
in educating women, giving them their first 
experience with public work. However, they 
were unable to perceive them outside the 
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domestic realm altogether. For them, home 
remained and occupied a primary place in a 
women’s life. Education for women was seen 
as an important agency that would improve 
their role as a homemaker and companion. 
The educated male intelligentsia never saw 
role reversal as a proposition for improving 
the status of women. 

(b) Women’s Organizations Started by 
Women

By the end of the nineteenth century, a few 
women emerged from within the families 
of male social reformers who formed 
organizations of their own. The Parsis, the 
Muslims and the Sikhs all formed their own 
women’s organizations. 

The National Conference was formed 
at the third session of the Indian National 
Congress in 1887 to provide a forum for 
the discussion of social issues. The Bharat 
Mahila Parishad was the women’s wing 
of this and was inaugurated in 1905. It 
focused on child marriage, condition of 
widows, dowry and other ‘evil’ customs.

One of the first to form an organization 
was Swarnakumari Devi, daughter of 
Debendranath Tagore, a Brahmo leader, 
and sister of the poet Rabindranath 
Tagore. Swarnakumari formed the Ladies 
Theosophical Society in Calcutta in 1882 
which was discontinued in 1886 for lack 
of members. In 1886 she started the Sakhi 
Samiti for educating and imparting skills 
to widows and other poor women to make 
them economically self-reliant. She edited 
a women’s journal, Bharati, thus earning 
herself the distinction of being the first 
Indian women editor. 

In 1882, Ramabai Saraswati formed the 
Arya Mahila Samaj in Pune and a few years 
later started the Sharada Sadan in Bombay 
in 1889.

Women in Calcutta, Bombay, Madras 
and other smaller cities formed associations 
whose members were drawn from among 
a small group of urban educated families. 
These organizations brought women 
out of their homes, provided them an 

opportunity to meet other women, engage 
in philanthropic work, take an interest 
in public affairs and thus broaden their 
horizon. It also gave them the experience 
of managing an organization. 

Activity
Prepare a time-line of major events in the 
history of women’s movement, which took 
place in the 19th century. Display it in 
your classroom.

(c) Voting Rights for Women
In the inter war years, between 1917 and 
1945, the two main issues that the women’s 
movement took up were political rights for 
women and reform of personal laws. The 
Indian National Congress at its session 
in Calcutta in 1917 which Annie Besant 
presided, supported the demand of votes 
for women and so did the Muslim League.

The foundation of the Women’s Indian 
Association (WIA) was laid in 1917 by Annie 
Besant, Margaret Cousins and Dorothy 
Jinarajadasa, all three Irish women 
Theosophists, who had been suffragettes 
in their own country. WIA was in a sense 
the first all Indian women’s association 
with the clear objective of securing voting 
rights for women.

Other prominent Indian women at that 
time were Malathi Patwardhan, Ammu 
Swaminathan, Mrs Dadabhoy and  
Mrs Ambujammal.

Travancore-Cochin, a princely state, was 
the first to give voting rights to women in 
1920, followed by Madras and Bombay in 
1921. Other states followed. Franchise was 
of course extremely limited. Women could 
vote only if they possessed qualifications of 
wifehood, property and education. 

The Government of India Act of 1935 
increased the number of enfranchised 
women and removed some of the previous 
qualifications. All women over 21 could now 
vote, provided they fulfilled the qualification 
of property and education. Women had to 
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wait till after independence to get universal 
adult franchise.

(d) Reform of Personal Laws
The All India Women’s Conference (AIWC) 
was established in 1927 at the initiative of 
Margaret Cousins to take up the problem 
of women’s education. It waged a vigorous 
campaign for raising the age of marriage 
which led to the passing of the Sarda Act in 
1929. AIWC took up the cause of reform of 
personal law. As there was some opposition 
to a common civil law, it demanded reform 
of Hindu laws to prohibit bigamy, provide 
the right to divorce and for women to inherit 
property. The women’s movement carried 
on a sustained campaign for these reforms 
that were finally obtained with the passing 
of the Hindu Code Bills in the 1950s.   

(e) Women in the National Movement
Women’s struggle entered a new phase 
with the arrival of Mahatma Gandhi on the 
Indian political scene. Gandhi launched the 
first Non Co-operation Movement in 1921 
and gave a special role to women. Peasant 
women played an important role in the rural 
satyagrahas of Borsad and Bardoli. Women 
participated in the Salt Satyagraha, in the 
Civil Disobedience Movement, in the Quit 
India Movement and in all the Gandhian 
Satyagrahas. They held meetings, organized 
processions, picketed shops selling foreign 
cloth and liquor and went to jail.

Women won respect for their courage 
and mass participation in the freedom 
struggle. At the Karachi session of the 
Indian National Congress in 1930s, the 
resolution on Fundamental Rights gave 
equal rights to women. 

(f) Women in the Labour Movement
In 1917 Anasuya Sarabhai had led the 
Ahmedabad textile workers’ strike and 
in 1920 under her leadership the Majoor 
Mahajan, the Ahmedabad textile mill 
workers union was established. By the 
late 1920s, the presence of women in the 
workers’ movement was noticeable. There 

were several prominent women unionists. 
Women workers were consciously organized 
and a special role was given to them in the 
workers’ movement. 

Thus in the first phase of women’s 
movement women had participated in the 
freedom struggle, in the public arena and in 
politics. The nationalist movement brought 
into its fold not only elite women but also 
poor, non-literate rural and urban women. 
Women had succeeded in legitimizing their 
claim to a place in the governance of free 
India. However women’s participation in 
the freedom movement did not lead to a 
separate autonomous women’s movement 
since it was part of the anti-colonial 
movement.

Nineteenth century social reformers 
were primarily concerned with issues that 
affected urban, upper caste, middle class 
women such as purdah, sati, education, 
age of marriage and widow remarriage. 
They argued for upliftment of women in 
view of their role as the mothers of future 
generations. While women were urged to 
come out and work for the nation, there 
was no rejection of the traditional role of 
mother and wife.

1.5 THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT: POST-
INDEPENDENCE PHASE

The Post-Independence decade of the 1950s 
was a period of tremendous optimism. 
It was believed that the Constitutional 
guarantee of equality would in some way 
improve the lot of women. The women 
activists also saw some hope in the form of 
following landmarks:

(a) Constitutional Provisions

The Indian Constitution declared equality 
as a fundamental right and accepted 
the principle of equality between sexes 
and absence of discrimination on the 
ground of sex as a fundamental right. It 
guaranteed equal protection of the law and 
equal opportunity in public employment. 
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Universal adult suffrage gave all women 
the right to vote.

Activitiy
1. Make a list of all the provisions given 

in the Constitution of India to ensure 
equality and safeguard and promote 
women’s rights and interests.

(b) Hindu Code Bill

The debate on the issue of reform of 
Hindu law which had begun from the 
1930s continued in the post independence 
period. After considerable discussion and 
opposition, due to persistent lobbying by 
women’s organizations and the strong 
support of Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru 
and the Law Minister, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, 
Parliament passed during 1955-56 a series 
of Acts known collectively as the Hindu 
Code Bill. These were (a) the Hindu Marriage 
Act, which abolished polygamy, fixed the 
marriage age of both boys and girls and 
granted the right of divorce to Hindu 
women; (b) the Hindu Succession Act which 
granted Hindu women the right to inherit 
and hold property on the same terms as 
men. Property was to be equally divided 
between sons and daughters; (c) the Hindu 
Minority and Guardianship Act made the 
guardianship of a woman over her children  
at par with her husband’s and her right to 
appoint a guardian of her children by Will; 
(d) the Hindu Adoption and Maintenance 
Act provided for the adoption of a son or a 
daughter.

The Special Marriage Act passed in 1954 
authorized divorce by mutual consent for 
persons who had been married in a civil 
ceremony. These were measures for which 
the women’s movement had struggled 
before independence.

Thus by the mid fifties India had fairly 
liberal laws concerning women. Most of 
the demands of the women’s movement 
had been met and the there seemed few 
issues left to organize around. Women’s 
organizations now saw the problem as one 

of implementation and consequently there 
was a lull in the women’s movement. 

In the post independence years, women 
joined struggles for the rural poor and 
industrial working class such as the 
Tebhaga movement in Bengal, the Telangana 
movement in Andhra Pradesh or the Naxalite 
movement and the tribal landless labourers’ 
movement against landlords in Shahada, 
Maharashtra. Women played a prominent 
role and led demonstrations, invented and 
shouted militant slogans and mobilized the 
masses. As women’s militancy developed, 
gender based issues were raised. There was 
an anti alcohol agitation as men used to get 
drunk and beat their wives. Women went 
round villages breaking post in liquor dens 
(Kumar, 1993).

Read the following excerpt from 
The Women’s Movement in India:  
Action and Reflection by Urvashi 
Butalia:

Some years ago, Rojamma, a poor woman 
from the southern state of Andhra Pradesh, 
attended a literacy class. Here, she read 
a story which described a life very like 
her own. It talked about a poor woman, 
struggling to make ends meet, who was 
regularly beaten by her husband. Whatever 
he earned, he spent on liquor, and then, 
drunk and violent, he attacked her because 
she had no food to give him. Unable to 
stand the continuing violence, the woman 
went from house to house, to find every 
other woman who had the same story to 
tell. They got together, and decided they 
would pitch their attack where it hurt most: 
they would picket liquor shops and stop 
liquor being sold. Their husbands then 
would have no liquor to drink, and the 
money they earned would be saved. 

Inspired by the story, Rojamma collected 
her friends together, and they began to 
picket liquor shops. The campaign spread 
like wildfire. In village after village, women 
got together, they talked, they went on 
strike, they beat up liquor shop owners, 
they refused to allow their husbands to 
squander money on liquor. And, they 
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succeeded. The sale of liquor was banned 
in Andhra Pradesh, reluctantly, by the 
government for liquor brings in huge 
amounts of money. As a result, savings 
went up, violence levels dropped, and the 
lives of poor women began to improve.

1.1 What do you know about the Anti-
Alcohol agitation in the Western parts 
of India?

 _____________________________________

 _____________________________________

1.2 Collect information about the Anti-
Alcohol agitation in India and a prepare 
a collage based on all your findings.You 
can use the following points to start 
your activities: 

•	 Which	 year	 did	 it	 start?	 Who	
organised these agitations and who 
participated?

•	 Details	of	the	agitation

•	 Which	were	the	States	where	these	
agitations took place? 

•	 What	 was	 the	 impact	 of	 these	
agitations on liquor shops, men and 
women?

In 1972, in Ahemdabad, Ela Bhatt took 
the initiative of forming the Self Employed 
Women’s Association (SEWA). Its aim was 
to improve the condition of poor women 
who worked in the unorganized sector 
by providing training, technical aids and 
collective bargaining. This was probably the 
first attempt to form a women’s trade union.
Based on Gandhian ideals, SEWA has been 
a remarkable success. 

The anti price rise agitation launched 
in Bombay in 1973 by Mrinal Gore of the 
Socialist Party and Ahalya Rangnekar of 
the CPI-M, together with others, mobilized 
women of the city against inflation. The 
movement grew rapidly becoming a mass 
movement for consumer protection. So 
many housewives got involved in the 
movement that a new form of protest was 
invented by women coming out in the 
streets and beating thalis (metal plates) with 
rolling pins.

The Nav Nirman movement, originally 
a students’ movement in Gujarat against 
soaring prices, black marketing and 
corruption launched in 1974 was soon 
joined by thousands of middle class women. 
Their method of protest ranged from mass 
hunger strike, mock funerals to prabhat 
pheris. 

The Chipko movement got its name from 
the Hindi word ‘chipko’ which means to 
cling. This clinging to trees was a particular 
action people used to save trees, which 
were crucial to their lives, from being felled. 
The movement began in 1973 in the small 
hilly town of Gopeshwar in Chamoli district 
when representatives from a sports factory 
came to cut trees. By 1974 many women 
had joined the movement and with their 
united strength prevented the contractor 
from cutting trees. It was the women of 
the ‘Chipko’ agitation who brought to 
public attention the importance of trees 
and the need to protect the environment. 
Movements like Chipko Movement fall under 
the category of Ecofeminism, which tries to 
build the link between ecology and women. 
Birkeland (1993) explains ecofeminism as 
a value system, a social movement, and a 
practice that also offers a political analysis 
that explores the links between male 
domination and environmental destruction. 
It is an “awareness” that begins with the 
realization that the exploitation of nature is 
intimately linked to western man’s attitude 
towards women and tribal cultures.

Rao (2012) analyses that in India, the 
most visible advocate of ecofeminism is 
Vandana Shiva. Vandana Shiva (1988) 
critiques modern science and technology 
as a western, patriarchal and colonial 
project, which is inherently violent and 
perpetuates this violence against women 
and nature. Under the garb of development, 
nature has been exploited mercilessly. The 
feminine principle is no longer associated 
with activity, creativity and sanctity of 
life, but is considered passive and as a 
“resource”. This has led to marginalization, 
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devaluation, displacement and ultimately 
the dispensability of women. Women’s 
special knowledge of nature and their 
dependence on it for “staying alive”, have 
been systematically marginalized under 
the onslaught of modern science. Shiva, 
however, notes that Third World women 
are not simply victims of the development 
process, but also possess the power for 
change. She points to the experiences of 
women in the Chipko movement of the 
1970s in the Garhwal Himalayas where 
women struggled for the protection and 
regeneration of the forests (Rao, 2012, 129).

Activities
1. What is Ecofeminism?  How is it related 

to women? 

2. Which diverse movements/campaigns 
form part of ecofeminism in India?

3. Gather information about the work of 
the following activists: 

•	 Medha Patkar

•	 Sunita Narain

1.6 DAWNING OF REALITY

Independence brought the dream of an 
egalitarian, just, democratic society in 
which both men and women would have 
voice and play an important role as agencies 
of social change. But the reality that 
gradually dawned was different. Though 
there was some improvement in the status 
of women, they did not get much relief 
from the patriarchal grips of the society.  
Structures of patriarchy were also evolving 
and assuming new forms and intensity.

The mid-1960s was a period of 
overwhelming social upheaval followed 
by State repression. As Butalia (1997) also 
points out, by the 1960s it was clear that 
many promises of Independence were still 
unfulfilled. It was thus that the 1960s and 
1970s saw a spate of movements in which 
women took part: campaigns against rising 
prices, movements for land rights, peasant 
movements. Women from different parts of 

the country came together to form groups 
which were either independent or a part of 
political parties. Everywhere, in different 
movements that were sweeping the country, 
women participated in large numbers. In 
each movement, their participation resulted 
in transforming the movements from within 
(Butalia, 1997).

The publication of ‘Towards Equality, 
the Report of the Committee on the 
Status of Women (CSW)’ in 1974 and the 
United Nation’s declaration of 1975 as the 
International Year of Women beginning 
with the First World Conference on Women 
in Mexico, generated a new interest in 
the debate on women’s issues. The data 
collected by CSW Report after exhaustive 
countrywide investigation revealed that 
the de jure equality granted by the Indian 
Constitution had not been translated into 
reality and large masses of women had 
remained unaffected by the rights granted 
to them more than 25 years earlier. It 
provided the intellectual foundation of a new 
women’s movement that found expression 
both in activism and the academia.

The 1970s and 1980s witnessed the 
growth and proliferation of numerous 
women’s groups that took up issues such 
as dowry deaths, bride burning, rape, Sati, 
reproductive rights and focused on violence 
against women. They stressed the sexual 
oppression of women in a way previous 
reform or feminist groups had never done. 
They attacked patriarchy and stressed the 
humiliation, torture and violence suffered 
by women within the family. They held that 
the first step towards women’s liberation 
was to become aware of the patriarchal 
assumption that biological sex differences 
imply a ‘natural’ separation of human 
activities by sex, the public sphere being the 
male domain and the private sphere that of 
the female and this leads to a domination of 
male over female (Lerner, 1981, 169).  

Some of the earliest autonomous groups 
were the Progressive Organization of Women 
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(POW, Hyderabad), the Forum against Rape 
(now redefined as Forum against Oppression 
of Women), Saheli, Stree Sangharsh and 
Samata (Delhi).

(a) Campaign against Rape 
Among the first campaigns that women’s 
groups took up in 1980 was the issue of 
rape. This was triggered by the judgement of 
the Supreme Court to acquit two policemen 
who were accused of raping a minor tribal 
girl in Mathura, despite the fact that 
the High Court had indicted them. Four 
eminent lawyers addressed an open letter 
to the Chief Justice of India protesting the 
patent injustice of this decision and this led 
to country-wide demonstrations. 

Several other rape cases became part of 
this campaign that culminated after several 
years of protest in persuading Government  
to amend the existing rape law. The 
amended law was enacted in 1983 after long 
discussions with women’s groups. Since 
then, women’s groups have lobbied time 
and again to have the law further changed 
to make it more stringent. They have also 
fought for an implementation machinery to 
be set up without which the law would be 
less effective than it was intended to be. This 
is evident from the ever increasing cases 
of rape that fill the news and newspapers.

Activity
1. Gather  in format ion about  the  

16 December 2012, Delhi Gang Rape. 
You could work in a group or groups 
and gather information on the following 
points:

(a) The Impact of the rape on victim 
and her family

(b) The social impact of this incident

(c) Recommendation of Verma 
Committee Report

(d) How did the movement cut across 
caste, class, gender and age.

(e) Your suggestions and comments

(b) Dowry

New and fresh protests against dowry were 
organized by the POW in Hyderabad. In 
the late 1970s, Delhi became the focus 
of the movement against dowry and the 
violence inflicted on women in the marital 
home. Groups which took up the campaign 
included ‘Stree Sangharsh’ and ‘Mahila 
Dakshita Samiti’. Later, a joint front 
called the Dahej Virodhi Chetna Mandal 
(organization for creating consciousness 
against dowry) was formed under whose 
umbrella a large number of organizations 
worked.

The anti dowry campaigns attempted to 
bring social pressure to bear on offenders 
so that they would be isolated in the 
community in which they lived. Experience 
in the campaign revealed the need for 
counselling, legal aid and advice to women. 
It was in response to this that legal aid and 
counselling centres were set up in different 
parts of the country. Women’s organizations 
also succeeded in getting the dowry law 
changed.

(c) Sati

Sati was declared a punishable offence in 
1829. Yet in 1987, Roop Kanwar, a young 
widow, was forcibly put on the funeral pyre 
of her husband and burnt to death in a 
village in Rajasthan. Women’s groups rose 
in protest and declared this to be a cold-
blooded murder. They demanded a new Sati 
Prevention Bill. 

(d) Reproductive Rights

The State’s agenda of population control 
in 1970s targeted women’s bodies. As 
Narayanan explains that with the integration 
of the Family Planning Programme and 
‘Maternal and Child Health’ with ‘Health and 
Nutrition’ in the Fifth Five Year Plan (1974-
1979), the ‘Family Welfare Programme’ 
came into being in 1977. Now, the focus of 
the official birth-control policy shifted from 
men to women and “contraceptive methods 
developed internationally during the 1960s 
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and the 1970s – such as the ‘Pill’ and the 
IUD1 which, ironically, were seen as major 
tools for female emancipation internationally 
now became central to national population-
control and reproductive-health policies” 
(Narayanan, 2011, p. 8). As a result women’s 
bodies became dumping grounds for all 
sorts of unsafe and evasive birth control 
drugs and technologies. Autonomous 
women’s groups voiced their concerns 
regarding the State’s overemphasis on birth 
control whilst using women as experimental 
guinea pigs for the same. Women’s group 
launched campaigns against pre-natal sex 
determination techniques, female foeticide 
and abrasive birth control techniques like 
quinacrine sterilisation, hormonal patches, 
etc.

Activities

A woman of Indian origin, Savita 
Halappanavar, lost her life in a hospital in 
Ireland, to the rule of archaic abortion laws. 
What is India’s stand on abortion rights?

Does the Indian State extend any legal 
rights to expectant or new mothers? What 
are those rights?

Find out laws enacted by the State to 
protect the unborn child.

(e) Shah Bano Case
There were several campaigns in the 
eighties relating to women’s rights. Among 
them was campaign in 1985, in support of 
the Supreme Court judgement in the divorce 
case where Shah Bano, a Muslim woman, 
had petitioned the Court for maintenance 
from her husband under Section 125 of 
the Criminal Procedure Act and the Court 
granted her demand. The orthodox Muslims, 
however, protested against interference with 
their personal law. In 1986, the government 
introduced the Muslim Women’s (Protection 
of Rights in Divorce) Bill denying Muslim 
women redress under Section 125. Women’s 
associations protested against this outside 
Parliament.

Over the years it has become clear that 
changing laws means little unless there is 
a will to implement them. Only education 
and literacy can make women aware of their 
rights and exercise them effectively. It was 
this realization that has led the women’s 
movement to take up in a more concerted 
manner, programmes of legal literacy and 
education, gender sensitization of textbooks 
and media.

(f) Establishment of Women’s Studies as 
Discipline

Women’s studies as an identifiable area 
of teaching and research emerged in the 
1960s in the United States, although 
the intellectual antecedents go back 
further, most noticeably in the works of 
Simone de Beauvoir and Virginia Woolf. 
The contemporary women’s movement 
provided the impetus for the establishment 
and growth of women’s studies across 
disciplines. Women’s studies spread to 
India slowly at first and then more rapidly 
following the UN Mid Decade Conference in 
Copenhagen in 1980. The Indian Association 
of Women’s Studies established in 1981 is 
an institution of women academics and 
activists involved in research and teaching.

In the last three decades a large number 
of books and journals by and on women 
have appeared. There are publishing houses 
such as Stree, Zubaan, Kali for Women and 
Katha that bring out books exclusively on 
feminist subjects. Efforts are being made 
to prepare reading and teaching material 
with a feminist perspective. A number of 
universities and colleges have women’s 
study centres. 

(g) Reservation for Women in Panchayats 
and Local Bodies

One of the most significant developments 
in the last few decades has been 33% 
reservation for women in local village level 
elected bodies. This has brought about a 
million women into the political arena. With 
all its drawbacks and limitations, when 

1IUD: Intra-Uterine Devices
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women have power, they are able to use it 
to benefit society in general and women in 
particular.

(h) Sexual Harassment at Workplace Bill

In 2012, a landmark bill was passed 
against sexual harassment at workplace. 
According to this Bill called ‘Vishakha 
Guidelines against Sexual Harassment at 
Workplace’ sexual harassment includes such 
unwelcome sexually determined behaviour 
(whether directly or by implication) as: 
(a) Physical contact and advances; 
(b) A demand or request for sexual 

favours; 
(c) Sexually coloured remarks; 
(d) Showing pornography; 
(e) Any other unwelcome physical, verbal 

or non-verbal conduct of sexual nature
This important piece of legislation which 

is the result of the sustained campaign 
by the women’s movement allows enquiry 
and action against those guilty of sexual 
harassment in government offices, public 
sector units, universities, colleges, etc. Most 
of the organizations and institutions have 
created a special cell for women to address 
such issues.  

(i) Protection of Women from Domestic 
Violence Act, 2005

The Domestic Act 2005 protects women 
from violence within the family. This act 
is primarily meant to provide protection 
to the wife or female live-in partner from 
violence at the hands of the husband or the 
male live-in partner. The law also extends 
protection to all the other women living 
in the household such as sisters, widows, 
mothers, etc. Despite criticisms of misuse, 
this act is seen as a major legal step towards 
protection of women in India.

All the major political parties, the 
Congress, BJP, CPI (M) have their women’s 
wings. The new women’s groups declare 
themselves to be feminist. They are dispersed 
with no central organization but they have 
built informal networks among themselves. 

The Indian women’s movement is often 
accused of being urban based and middle 
class in character. While the urban feminists 
are more visible and articulate, rural women 
have also mobilized themselves.

While street  level  protests and 
demonstrations give women’s movement 
visibility, this is clearly not enough. What 
is needed is attention to basic survival 
needs such as food, safe drinking water, 
sanitation and housing. Women need 
education, health care, skill development 
and employment; safety in the home and 
at work. The last few years have seen an 
expansion in the movement with respect to 
its incorporation of a wide range of issues. 

Women’s organizations not only lead 
campaigns and march on the streets but 
also run shelters for battered wives and 
women who are victims of violence and 
provide counselling and legal aid. They 
conduct training workshops on various 
issues. They also help in forming self-help 
groups to make women economically self-
reliant.

Activities
Read the following passage:

Radhika Coomaraswamy2 identifies 
different kinds of violence against women, 
in the United Nation’s special report, 1995, 
on Violence Against Women: 

(a) Physical, sexual and psychological 
violence occurring in the family, 
including battering, sexual abuse 
of female children in the household, 
dowry related violence, marital 
rape, female genital mutilation and 
other traditional practices harmful 
to women, non spousal violence and 
violence related to exploitation. 

(b) Physical sexual and psychological 
violence occurring within the 
general community, including 
rape,  sexual  abuse,  sexual 
harassment and intimidation at 
work, in educational institutions 
and elsewhere, trafficking in women 
and forced prostitution. 

2 http://www.isst-india.org/PDF/Violence%20Against%20Women%20India.pdf



Women’s Movements in India: Tracing the Journey 13

(c) Physical, sexual and psychological 
violence perpetrated or condoned by 
the state, wherever it occurs. 

This definition added ‘violence perpetrated 
or condoned by the State’, to the definition 
by United Nations in 1993. (cited in 
Saravanan, 2000)
1. Can you identify other forms of violence 

that women are subjected to in India?
2. Collect news from different newspapers 

on types of violence against women in 
India? You can look for issues like:
(a) Acid attack
(b) Female circumcision
(c) Sati

(d) Witch hunting
(e) Slut shaming
(f) Cyber crime
(g) Abuse through mobile networks
(h) Stalking on social networking sites

3. How would you classify these acts of 
violence: physical, sexual, emotional, 
etc?

4. Select any one act of violence against 
women and elaborately discuss its 
impact on the mind and body of a 
woman. Discuss it with your friends.

1.7 THE WAY FORWARD

The success of the women’s movement lies 
not in the appointment of number of women 
in the corporate, public or unorganized 
sector, nor in the number of laws passed, 
but on the fact that it has brought about a 
new consciousness on the entire question 
of women in Indian society. There would 
have been no women’s movement in India 
if Indian men in the nineteenth century 
had not been concerned with modernizing 
women’s roles. They focused on issues such 
as sati, child marriage, condition of widows, 
education, etc., because they saw the world 
through the prism of their own class and 
caste. Their efforts led to bringing women 
of their own families into the new world 
created by colonial rule. 

Women came out and created a space 
for themselves. They started organizations 
of their own, first at the local, then at the 
national level. They were motivated by 
liberal feminist ideas and the belief that 
education, granting of political rights, and 
legislative reforms would improve women’s 
position. They fought for the country’s 
freedom and believed that independence 
from foreign rule would remove obstacles 
for women marching forward. In the second 
phase, the women’s movement was more 
radical and challenged patriarchy. 

Yet, in terms of numbers, few women, 
even now, are involved in the women’s 
movement and one should not exaggerate 
its impact. The large majority of Indian 
women still live below the poverty line 
leading miserable, wretched lives. While 
there have been scattered and sporadic 
examples of women’s outraged protests 
against rape, dowry deaths or sati, women 
have not been able to mobilize themselves 
enough to exert political pressure and focus 
attention on those problems which are 
today affecting their role and status. Despite 
this long history of women’s struggle, Indian 
women are lagging behind today in terms of 
literacy, longevity and maternal mortality. 
They remain vulnerable to social ills such 
as female infanticide and foeticide, female 
work participation and sex ratio. Changing 
societal attitudes and women’s own self 
perceptions which are deeply rooted in our 
psyche and social structure is not easy. 
For every step forward that the movement 
takes, there may be a possible backlash, 
a possible regression. History shows that 
though the struggle for women’s rights is 
long and hard, it is a struggle that must be 
waged and won. The spirit and momentum 
must go on. In a country of India’s size 
and its long history, change in male-female 
relationship and the kinds of issues the 
women’s movement is focusing on is not 
easy. The women’s movement thus has a 
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long way to go in its struggle for bringing 
about new values, a new morality and a new 
egalitarian relationship.

Activities
1. Identify the key issues of some of the 

contemporary women’s movement.

 _____________________________________
_____________________________________

2. Prepare a collage or a scrap book 
using newspaper cuttings and reports 
on issues that featured in women’s 
movement.

 _____________________________________
_____________________________________

3. Collect films on women’s issues and 
setup a resource centre.

 _____________________________________
_____________________________________
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2.1 OVERVIEW

This module is written with a strong belief 
that the educational goals and policies 
in all countries must be based on equal 
rights and opportunities for all learners. 
It highlights the need to reach out to and 
include those who have been traditionally 
un-reached or excluded. It thus focuses on 
sharing lessons drawn from other regions in 
South Asia which will help to enhance the 
quality of our own education, particularly 
girls’ education. It takes cognizance of the 
differential contexts and backgrounds of the 
learners and accordingly makes suggestions 
on different policies and practices that may 
be adopted to make schools more gender 
friendly for girls. Some qualitative aspects 
of education have also been emphasized for 
promoting positive learning experiences and 

outcomes. An attempt has also been made 
to weave in the rights perspective for the 
creation of gender friendly schools.

2.2 INTRODUCTION

Based on our experiences, we would like to 
engage you in the stimulating discourse on 
gender related issues.

Gender parity in education is about giving 
every boy and girl the opportunity to receive 
education and go to school. Therefore, the 
drive to put equal number of boys and girls 
into school is aimed at achieving gender 
parity in education. However, the notion 
of gender parity would be incomplete if we 
fail to recognize the needs of the girl child. 
Gender equality implies that girls/women 
and boys/men receive equal treatment, 
which is an essential pre-requisite of human 
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rights. At the same time, it is also essential 
that they make significant contributions 
towards economic, social, cultural and 
political development. Society must respect 
the gender differences and value their 
contributions. Gender equity is the process 
of being fair to both boys/men and girls/
women. Equity is a means, while equality 
and equitable outcomes are the results. In 
this module we will explore the transition 
from parity to equity in the context of South 
Asian countries.

2.3 OBJECTIVES

•	 To understand the Right to Education 
as emphasized in international treaties 
and declarations.

•	 To analyse how equality of opportunities 
can be provided to both girls and boys 
in order to grant them equal chance and 
access to school.

•	 To understand how quality education 
for girls contributes to achieving gender 
and social equality and overcoming the 
multiple sources of exclusion.

•	 To appreciate the importance of creating 
gender friendly learning environments.

2.4 INTERNATIONAL TREATIES AND 
DECLARATIONS

Girls’ access to schooling is influenced by 
factors such as socio cultural context, safety 
concerns, the presence of female teachers in 
schools and adoption of teaching learning 
approaches that address the specific needs 
of girls. We need to always remember that 
education is a right and girls who are 
not in school are being denied that right. 
This Right to Education is emphasized in 
international treaties and declarations, in 
particular the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC) 1989, the World Declaration 
on Education for All (EFA) 2000 and the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDG) 
2000. The text in the paragraphs that 
follow helps us to take a close look at some 
significant articles in the CRC and relevant 
MDG and EFA goals.

 Education of girls is embedded in these 
visions of development priorities in MDG, 
EFA and CRC. As is apparent the different 
goals and articles are cross-cutting and 
complementary. Quality issues are therefore 
not only limited to EFA Goal 6 and neither 
should discrimination only be considered 
under CRC Article 2. Equality of access, 
opportunity and outcome, as laid down in 
the CRC, EFA and MDGs, are important 
aspects of quality education and interlinked 
dimensions of a rights-based approach.

(a) Millennium Development Goals 
(MDG)

MDG 2 Achievement of Universal Primary 
Education – It ensures that all boys and girls 
complete a full course of primary education.

MDG 3 Promoting gender equality and  
women empowerment – This  aims to 
eliminate gender disparities in primary and 
secondary education by 2005, and at all 
levels by 2015.

(b) Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC) and Education

Article 28 All children have a right to 
education. The state is obliged to provide 
formal schooling, ‘progressively, and on 
the basis of equal opportunity’. Primary 
education should be free and compulsory. 
Styles of school discipline should reflect the 
child’s human dignity.

Article 29 The purpose of education is to 
develop children’s personality and talents, 
to prepare them for active adult life, to 
foster respect for basic human rights and 
a respect for the child’s own culture and 
those of others, and life in a free, peaceful 
and tolerant society.

Article 2 All rights laid down in the CRC 
shall be respected and ensured to all 
children without discrimination of any 
kind on grounds of race, gender, economics 
status, religion, citizenship, social class, 
ethnicity, language, etc. and measures will 
be taken to protect children against all 
forms of discrimination.
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Article 12 Children have a right to express 
opinions and their views shall be sought and 
considered on all matters that affect their 
lives, individually and collectively.

Article 3 In all actions concerning children, 
the best interest of the child must be a 
primary consideration.

Article 6 The right to life, survival and 
optimal development.

(c) Education for All (EFA)

EFA Goal 2 Ensures that by 2015 all 
children, particularly girls, children in 
difficult circumstances and those belonging 
to ethnic minorities, have access to and 
complete, free and compulsory education 
of good quality.

EFA Goal 5 Aims to eliminate gender 
disparities in primary and secondary 
education by 2005 and achieve gender 
equality in education by 2015, with a focus 
on ensuring girls’ full and equal access to 
and achievement in basic education of good 
quality.

EFA Goal 6 Improves all aspects of the 
quality of education and ensures excellence 
of all so that recognized and measurable 
learning outcomes are achieved by all, 
especially in literacy, numeracy and 
essential life skills.

2.5 STRATEGIES TOWARDS A RIGHT 
BASED EDUCATION 

South Asian countries are committed 
to education as a basic human right. 
To work from a rights perspective has a 
far-reaching implication for education 
development and reform. It necessarily 
entails values, knowledge and skills that 
revolve around the basic principles of 
non-discrimination, participation and 
equality. Education supporting the EFA 
and Millennium Development Goals, 
therefore, must facilitate a process that 
enables all learners, including girls to take 
charge of their lives and make meaningful 
contribution to their communities.                                                                                                                                    

The fundamental question is how can 
equality of opportunities/right to education 
be provided to both girls and boys so that 
they can be offered the same chance to 
access school? Experiences from the region 
point towards effectiveness of the following 
measures: 
•	 Making education free of cost.
•	 Providing appropriate incentives for 

poor and marginalized families (stipend; 
scholarship; school-feeding).

•	 Make schools (distance; infrastructure; 
curriculum) accessible to all learners.

•	 Provide non-formal education (NFE) for 
older, out-of-school and hard-to-reach 
children.

•	 Support Early Childhood Care and 
Development (ECCD) programmes for 
the most disadvantaged.

•	 Involve parents and communities in 
school-community partnerships.

•	 Ensure that teachers share the culture 
and language of the learners.

•	 Develop adequate water and sanitation 
infrastructure.

•	 Pay attention to protection of learners 
in school and on the way to and from 
school.

•	 Ensure that there are sufficient female 
teachers to support and act as role 
models for girls.

Further, measures that have been 
effective for ensuring equality  from the  
pedagogical  perspective so that both 
girls and boys receive the same respectful 
treatment and attention, follow the same 
curricula, enjoy teaching methods and tools 
free of stereotypes and gender bias include:
•	 Developing inclusive education policies 

that acknowledge and address diversity 
equally and respectfully.

•	 Training and supporting teachers to 
understand (and act on) issues of social 
and gender discrimination.

•	 Providing enough and well-trained (male 
and female) teachers.

•	 Developing policies that protect children 
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from harassment, abuse and other 
forms of violence, including gender-
based violence, bullying, physical and 
mental punishment.

•	 Ensuring that curriculum textbooks are 
academically and pedagogically of good 
quality, with positive images of boys and 
girls and other aspects of diversity and 
also challenging prevailing stereotypes.

•	 Acknowledging curriculum and 
assessment flexibility and adequately 
respond to different learning needs and 
learning styles.

•	 Sustaining mutually beneficial school-
community partnerships.

•	 Training and supporting teachers to use 
a variety of teaching methods, especially 
(inter)active methods.

Measures for ensuring equality of outcomes/
right through education: This could be 
achieved by the following measures:
•	 Make sure that learning achievement, 

length of school careers, academic 
qualifications and diplomas do not differ 
by gender.

•	 Cr ea t e  c on t inu ing  and  equa l 
opportunities for lifelong learning, 
professional training, empowerment 
and positive participation in society 
(decision-making power, control of 
resources, etc.).

•	 Increase tertiary education options, 
espec ia l l y  f o r  g i r l s  and o ther 
disadvantaged groups.

•	 Increase employment and equal income 
opportunities for men and women, 
especially from socially disadvantaged 
groups.

•	 Abolish discriminatory laws, customs, 
practices and institutional processes.

(a) Quality Concerns in Education of 
Girls 

South Asia is a diverse region with generally 
strong patriarchal and hierarchical social 
structures. In the regions where gender 
gaps are wide and families poor, the chances 
of girls being sent to schools are less. Thus, 

with respect to education, being female 
tends to be a disadvantage in South Asia, 
though this is slowly changing.

Despite international commitments, 
the enrolment rate between girls and boys 
in South Asia still shows discrepancy 
between promise and reality. Enrolment 
has increased throughout the region, but 
educational access for children from low 
income and socially marginalized groups 
remains a challenge, contributing to the 
high proportion of out-of-school children, 
many being girl children with special needs, 
those affected by conflict, and belonging to 
families of ‘river gypsies’, dalits, religious 
and ethnic minorities, migrant workers, 
nomadic populations, and child labourers. 
Even though most countries have abolished 
tuition fees, parents may still have to pay 
for books, exams, uniforms or school 
development funds. Such costs make 
education inequitable. The implications 
are that those who can afford to pay are 
educated, while others continue to be 
denied of their right to education. 

To make education available to all, it 
is important to cut its costs and improve 
its quality because as long as education 
is costly or in short supply, access will 
continue to be “rationed”, with those 
who are wealthy, urban and male, who 
are always in the forefront (Aikman and 
Unterhalter, 2005).

Net Enrolment Ratios (NER) and Gender 
Parity Index (GPI) figures are less useful 
as indicators of success beyond enrolment 
because they provide little information 
about the quality dimensions of schooling. 
There is a need to look at what happens in 
classrooms and ask questions like: 
•	 How do teachers interact with students? 
•	 Do girls participate meaningfully?’ 
•	 Do teaching-learning materials and 

subject choices challenge gender 
stereotypes?

Quality education for girls must contribute 
to achieving gender and social equality by 
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empowering and overcoming the multiple 
sources of exclusion.

Causes of Discrimination
Many girls face discrimination and 
challenging circumstances that keep 
them out of school or exclude them from 
meaningful learning. In some countries, 
there is a strong ‘son preference’. Parents 
tend to value education for boys more than 
for girls. Furthermore, early marriage and 
teenage pregnancy are still widespread in 
most South Asian countries, which further 
reduce girls’ opportunities for education, 
influencing their attendance and retention.

Contrary to the popularly held beliefs, 
parents, including those with limited 
resources, want education for their 
daughters. The quality and meaningfulness 
of education is however important in 
their decision to send girls. This in turn 
depends upon several factors such as low 
expectations on account of their gender, 
class and social status, poor quality of 
teaching and teachers; ill treatment by 
parents, which results in educational 
deprivation and confinement within the four 
walls of  house. 

Diversity in the Region
Cross-country comparison may be difficult 
in such a diverse region as within regions 
there exists great urban-rural divide and 
socio-economic disparities.  For example, 
unlike other countries, in Bangladesh the 
government managed less than half of 
the total number of primary schools, the 
other half being managed by NGOs. India 
is dealing with a school-going population 
much larger than any other country in the 
region, with diverse cultures, topography 
and levels of development. Though small 
in size, Bhutan’s difficult topography and 
remoteness of most rural areas present 
a number of challenges that need special 
efforts and attention.

Child labour is common in South Asia, 
and the work girls are involved in is often 
hidden. Large cities in South Asia ‘house’ 

many street children, most of whom have 
no access to education and are vulnerable 
to exploitation and abuse – especially 
girls. HIV/AIDS is a growing concern. 
Most formal education systems are yet 
to educate young people about risks and 
prevention strategies. In India and Nepal, 
caste, associated with gender, ethnicity, 
occupation and residence seems to overrule 
all other factors while explaining non-
enrolment and no-completion (Lewis and 
Lockheed, 2006).

Diversity itself does not necessarily 
lead to failure to educate girls. On the 
other hand, it is diversity accompanied by 
derogation and discrimination that leads 
to exclusion (Lewis and Lockheed, 2006). 
Children’s vulnerability to discrimination 
is also dependent on crucial factors such 
as their place of living (rural/remote areas, 
urban slums, refugee camps), mode of living 
(in poverty chronically ill, malnourished), 
and their identity (with disabilities, gender, 
from ethnic, language, religious minorities). 
These children are unable to break the cycle 
of discrimination and exclusion without 
affirmative action by local communities, 
national governments and international 
agencies. Most current education strategies 
and programmes have been insufficient 
regarding the needs of children vulnerable 
to social exclusion. When programmes 
do exist, they are often planned and 
implemented as special programmes for 
children identified as ‘different’ or ‘difficult’. 
This has resulted in parallel education 
systems within countries: for the poor, 
for working or ‘hard-to-reach’ children, 
for children with disabilities, and private 
schools for the privileged (Heijnen, 2003). 
The question remains how such parallel 
programmes can challenge social exclusion 
in society at large and whether they will 
result in more equal opportunities beyond 
education.

In our country, Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 
(SSA) is a government flagship programme 
designed to get all children into school, 



Training Material for Teacher Educators on Gender Equality and Empowerment20

especially girls disadvantaged by caste, 
tribe or disability. It relies on community 
participation and monitoring with an 
emphasis on the recruitment of women 
and members of disadvantaged groups. 
The initiative evaluates every aspect of 
the learning space against gender-friendly 
standards, including the provision of 
safe water and sanitation. To ensure the 
retention of girls, schools serve midday 
meals and offer girls scholarships for 
uniforms and school supplies.

(b) Impact of Armed Conflicts and 
Natural Disasters 

Access, attendance and learning outcomes 
have also been undermined by armed 
conflicts (Nepal, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan) and 
natural disasters (tsunami, earthquakes), 
seriously impacting on all children’s 
education rights – but often more so for 
girls. Girls and women experience conflict 
and disaster differently from boys and men.

Their different roles, activities, skills, 
positions and status create gender - 
differentiated risks, vulnerabilities and 
capacities in such situations. Extra attention 
and care is warranted for vulnerable groups 
such as internally displaced girls or those 
in refugee camps, girls with disabilities and 
those from ethnic minorities. In situations 
of conflict or natural disaster, quality 
education is a necessity that can be both 
life-sustaining and life-saving, providing 
physical protection, psychological and social 
well-being, and cognitive development. 
Such programmes must focus  on survival 
skills (learning to live where you live), 
developmental skills (learning to be) and 
academic skills (learning to learn) while 
incorporating the skills, understanding 
and attitudes needed for peace and conflict  
prevention as well as natural disaster 
preparedness.

Afghanistan is still coping with the 
aftermaths of armed conflict, while 
rebuilding the education system – both 
enrolment and quality. Though Bangladesh 

has done well in achieving gender parity, 
15 per cent of school-age children are out 
of school, including tribal children, street 
children and child workers, those with 
disabilities and children living in slums. 
Important challenges include improving the 
quality of education, reducing dropout rates 
and expanding facilities for disadvantaged 
groups.

In Nepal and India, social inclusion is a 
challenge, especially with regard to Dalits, 
children with special needs, and those from 
linguistic and ethnic minorities. Girls in 
such groups tend to be more disadvantaged 
than boys. Education must be improved 
in terms of learning environment and 
achievement, while enhancing gender 
sensitivity. Strategies to address the 
different challenges include decentralization 
of training and school development, support 
services and monitoring. Throughout the 
region common priories are to seek out 
those learners who have not been reached, 
while enhancing educational quality and 
relevance.

(i) Major challenges
Whether children stay in and benefit 
from school depends on what happens 
in school. Throughout the region schools 
face challenges of poor management and 
low teacher quality. Teacher absenteeism 
is high, especially in Pakistan, Nepal and 
India. Teaching is often not stimulating and 
the school curriculum too theoretical.

Private schools are mushrooming in 
South Asia. There is a tendency to send 
boys to private schools, and this often 
creates a two-tiered system of education 
which entrenches inequalities based on 
social class and caste, while also increasing 
the gender gap (Bista, 2004). In addition, 
public school students may have to engage 
in private tuition to be able to pass exams 
and complete schooling, further raising the 
costs to families and pointing at the lack 
of quality teachers in many schools. In 
countries like Sri Lanka and Bangladesh 
this seems to have become institutionalized.
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One major challenge is the shortage 
of trained teachers. Despite more than 97 
per cent enrolment rate in Sri Lanka, 17 
per cent of children do not complete the 
compulsory education (6-14) cycle. There 
is an urgent need to develop strategies to 
address the non-completion rate.

Throughout the region incentive 
schemes like scholarships, stipends and 
school feeding programmes have been 
implemented. This has resulted in increased 
enrolment of girls and other disadvantaged 
children, but also in overcrowded classrooms 
where the quality of teaching and learning 
may be at stake. Where such incentives 
have been successful in addressing the 
needs of hard-to-reach socially excluded 
groups is not clear, and more research 
may be needed to look into groups reached 
and its impact. Incentives for girls from 
excluded groups, for example, may need 
to be accompanied by other forms of’ 
compensatory support in order to help them 
succeed in school, such as ‘bridge courses’ 
or remedial coaching. Furthermore, in-
school programmes that compensate for the 
absence   reinforcement at home are critical 
to retaining disadvantaged learners and 
helping them learn, ranging from academic 
support to after-school supervision. Such 
additional support offers a major incentive 
to parents to keep their children in school.

In some countries scholarships are 
inadequate and quotas small and thus do 
not help poor families to meet the most 
essential education costs (Bista, 2004). 
Furthermore, challenges around these 
programmes reported from countries like 
Bangladesh and Nepal include scholarship 
money being delayed and/or misused, 
lack of transparency in identification 
and distribution of scholarships, poor 
coordination and monitoring of its 
effectiveness and parents being unaware 
of the various scholarship programmes 
(Ahmed and Chowdhury, 2005).

School feeding programmes are also 
implemented in South Asia, for example in 
India and Afghanistan. In some cases these 
programmes have been associated with 
reduced dropout rates and higher student 
achievement, but insufficient research has 
been undertaken to prove this. To be most 
effective in boosting children’s achievement 
and behaviour, micro nutrient-fortified 
school meals must be given as early in the 
day as possible.

Some studies suggest that in places 
where enrolment is already high, school 
feeding programmes are less effective. 
Most of these programmes target children 
of poor families. However, identifying who 
is poor and which communities are most 
vulnerable is difficult. In that respect, 
universal school meals may be a better 
strategy. Midday meals in our country 
target all students of government-aided and 
Education Guarantee Scheme Centres with 
the objective to boost UPE by increasing 
enrolment, retention and attendances, 
while improving the nutritional status of 
children.

In addition, the World Food Programme 
(WFP) provides take-home food rations in 
various countries in return for a child’s 
regular school attendance. Questions 
though may have to be asked whether 
school feeding programmes and ‘take-
home’ rations provide additional nutrition 
or simply substitute for home meals not 
received.

Though children certainly learn better 
when well-fed, without improving the 
quality of education, the impact of school 
feeding programmes on learning is likely 
to be minimal. These programmes need 
to be complemented by other measures 
that improve what happens in schools in 
terms of teaching and learning, such as 
for example the development of girl friendly 
schools. 

(ii) Creating Girl Friendly Schools 
In order to retain girls in school interventions 
that make learning environments more 
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girl friendly, need to be planned with 
care. Most schools in South Asia are not 
girl friendly, and girls often suffer from 
harassment, bullying and other forms of 
intimidation. Making schools girl friendly, 
or child friendly, also benefits boys, as this 
includes improving the physical school 
infrastructure, teaching in ways that 
discourage gender stereotypes, providing 
trained (female) teachers to act as role 
models, and including the community in 
the management of schools.

(iii) Female Teachers
Throughout South Asia there is a need for 
more and better quality teachers – especially 
female teachers and teachers recruited 
from minority populations. Except for 
the Maldives and Sri Lanka, women are 
seriously under-represented in the teaching 
profession, while there are also few female 
head teachers, principals, administrators 
and policy makers. Lack of female teachers 
is more problematic in rural and remote 
areas. In Afghanistan and Pakistan this 
is said to be directly correlated with lower 
achievement and retention levels of girls. 
A woman as teacher, though, may be more 
important where girls are approaching 
adolescence. In secondary schools in 
Bangladesh there are few female teachers 
but still girls enrolment and attendance 
tend to surpass that of boys.

Various countries have established 
quotas for female teachers, yet few have 
managed to fill them primarily because 
governments have not developed effective 
incentives and support mechanisms to 
encourage women to work as teachers, 
especially when deployed outside their 
home communities. In Nepal, for example, 
more than 62 per cent of primary school 
teachers in Kathmandu are women while 
the average for the whole country is 29 per 
cent with only 19 per cent female teachers 
in the Far West Region (Bista, 2006).

Having quotas only makes sense if 
these also include measures to develop 

women’s capacity so that their presence 
translates into influence. Without this 
dimension, quotas are only symbolic, with 
female teachers continuing to play relatively 
minor roles, either because of the type of 
responsibility they are given (only lower 
grades) or because of their own lack of 
confidence. The feminization of the teaching 
profession – as is the case in Sri Lanka 
and the Maldives – may also reinforce the 
impression of women being especially suited 
for nurturing and caring jobs.

In many education systems women 
have lower status and lower pay than their 
male colleagues. Initiatives to promote 
employment of more female teachers by 
reducing the qualifications needed for entry 
into the profession, and employing mainly 
women in non-formal or alternative schools 
for little or no remuneration, may confirm 
assumptions about women’s inferiority in 
society at large.

Arguments in favour of having women 
as teachers vary and include perspectives 
of community demand on the one hand, 
and girls’ specific needs on the other. 
Having female teachers does not, however, 
automatically translate into a girl friendly 
and gender sensitive learning environment. 
While there are good reasons for encouraging 
women to enter the teaching profession, it 
may be more important to look at the quality 
of teachers – irrespective of gender – and how 
they create gender sensitive and learning 
friendly environments that support girls 
and boys.

One important argument in favour 
of female teachers is that they act as 
role models for girls. In rural situations, 
where girls do not come across many 
educated women, the presence of female 
teachers serves this critical purpose. Other 
arguments relate to safety and security 
of girls and to the issue of gender equity. 
Children, girls and boys, are expected to 
be more gender sensitive if they grow up in 
an environment where they see both men 
and women perform similar functions and 
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duties as compared to the ones where they 
see women performing only stereotyped 
jobs.

A gender balance in teaching and 
education leadership is important and must 
be based on professionalism and gender 
equality.

(iv) Teacher Education
Teacher training may seem a technical 
matter focusing on contents of curricula and 
specific teaching methods. To bring about 
quality change in school education training 
of teachers must go beyond obtaining 
technical knowledge and skills. Being 
certified as a teacher does not guarantee 
success in the classroom. Effective teaching 
is often described by students as competent, 
dutiful, fair, responsive, flexible, reflective, 
expert, inclusive, welcoming and respectful 
(Heijnen, 2004).

Good teachers understand that their 
work goes beyond the transmission 
of curriculum and the assessment of 
measurable achievement. They are aware 
of the challenge of broader social contexts 
in which they teach and keep searching for 
more effective ways to reach all students.

Throughout South Asia, teacher training 
and ongoing professional development of 
teachers (in-service training) has become 
a priority area in the quality improvement 
of education. Female teachers must benefit 
from in-service training. They should 
be able to enhance their professional 
knowledge and skills through such training 
programmes and workshops. Professional, 
institutional and family reasons continue 
to prevent women from participating in 
training courses (Bista, 2006).

In Bangladesh professional quality 
of primary school teachers in the field is 
enhanced through a 12-month Certificate 
in Education course conducted by Primary 
Training Institutes (PTI). In-service teacher 
training includes a unit on gender issues, 
providing teachers with a method of 
exploring their own practice and developing 

more inclusive teaching approaches. 
In many states in India, decentralized 
in-service teacher training takes place 
while training curricula are reviewed and 
improved. Training is especially needed in 
the situation that two-thirds of teachers 
have to face multi-age, multi-lingual and 
multi-grade classrooms (Shukla, 2004). In 
Bhutan, UNESCO’s ‘Embracing Diversity: 
Toolkit for Creating Inclusive Learning-
Friendly Environments’ is integrated 
into the existing pre-service education 
programme in the modules.

Teachers in rural schools often lack 
strong foundations in the subjects they 
teach. Classroom-based research can 
provide rich information about the learning 
atmosphere and the opportunities provided 
for participation and learning to students. 
Integrating ‘action research’ into the pre-
service teacher education in Bhutan can be 
considered an effort to promote reflective 
practice where teachers, for example, 
investigate the impact of their teaching on 
different students.

Reviews of curricula in the Maldives 
aim to make subjects more interesting and 
relevant and are designed to encourage 
teachers to change their style of teaching 
by encouraging them to:
•	 develop meta-cognitive skills and 

understanding;
•	 be problem posers and guides rather 

than problem solvers;
•	 present the material in everyday 

contexts;
•	 encourage wider involvement of the 

parents and the wider community in 
the learning process;

•	 enhance group work; and 
•	 encourage process-oriented teaching.
The feedback from schools has been very 
positive. It claimed, for example, in social 
studies that students’ interest in the 
subject increased and was generating lively 
classroom discussions. It also encouraged 
critical thinking and made students more 
active participants in class.
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2.6 TEACHERS: THE CRITICAL LINK

Though the number of teachers throughout 
the region has grown, the pace of growth has 
not kept up with the increase in enrolments, 
resulting in teachers struggling to manage 
large classes. Bangladesh, for example, 
needs an additional 167,000 teachers 
(UNESCO, 2006). The gradual erosion of 
teachers’ terms and conditions has also 
resulted in a decline of teacher motivation 
and morale. Furthermore, primary teaching 
in particular is undervalued, while teachers 
at this level have the most critical task of 
laying the foundation for life-long learning. 
Educational and financial investment is 
especially needed in the lower primary 
grades (Abadzi, 2006).

All countries in the region continue to rely 
on traditional teacher-centred classrooms, 
with programmes forcing teachers to teach 
for the test and learners to memorize facts 
in order to pass exams in some countries 
stating at pre-primary level. Child-centred 
teaching is perceived as difficult and time 
consuming. Countries have now started to 
respond with various interventions, one of 
them training more and better teachers both 
in the subjects they teach and in teaching-
learning methodology. Teachers are the 
cornerstone of education systems and the 
mediators of quality in education.

Pedagogical processes in the classroom 
need to change. Teachers are not just 
responsible for teaching a curriculum; 
they must teach children. It is crucial to 
reflect on the roles of teachers as their 
attitudes, behaviour and methods can either 
enhance or impede a child’s ability to learn 
effectively. In overcrowded classrooms where 
undifferentiated large group instruction is 
the norm, teachers do not detect individual 
learning needs or signs of neglect or abuse. 
Children who do not progress in such 
situations are easily labelled ‘non-achievers’ 
and may subsequently drop out, while they 
may find the curriculum irrelevant or have 
problems in understanding the language of 

instruction. High repetition rates and poor 
learning achievements are closely linked 
to what and how teachers teach children.

Prejudice, negative language use, 
corporal punishment, and stereotyping of 
girls or children from minorities remain 
critical barriers to children’s learning. In 
Nepal, teachers tend to routinely use biased 
language which reinforces distinction of 
class, caste and gender. Children from poor 
and low-caste background are most often 
discriminated against, and they are not 
helped by the fact that teachers mostly come 
from higher castes. When marginalization 
continues inside classrooms, enrolment 
of previously excluded children becomes 
a meaningless exercise. Teacher training, 
therefore, needs to focus on how teachers 
can create learning environments where 
the participation and contribution of all 
students is sought and valued, where 
all girls and boys can feel secure, where 
stereotypical views are challenged and 
where children learn to appreciate diversity.

A study in Nepal assessed girls’ access to 
and participation in science and technology 
education (STE) while also reviewing 
its curriculum using a gender lens and 
observing classroom dynamics. The study 
revealed continuing obstacles to gender 
equality in participation – some of which are 
teachers’ gender insensitive behaviour and 
stereotypical notion about girls’ aptitude,  
gender biased attitude of male students 
towards girls, gender unfriendly classroom 
seating, inadequate access of girls to STE 
labs and libraries, and low career options 
for girls (Koirala and Acharya, 2005).

In Bhutan, teachers claim they cannot 
use participatory teaching-learning methods 
as these are too time consuming and there is 
much pressure to finish the syllabus. More 
focus on Continuous Formative Assessment 
(CFA) and the New Approach to Primary 
Education (NAPE) tried to change this. Both 
approaches have helped teachers to become 
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more responsive to different learning needs, 
while the overloaded curriculum and 
memory-based exam system are also being 
addressed (Heijnen, 2005).

Within the same classroom, girls and 
boys often have different and unequal 
learning experiences. Teachers may call 
boys more often than girls, or assign science 
and computer studies to boys and domestic 
subjects to girls. Girls are often pushed into 
non-professional courses. Such practices 
are discriminatory and stereotypical. 
Teachers should receive careful training 
on how to encourage all students equally.

Boys and girls have different thinking 
and learning styles. Teachers who recognize 
and address such differences can teach all 
students effectively.

Classroom management is a key 
component of effective teaching. Coercive 
discipline, including corporal punishment 
is common in South Asia. Even where 
it has been abolished, enforcement and 
monitoring remains a challenge. Classroom 
management is a key component of effective 
teaching. Coercive discipline, including 
corporal punishment, is common in South 
Asia. The full extent of corporal punishment, 
involving both physical and psychological 
aspects, needs more understanding in many 
countries.

The Primary School Development 
Programme (PSDP) in Sri Lanka was 
introduced to improve the quality of 
primary schooling by schools joining hands 
as a ‘school family’.  The headmasters, 
teachers, parents and students of all schools 
get together to design and implement 
programmes that enhance efficiency and 
effectiveness. Leaders selected from each 
school are also members of a coordinating 
Council at division level which helps them 
access resources for programmes. Some 
activities carried out by school families are:
•	 Professional development programmes 

for teachers.
•	 Organization of extra curricular 

activities.

•	 School-family-based community 
involvement programmes.

•	 Welfare programmes for students and 
staff.
Professional development programmes 

for teachers include classroom observations 
as well as teacher and school development 
activities. School visits provide opportunities 
for peer support and exchange of experiences. 
Each teacher is expected to make two visits 
to a neighbouring school each year.

A situation analysis on violence in 
school was recently undertaken in Sri 
Lanka, collecting inputs from children, 
teachers, parents, social workers and 
the general public. Several successful 
advocacy campaigns have been carried out 
in newpapers, with posters showing the 
negative effects of physical and humiliating 
punishment on children, as well as television 
commercials showing alternatives to 
corporal punishments.

The level of sanctioned violence in 
South Asia is relatively high. Teachers 
are considered figures of authority to be 
obeyed and children are expected not to 
question, but to adjust and comply. Many 
children fear the punishment of teachers. 
Education does not thrive in an atmosphere 
in which children live in fear of those who 
teach them. Students are often punished 
for minor ‘offences’, such as being tardy, 
wearing a torn or dirty uniform or not 
being able to answer a question. Such 
punishment is destructive to a child’s self-
esteem. Girls may be punished differently 
from boys, but for both, worse than the 
actual punishment are the feelings of 
failure and humiliation. The message that 
children derive from such teacher behaviour 
is that violence is acceptable in settling 
conflicts. The use of corporal punishment 
in dealing with children’s behaviour reflects 
the lack of effective alternative techniques 
that professional teachers should have. 
Children’s experience and views regarding 
corporal punishment are now slowly 
beginning to be heard in the region.
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A teacher is the central figure in the 
process of quality change at the school 
level and thus it is necessary to invest in 
the skills and motivation of teachers. In 
all countries pre-service teacher training 
is being improved. Training opportunities 
have increased, especially at district 
and sub-district level by many countries 
including our own. The main features of 
these programmes include:
•	 Raising the motivation level of teachers;
•	 Use of methods such as role play, 

discussion, games and activities, 
assignments and case studies;

•	 Developing a better understanding of 
child-centred classroom practices;

•	 Content and subject area strengthening; 
and

•	 Preparation and use of teaching learning 
materials (TLM).

(a) Developing Gender  Sensit ive 
Curricula

Considerable progress has been made in 
designing more gender sensitive curricula. 
But textbooks with stereotypical images of 
women and men are still common in many 
countries, where women are consistently 
depicted solely as mothers and housewives. 
In addition, teacher may compound gender 
stereotyping by asking girls to make tea, 
wash cups and sweep floors, while boys are 
asked to clear bushes, cut grass and carry 
heavy items.

Throughout South Asia, countries are 
involved in curricula reviews. In Afghanistan, 
much work is being done to change the low 
quality and outdated curriculum including 
the portrayal of gender roles. In Bhutan, a 
gender perspective is incorporated in the 
ongoing review of curricula, textbooks and 
other teaching materials, also ensuring 
a gender balanced representation among 
curriculum writers, and inclusion of 
gender-related activities in the teachers’ 
guides. In Sri Lanka, the secondary school 
curriculum needs to be reviewed as certain 
education processes reinforce gender 

stereotypes, perpetuating inequality. A 
common curriculum in life skills in the first 
two years of secondary school is followed by 
home science for girls and woodwork and 
metalwork for boys. Curriculum reforms 
need to challenge this. Other reforms in 
Sri Lanka, though, emphasize school-
based projects and enriched social studies 
including peace education, democratic 
principles, human rights and environmental 
conservation. In Nepal, an ADB loan has 
supported the development of a curriculum 
which is sensitive to gender and cultural 
diversities. In textbooks used for Hindi 
language teaching in Madhya Pradesh, 
there has been a conscious effort to present 
girls in positive roles. Famous women 
from history are included, for example 
women who fought for their state and 
women renowned for their educational 
achievements and service to society. Clear 
messages on girls’ education and the need 
for equal opportunities are included.

Unfortunately, the tendency to cast the 
positive roles of women in the characters of 
the idealized and exceptionally herioc has 
not been very effective. In addition, gender 
stereotyping and inequalities persist in 
the narratives. Women appear largely in 
maternal roles, while the decision makers 
and protectors tend to be male. (Source: 
Oxfam, 2005).

Textbooks and other materials must 
represent girls and women through 
non-stereotyped images, show excluded 
groups, and should not refer to urban or 
international experiences that are likely to 
be foreign to rural children. “Such changes 
improve student motivation and their 
perception that school is relevant to them. 
Restructuring of the curriculum to relate to 
children’s life and learning processes does 
lead to better quality schooling, especially 
benefiting girls and other disadvantaged 
learners.”

It should be stressed, however, that 
discriminatory attitudes are not simply 
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removed by developing a new curriculum 
and that more needs to be done to reverse 
deep rooted, often negative, perceptions of 
diversity. At every level and in every subject 
area, textbooks can become important 
vehicles for promoting the principles and 
practice of non-discrimination and gender 
equity. They can also function as valuable 
resources in the process of education for 
sustainable development, for prevention 
of and response to gender-based violence 
and HIV/AIDS. Textbooks and learning 
materials which effectively integrate these 
themes and teach relevant skills in culturally 
appropriate ways are a key component of 
quality education for girls and boys.

Loreto Schools in India have designed 
their own curriculum, which is allowed as 
long as students are prepared for the state 
exams in Class X and XII. The curriculum is 
an enabling curriculum in the sense that it 
tries to challenge the status quo. Students 
receive positive messages on possible roles 
of women through role models and through 
the learning materials. Attempts are made to 
provide strong non-stereotypical messages 
and images about women’s roles in life (as 
can be seen in the Value Education Books 
‘We Are the World’ which portary women 
as surgeons, construction-site managers, 
scientists, etc. (Aikman and Unterhalter, 
2005).

(i) Language of Instruction
In many countries the language of 
instruction in primary schools is in the 
national or regional language, even though 
large number of people have different 
mother tongue. A mismatch between the 
language spoken at home and the language 
of school has several negative consequences 
such as increased chances of repetition and 
dropping out. This affects girls more than 
boys as their lives are often restricted to 
the home and family where only the local 
language is spoken.

There is inequality of opportunity in 
such learning situations because those 

who speak the language of school can start 
learning from the first day, while the others 
must first learn the foreign code.

Those who are not engaged in learning 
or who are not participating in class will 
often be the students who drop out. Those 
who cannot afford textbooks and notebooks 
to enable them to succeed and those who 
do not see the relevance of what they are 
learning may also leave school.

Non-discrimination and participation 
are important dimensions of quality 
education. Children’s right to participation 
is still somewhat controversial in most 
South Asian cultures. Education may be 
best placed to take a lead in changing 
this while transforming education into 
a more interactive process. Within the 
learning environment children must be 
able to express their views, thoughts and  
ideas to participate fully and to feel 
comfortable about who they are, and what 
they believe in.

It is important to ensure that children 
– boys and girls – have a say in policies 
and practices that affect them. This means 
that adults need to listen to what students 
have to say. When given opportunities, 
children have shown that their voice 
can be a real force for change. Examples 
can be found throughout the region, 
such as refugee children in Pakistan 
successfully campaigning for a school 
and the creation of student councils in Sri 
Lanka. Giving children a say in matter that 
affect them improves standards, behaviour 
and inclusion, while recognizing that social 
and emotional learning is as important as 
academic learning. Children need to build 
knowledge and understanding of issues like 
social justice, human rights and sustainable 
development. As such education should 
create the basis for a democratic and just 
society.

Teaching strategies that require active 
engagement by learners are more effective 
than approaches that restrict students 
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to passive roles. But these are more 
time consuming and require a critical 
reconsideration of present curricula and 
exams. Extensive research has shown, 
however, that more interactive teaching-
learning approaches and the development of 
problem solving and critical thinking skills 
result in a more sustainable and higher 
quality of learning.

Students Partnership Worldwide (SPW), 
an NGO in Nepal, is committed to children’s 
participation in decision making about their 
education. SPW facilitated consultation 
exercises by involving school children in 
discussions at village, district and regional 
levels on the issues of quality education 
and gender equality in education. On the 
basis of those discussions, selected student 
representatives brought recommendations 
to policy makers at a national level forum 
through different media including art, 
drama and dance. SPW also mobilizes 
young Nepalese graduates as volunteer 
assistant teachers and ‘youth animators’ in 
rural schools. Over half of these volunteers 
are female and they can be powerful role 
models for young rural girls, while playing 
an important role in encouraging girls to 
stay in school. (UNICEF, 2005)

Intensive District Education for All 
(IDEAL) in Bangladesh has been an 
important component of PEDP. It especially 
focused on enhancing the effectiveness of 
primary education by improving the quality 
of teaching, the school environment, the 
learning achievement of children and 
decentralizing schools. The main objectives 
of IDEAL were to establish and strengthen 
local level planning and management, 
improve classroom teaching and learning 
methods, reduce gender disparity, and 
promote active community participation. 
The project started in one district and was 
scaled up to other districts. An innovative 
teaching approach known as Multiple 
Ways of Teaching Learning (MWTL) based 
on the multiple intelligence theory was 

effectively adopted and applied to make 
teaching more child-centred, participatory 
and joyful. Lessons learned have revealed 
that IDEAL significantly increased student 
learning achievement. In addition, School 
Management Committees also became more 
active in improving and supporting the 
schools. (Aikman and Unterhalter, 2005)

(ii) Curriculum
In many countries in South Asia equality as 
a key component of good curriculum is often 
missing. Teaching and learning materials, 
evaluation and assessment procedures as 
well as language policy are all components 
of a curriculum and all have gender 
dimensions, challenging or reinforcing 
equality. Similarly, a curriculum reproduces 
idea about caste, class, religious and ethnic 
identities and divisions. Curriculum policies 
are now being developed in our country 
stressing the importance of critical self-
awareness amongst learners and indicating 
the potential for learning materials to be 
concerned with equality issues. Analysis 
of curriculum is the first useful step in 
learning about quality and equality issues. 
It highlights the importance of asking 
questions regarding what girls and other 
previously excluded learners are being 
taught about themselves, whether they 
can effectively participate and whether 
situations of girls and other learners are 
enhanced or diminished by the education 
they receive.

Goals of some curricula are explicitly 
differentiated by gender. In some countries 
girls are denied access to, for example, 
manual arts, technical subjects or higher 
mathematics. If they are able to enrol in 
those courses, textbooks and teaching are 
often geared mainly towards boys. Research 
shows, however, that girls are as capable as 
boys in these subjects. Schools and teachers 
must thus shape learning environments in 
which the right of children to learn is not 
linked to their sex. Girls may need to learn 
about vegetable gardens or traditional 
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dancing, yet if these are only taught to 
girls, stereotypes and gender barriers are 
reinforced. Such subjects should be open to 
boys as they also need domestic skills, while 
on the other hand girls may need technical, 
mechanical and mathematical skills.

The International Rescue Committee 
(IRC) has negotiated with communities in 
Afghanistan to get their consent for older 
girls’ continuation to secondary levels by 
community provision of transport to a 
secondary school in an adjacent village, 
teaching single grade cohorts at separate 
times and using a house-based location 
in the village. Community suggestions to 
include domestic studies and healthcare 
in addition to the required academic 
subjects perpetuates what are considered 
appropriate gender roles, but also offer 
the opportunity to introduce good practice 
and thus may help meet female practical 
gender needs. Community-driven concepts 
of relevance have also determined content 
of ‘second chance’ education for girls. In the 
experience of the IRC, the focus has been 
on incorporation of life and livelihood skills 
appropriate to the local context (Source: 
World Bank, 2005).

Curriculum development in South Asia 
tends to be a male dominated process. In 
Nepal, for example, most textbook writers 
are males with potentially inadequate 
sensitiveness to gender issues in education. 
In the then developed materials men are 
shown as breadwinners, doctors, principals 
and scientists, and women as nurses, 
teachers, mothers and servers of food. 
Curriculum developers and reviewers 
need to develop an understanding of how 
learners and teachers respond to different 
materials. There is a need to develop 
links between curriculum developers 
and teachers for mutual feedback as well 
as create opportunities for curriculum 
developers to observe classroom teaching.

Textbooks and curricula are being 
improved, often making programmes 
competency-based and skills-oriented. 

In Bangladesh, the National Curriculum 
and Textbook Board (NCTB) identified 53 
terminal competencies.  All countries in the 
region are focusing on improving curriculum 
relevance for rural areas and different social 
groups. Taking into consideration the 
multilingual context, Nepal has formulated 
a new language policy emphasizing the right 
of children to learn in their first language. 
Incorporation of values of different cultural 
groups is also being planned. Pakistan aims 
at making curricula more learner-centred 
while removing urban-rural divide and 
gender biases from textbooks and other 
materials.

Our country has spent considerable time 
and budget on renewal of curricula and 
textbooks aiming to making it broad-based 
and the textbooks more relevant, interesting 
and child friendly. Three steps characterized 
the process of material development:
•	 A participatory approach involving 

teachers, field staff and experts in 
developing textbooks.

•	 Textbook developers being exposed to 
a number of ‘good practices’ in other 
states and in NGO programmes.

•	 Field testing and systematic feedback 
leading to refinements, before large 
scale introduction of new materials. As 
a result, the new textbooks for primary 
level are significantly different from the 
old ones (Source: Jha, 2004).

(iii) Assessment
Education systems tend to measure 
achievements by outcomes, based on 
testing and reflected through scores. This 
normally implies standardized tests and 
national exams. There are, however, serious 
limitations in relying too heavily on tests or 
educational outcome measurements as they 
do not tell us if what children have learnt 
is meaningful to them. To be able to assess 
education efficiency and effectiveness, it is 
important to look at classroom practices, 
as these have the strongest association 
with achievement. As teaching and learning 



Training Material for Teacher Educators on Gender Equality and Empowerment30

must reflect on how different children – 
boys and girls – learn, so must assessment. 
Girls, for example, tend to respond better 
to more collaborative and participatory 
pedagogies. Assessment can be a powerful 
tool for quality improvement in education 
provided it is used as a means of enhancing 
learning, rather than for selecting out ‘poor 
achievers’.

The kind of assessment that dominates 
in most schools in South Asia is summative 
assessment of learning. This mostly 
happens at the end of a topic or unit 
through tests or other graded work. Its 
results ‘count’ and appear on report cards, 
but generally provide little more than a rank 
or a number. Summative assessment by 
itself is an inadequate tool for maximizing 
learning because waiting till the end of a 
teaching unit to find out how well students 
have learned is simply too late.

Assessment requires attention to 
outcomes as well as to the experiences 
that lead to those outcomes. Achievement 
is important, but to improve achievements 
we need to know about the students’ 
experiences along the way – about the 
curricula, teaching, and kind of student 
effort that lead to a particular outcome. 
Assessment can help us understand which 
students learn best under which conditions 
and with such knowledge their learning can 
be enhanced.

Policies are needed to promote alternate 
methods of ‘authentic’ and formative 
assessment. It enables us to look at how 
schools support the learning process 
and progress of students, especially girls 
and socially marginalized learners and 
helps teachers to focus on performance 
indicators rather than just attainment 
measures. In Bhutan, teachers are trained 
to use continuous formative assessment 
as a strategy to monitor and support 
student learning by means of observation 
techniques, learning logs, portfolio reviews 
and feedback.

Formative assessment is embedded in 
the daily teaching-learning process and is 
used to make decisions about instruction 
to assist students’ learning. It is subjective, 
informal, immediate and based on students’ 
performance in situations where they 
demonstrate proficiency. Yet, teacher 
practices for formative assessment maybe 
flawed due to poorly focused questions, 
predominance of questions that require 
short answers, repetition rather than 
reflection, and it can be too much influenced 
by the requirements of public examinations. 
Therefore, assessment procedures and 
materials need to be improved.

Whether children learn effectively 
is determined by the teacher-learning 
relationship and methods used. Thus, 
to encourage improved learning, the 
desired change must be in improving these 
processes. Measuring change in terms of 
what happens in classrooms is likely to be 
a more reliable indicator to improve quality 
than measuring narrowly defined outcomes.

(b) School-Community Partnerships

Community and parental participation in 
the education of children has been found 
to be a useful condition in getting children, 
especially girls, to school and keeping them 
there. Promoting a positive interaction 
between the school and the community 
is fundamental to the success and 
sustainability of any school improvement 
process (UNICEF, 2004). The provision of 
nearby and safe schools such as community 
or home-based schools in Afghanistan and 
Bhutan, gives communities and parents 
a voice in the running of such schools. 
They are particularly valuable in reaching 
girls by offering flexibility in timing, venue 
and curriculum, which accommodates the 
domestic demands, safety concerns, and 
relevant requirements of parents.

Though situations differ from country 
to country, research has shown parent 
and community involvement as a strong 
predictor of student success, while making 
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schools accountable in terms of their 
effectiveness and performance (Lewis and 
Lockheed, 2006).

In many countries in South Asia 
communities are mobilized through Village 
Education Committees (VEC) and School 
Management Committees (SMC), engaging 
parents and communities in the governance 
of schools as well as encouraging parents to 
provide a supportive home environment in 
which children can learn. Such community 
involvement also assures parents that their 
children – girls in particular – are safe in 
school.

Roles of community education committees 
vary, but may include responsibilities 
related to the school calendar planning, 
absentee records of students and teachers, 
quality monitoring and school repair. In 
general, community involvement helps 
in generating interest in education and 
supporting children in what they do in 
school.

Community  Organised Pr imary 
Education (COPE), developed by CARE, 
targets  underserved reg ions wi th 
quality, community managed education 
opportunities in different countries in South 
Asia, for example in Nepal and Afghanistan. 
COPE schools are managed by Village 
Education Committee (VEC) and have 
higher survival rates and lower dropout 
rates than public schools. The government 
curriculum and formal examination 
schedule is used, while COPE teachers 
receive regular in-service training and 
in-school support. COPE’s considerable 
investment in TLM–textbooks, teacher 
guides and stationery – supports a learning 
environment conducive to optimal learning. 
Additionally, continuous assessment, high 
levels of student-teacher contact time, and 
the positive learning environment of these 
schools has contributed to consistently 
strong test result. COPE schools are created 
based on five criteria:

1. Target communities must demonstrate 
a strong interest in primary education,

2. No other functional primary school 
exists within a three kilometre radius,

3. The community must produce a list 
of potential students,  30% of whom 
should be girls,

4. The community must provide a space 
for the school, and

5. They should be willing to form a VEC, 
select and pay a teacher’s salary. One 
of the many reasons for success of 
the COPE programme is the response 
to community interests in religious 
subjects. Community members and 
local authorities are pleased with COPE 
students’ demonstrated knowledge 
of religious subjects. This reveals the 
critical importance of building upon 
existing ways of thinking to ensure that 
local actors are critical partners together 
with whom change can be defined and 
shaped (Source: USAID, 2006b).

Community-based Education Management 
Information System (C-EMIS) is implemented 
in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Pakistan and 
Nepal. Data is collected at community 
level instead of school level and is analysed 
and used at the point of collection for 
school improvement through community-
school partnership. These projects have 
been developed through Government-
NGO partnership, supported by Save the 
Children, with the aim to increase education 
ownership at the local level. The objective 
is to make all (school age) children visible 
and create an education system capable 
of analysing and addressing causes of 
exclusion at different levels, linking these 
to quality responses in an inclusive child 
friendly learning environment.

The emergence and success of C-EMIS 
across South Asia is a reflection of the 
increasing recognition that if schools are 
to improve and be more responsive to the 
needs of local communities, they must 
be given greater autonomy to assess and 
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resolve their own educational problems. The 
need for teachers and communities to forge 
stronger partnerships with each other and 
reach a better understanding of the various 
factors impacting on children’s access and 
learning is an integral part of this process.

C-EMIS data is meant to complement 
national EMIS data. The result is improved 
quality data and local and national level 
planning and decision making. Parents, 
teachers, community volunteers and 
children collect the information at the 
local level. A particular feature of C-EMIS 
is the inclusion of data and indicators on 
in-school teaching practice and student 
learning achievement. (Source: Heijnen, 
2003).

In this regard, girls from minorities have 
multiple disadvantages, and their access 
to schooling is most limited when schools 
expect them to have linguistic resources 
that do not exist in their living environment.

The cognitive demands on children who 
are required to learn multiple languages 
are substantial. The effectiveness of 
teachers may be seriously compromised 
by their lack of knowledge of the home 
language of their students. Differences in 
language competence in school often remain 
unnoticed by teachers, especially where 
children are given fewer opportunities to 
speak and where girls are not expected to 
perform as well as boys.

When children do not speak the language 
of instruction, specific responses are 
necessary to bridge that gap. While public 
schools in Sri Lanka offer instruction in 
Tamil and Sinhalese, India and Nepal have 
made strides in providing mother tongue 
instruction at the primary level.

Effective bilingual education starts 
with developing the child’s reading, writing 
and thinking skills in the mother tongue. 
At the same time, the target language 
can be taught as a second language. The 
downside of bilingual education is that 
if the programme is not well developed 

and implemented, children do not master 
the majority language, limiting their 
opportunities for upward mobility.

Children from ethnic and language 
minorities in Bangladesh are disadvantaged 
by a mainstream education which does not 
recognize their language or culture. Their 
problems can be grouped into four main 
areas:
1. Poor  access :  I t  ar ises  due to 

discrimination by teachers on account 
of poor Bangla language skills; inflexible 
school calendar, not reflecting local 
conditions; lack of schools in Adivasi 
communities.

2. Poor quality: This arises as the learning 
needs of Adivasi students have not been 
recognized; insufficient teachers from 
Adivasi community; teacher deployment 
does not take account of ethnicity of 
teacher/learners; schools in Adivasi 
areas receive less government support.

3. Cultural inappropriateness: This 
includes foreign language of instruction; 
local cultures, values not recognized in 
curriculum; education system does not 
recognize strength of diversity.

4. Lack of local control: This arises 
because parents are unable to involve 
in the school proceedings as teachers do 
not speak community language. Parents 
see less value in education not linked 
to culture and language (Durnnian,  
2007).

Research suggests that recognizing the 
importance of mother tongue languages in a 
bilingual or multilingual education structure 
results in improvement of educational 
attainment and helps to retain students 
from minority groups in school. Education 
based on mother tongue has been found to 
be particularly effective in breaking down 
barriers against girls.

Research has also found that girls 
who learn in their local/native language 
stay in schools longer, are more likely to 
be identified as good students, do better 
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in achievement tests, and repeat grades 
less often than their peers who do not 
get instruction in mother tongue. When 
learners can express what they know in a 
language in which they are competent and 
their backgrounds are valued and used in 
the learning process, they develop higher 
self-esteem and greater self-confidence as 
well as higher aspirations in schooling and 
life (Benson, 2005).

Bilingual education is widely agreed 
to be the best approach for integrating 
non native speakers into the mainstream 
language. Even where teaching takes 
place in a local language, instructional 
materials may not always be available. 
India guarantees the right to children to 
be educated in their mother tongue in the 
primary grades. However, these are often 
printed and distributed with less priority 
and arrive too late in schools.

(i) Infrastructure
Water supply and sanitation and transport 
facilities are important aspects of girl 
friendly infrastructure. This also implies 
that latrines need to be user friendly, 
regularly cleaned, and designed and 
constructed in a gender sensitive manner. It 
is thus important to involve students in the 
planning, implementation and evaluation of 
school water supply and sanitation projects.

There are many examples in South 
Asia of infrastructure initiatives that have 
resulted in improved girls’ attendance and 
retention, while at the same time studies 
have revealed that though water and 
sanitation infrastructure for boys and girls 
are increasingly implemented, they are 
often poorly serviced and maintained, again 
increasing the risk of girls dropping out of 
school (Ailman and Unterhalter, 2005).

During the last few years water and 
sanitation facilities have been installed 
or upgraded in thousands of schools in 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Pakistan. In 
Alwar (Rajasthan), also the introduction of 
School Sanitation and Hygiene Education 

(SSHE) projects has resulted in a high 
increase of girls’ attendance over a period of 
some years highlighting hygiene education 
as a critical aspect of life skills curriculum. 
In Bangladesh, the SSHE project has 
especially focused on adequate water supply 
and personal hygiene issues of girls.

Distance can also be an obstacle for girls 
to enrol and stay in school – especially to 
continue education beyond primary school. 
Sometimes girls can walk in groups or older 
women accompany girls to school when 
outside the village, or stipends may cover 
transportation costs.

In Madhya Pradesh the Education 
Guarantee Scheme has started the practice 
of para-teachers or helpers collecting girls 
from their homes and dropping them off 
each day at school to ensure their regular 
attendance, while also ensuring their 
security.

In some countries students are targeted 
as change agents by involving them in 
promoting water, sanitation and hygiene 
activities in school through child-to-child 
cooperative teaching and learning, using the 
toolkit on ‘Hygiene, Sanitation and Water in 
Schools’. (Source: www.schoolsanitation.org)

(ii) Safety and Protection
The EFA Global Monitoring Report 2003-
04 states that ‘...schools are often sites of 
intolerance, discrimination and violence. 
Girls are disproportionately the victims...
Closing the gender gap means confronting 
sexual violence and harassment in schools.’

Only limited research about gender-
based violence in schools has been carried 
out in South Asia, but sexual harassment 
– often called ‘eve teasing’– is widely 
reported from Bangladesh,  India, Nepal, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Girls who live at 
some distance from school are especially 
vulnerable.

Gender-based harassment and abuse in 
schools tend to relate to what happens (or 
may happen) to girls, based on gender and 
power inequalities. While addressing gender 



Training Material for Teacher Educators on Gender Equality and Empowerment34

violence in schools, a whole school approach 
involving the management, teachers and 
students as well as the curriculum is 
needed to reinforce both teachers and 
students. To make such a change may 
be uphill struggle in many countries as it 
means challenging deeply entrenched male 
attitudes towards female sexuality, but at 
the same time schools can never become 
‘girl friendly’ as long as such attitudes and 
practices are allowed to persist.

Let’s Talk Men – a film project in South 
Asia by Save the Children and UNICEF— 
aims at increasing understanding around 
masculinity and its relation with gender 
inequity and gender-based violence. Local 
filmmakers in India, Nepal, Bangladesh 
and Pakistan made four documentaries. 
They explored different aspects of male 
identity and provided a way to deconstruct 
patriarchy in their cultural context. The 
primary target audience for these films is 
adolescent boys and girls. The films (and 
accompanying workbooks) have been used 
in schools in order to raise issues about 
gender-based harassment and violence 
against girls, and present alternative role 
models and ways of behaving for boys. (Save 
the Children, 2003).

Making access to education easier and 
safer for girls, for example by building 
schools within a ‘safe’ walking distance of 
their homes, is useful as a stop gap, but 
will not address the hostile environment 
girls may face while in school, and the wider 
societal issues of gender-based violence 
(Oxfam, 2005).

In dif ferent countries NGOs have 
started to address the issue of school-based 
violence. The Centre for Mass Education 
and Science (CMES) and BRAC, for example, 
organize workshops for adolescent girls (and 
boys) throughout Bangladesh. While such 
programmes are promising, they are only 
able to reach a small part of the population 
and are difficult to scale up as they are 

developed outside the formal education 
school setting.

Although most governments have made 
explicit commitments to meeting the goal 
of gender equity in education, there is little 
evidence of national strategies to tackle 
gender violence in schools. Neither have 
Ministries of Education incorporated topics 
about gender violence in schools in the 
curriculum (Dunne et al., 2003). Therefore, 
a whole school approach to eliminating 
gendered violence should include a review 
of existing policies and cultures. Students 
need opportunities to explore the ways in 
which traditional views of masculinity and 
femininity inform and constrain them, and 
strategies to empower them to embrace 
change and develop respectful gender 
relationships. This is a critical aspect of 
quality education. Teachers may begin 
by counteracting the gender stereotyped 
models  and messages that burden boys 
with a male ideal that does not allow them 
to express emotions and the burden girls 
with a female ideal of physical beauty.

Teachers can be key instructors for 
change and make education child friendly 
and gender sensitive. Teacher education 
must prepare teachers for such a role. There 
is an urgent need for the development of 
national and school-based initiatives to 
tackle gender-based violence in schools – 
fully integrated into the educational system 
and addressed through the curriculum.

In Nepal, the Safe Spaces project, 
funded by Save the Children, has involved 
girls in participatory research (PRA) which 
has proved a source of empowerment 
for them by allowing them to identify the 
characteristics of a safe environment and 
to develop an action plan to ‘take back their 
space’ in the community and on the way 
to and from school. Boys were involved in 
the process only when the girls felt it was 
necessary. In order to reclaim their ‘space’, 
the girls identified the need:
•	 For parent to recognize the importance 

of girls’ education;
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•	 To avoid conservative traditions such 
as gender discrimination within castes, 
between sons and daughters, and early 
marriage;

•	 For girls to be able to demonstrate their 
ability within the community;

•	 For people to speak out against the 
injustices and oppression of girls;

•	 To raise awareness of girls’ rights 
and enable their access to equal 
opportunities.

As a result of the process, changes 
have occurred within the community. For 
example, the girls’ group was consulted by 
the community members on various cases 
of abuse of mistreatment of girls and the 
girls’ group got abducted girls released by 
contacting the police, local NGOs and the 
District Child Welfare Board. Teachers and 
boys within schools and the community 
have started paying more respect to girls and 
boys who initially used to tease them now 
support girls’ efforts to negotiate change. 
Boys have started spearheading girls’ cause 
through their constructive efforts such as 
staging of drama and plays. Support groups 
for girls who have faced abuse have been 
established by local communities. (Source: 
www.id21.org/education/genderviolence/
index.html)

2.7 CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

There are many issues related to quality 
and equality of education with respect to 
girls and other disadvantaged groups in 
particular. Every country in South Asia has 
identified improving quality of education as 
one of its priorities, thereby focussing on 
the learning environment right from the 
physical conditions of schools to improved 
pedagogical strategies for equality; from 
availability of textbooks and teaching 
learning materials to more community 
involvement. The development of child 
friendly South Asian schools or the ones 
based on rights perspective is a positive 
step towards quality education. 

The human race is a two winged bird:

One wing is female, the other is male.

Unless both wings are equally developed

The human race will not be able to fly!

(Author unknown)
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3.1 OVERVIEW

The Module discusses the growth of 
education of Muslim girls in pre- and post- 
independent India. It highlights the status 
of education of Muslim girls as depicted in 
demographic and educational indicators. 
It also throws light on constitutional 
provisions, policy initiatives, schemes and 
programmes and other related researches 
on education of Muslim girls in India. 

3.2 INTRODUCTION

The education of minorities in India, 
especially the education of Muslim girls 

has a historical legacy. The era of 19th 
and 20th centuries was marked by limited 
participation of girls in formal education 
institutions from amongst the Hindu and 
Muslim communities. The main factor as 
highlighted by several studies was that 
the need for education of girls was not 
seen as an economic necessity. Further, 
the dominant belief prevalent in both the 
communities was that household chores 
needed no formal guidance. It was felt 
that looking after the hearth, cooking, 
cleaning, caring and other related work 
could be learnt by girls through practice 
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and emulating older women in the family. In 
addition, parents were superstitious and felt 
that providing education to their daughters 
would lead to early widowhood and make 
girls defiant towards customary practices. 
Thus, systemic constraints leading to the 
availability of very few trained women 
teachers such as Ustani (woman teacher) 
impacted the initial education of girls. 
Related to this was the factor of ensuring 
educational standards of instruction for 
girls which was highly debated by male 
and female intelligentsia during this 
period.  Early marriage was also a major 
impediment in the education of girls in the 
British presidencies and princely states. 

While the above mentioned factors blotted 
the canvas of girls’ education, a beginning 
was made during this period by Christian 
missionaries followed by educated male and 
female intelligentsia, social reformers and 
the British government. The agency through 
which they promoted the education of girls 
was formal as well as informal. The formal 
effort culminated in the establishment 
of schools and the non-formal one was 
domestic or the zenana system of education. 
It was largely informal and was meant for 
women who did not go to regular schools. 
In addition, several associations were 
begun by Hindu and Muslim intelligentsia 
during this period. Among the Muslims, 
the well-known association that took up 
the cause of educating girls was Anjuman-i-
Himayat-i-Islam of Lahore, Anjuman-i-Islam 
of Bombay and The All-India Muhammadan 
Educational Conference (MEC). Several 
aristocratic families also patronized girls’ 
education. Prominent among them were 
the Nizam of Hyderabad, Begums of Bhopal, 
Shaikh Muhammad Abdullah, Sayid 
Kaamat Husain and Karamat Husain and 
Badruddin Tyabji. 

Motivating literature was also written 
during this period for instilling awareness 
on the importance of educating the half of 
humanity. In this regard, women’s periodical 

presses in Urdu namely, Tahizib un Niswan, 
Khatun and Ismat, were all founded and 
managed by men, and mostly edited by 
men as well. However, women contributed 
to literature. Two of the earliest women’s 
magazines edited by women were Paradah-
Nashin of Agra and Sharif Bibi of Lahore. 
In Hyderabad, a women’s journal An-Nissa 
was devoted to social reform and creative 
literature that appeared between 1919 and 
1927. It was edited by Sughra Humayun 
Mirza who contributed many articles herself 
and encouraged other women to contribute. 
Humjoli edited by Sayyida Begam Khwishgi, 
wife of the Director of Osmania University 
Press, was a high quality literary magazine. 
These printed literary materials threw light 
on the Muslim society during this period 
and the need for the growth of women’s 
education. 

Girls’ schools that were established by 
Muslim male and female intelligentsia in 
the late 19th and 20th century specially 
focused on imparting religious instruction 
– the holy Quran, Diniyat (theology), 
the life of the Prophet and of exemplary 
Islamic women. They also required regular 
daily prayers, and for older girls, fasting 
during the month of Ramadan. There were 
variations on these curricular themes, but 
all the schools that were established during 
this period combined the three Rs, religious 
instructions, and practical household skills. 

Some of the noted women educationists 
who contributed towards  girls’ education 
were  Rokeya  Sakhawat  Hosse in , 
Fazilatunnessa Zoha, Shamsunnahar 
Mahmud, Tayyiba Begam and the Begums 
of Bhopal, namely Sikander Begam, Shah 
Jahan Begam and Sultan Jahan Begum. 

3.3 POST INDEPENDENCE INITIATIVES

The rich legacy of women’s education was 
reflected in the Constitution of India that 
specially guarantees the right of minorities 
to conserve the language, script and culture 
and to establish and administer educational 
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institutions of their choice whether based 
on religion or language. The National Policy 
of Education (NPE) 1986, subsequently 
revised in 1992 has mentioned that among 
the minorities there are some groups that 
are educationally deprived or backward. 
For identification of educational deprivation 
among minorities, the Ministry of Home 
Affairs, Government of India in 1990 set 
up a committee under the chairmanship of 
Dr. Gopal Singh to look into the educational 
status of disadvantaged groups, backward 
classes and minorities in the country. The 
committee identified Muslims and Neo-
Buddhists as educationally backward 
minority groups at the national level. The 
Neo-Buddhists were given all the benefits 
which are available to Scheduled Castes and 
therefore, the Muslims were recognised as 
an educationally backward minority group 
at the national level.

Further, the survey of out-of-school 
children conducted by Social Research 
Institute, a unit of International Marketing 
Research Bureau (SRI-IMRB) in 2005 
indicated that the proportion of out-of- 
school children is the highest in the Muslim 
Community (9.97%). The Sachar Committee 
Report (2006) on the socio-economic 
and educational status of the Muslim 
Community of India  highlighted that 
though the enrolment of Muslim children 
in education had increased significantly 
in the recent years, the incidence of never 
enrolled and drop-outs was still very high. 
It further stated that one-fourth of Muslim 
children in the age group of 6-14 years had 
either never attended school or were drop-
outs, particularly the girls. The report also 
highlighted the fact that the educational 
status of Muslims varied across the country 
and a differentiated approach would be 
necessary based on levels of educational 
backwardness. In addition, the Report 
of the Working Group on Development of 
Education of SC/ST/Minorities/Girls and 

other disadvantaged groups for the 11th 
Five Year Plan (2007-2012) pointed out that 
majority of the people were not aware of all 
the plans and schemes, which benefit them.  

The Planning Commission constituted 
a Working Group on “Empowerment of 
the Minorities” for the formulation of the 
12th Five Year Plan (2011). The report 
of the committee mentioned that despite 
perceptible improvement in the socio-
economic status of minorities, much more 
needed to be done to ensure that they take 
full advantage of India’s growth story. A 
three-pronged strategy was recommended: 
(i) social empowerment; (ii) economic 
empowerment; (iii) social justice, to ensure 
removal of disparities and elimination of 
exploitation. Some of the recommendations 
relate to proper implementation of 
scholarship schemes by simplifying 
procedures, opening of bank or post office 
accounts in the name of the awardees and 
locating assistance from institutions and 
NGOs. It was further recommended that 
the Bicycle scheme could be upscaled to 
secondary and senior secondary stages for 
enhancing the retention of girls at these 
stages of education.    

In order to ensure quality education to 
minorities, the report also recommended 
that residential schools along the lines 
of Jawahar Navodaya Vidyalaya should 
be established in a phased manner in 
minority concentration blocks and minority 
concentration towns/cities. Norms in these 
schools needed to ensure admission to at 
least 50% children belonging to minorities. 

Education and upliftment of minorities 
received centre stage in the ‘Prime 
Minister’s New 15-Point Programme for 
Welfare of Minorities’ as well. In the 
domain of education, thrust was given 
to improving access to school education 
by ensuring that the Kasturba Gandhi 
Balika Vidyalaya Scheme and other similar 
schemes were located in villages/locality 
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having a substantial population of minority 
communities. Central assistance is to 
be provided for recruitment and posting 
of Urdu language teachers in primary 
and upper primary schools that serve a 
population in which at least one-fourth 
belong to that language group. Modernizing 
Madarsa Education was to be visualized 
and implemented effectively. Schemes for 
pre-matric and post-matric scholarships for 
students from minority communities were 
to be formulated and implemented. The 
Government also committed to providing 
all possible assistance to the Maulana Azad 
Education Foundation (MAEF) to strengthen 
and enable it to expand its activities more 
effectively. 

3.4 OBJECTIVES 

•	 T o  p r omo te  awar eness  abou t 
constitutional provisions and policy 
initiatives on minority communities. 

•	 To analyse the demographic and 
educational indicators of minority 
communities. 

•	 To encourage critical thinking for 
understanding the gap between policy 
and implementation of schemes and 
programmes.

•	 To review related researches and studies 
to know the status of minorities in India. 

3.5 DEMOGRAPHY AND 
EDUCATIONAL INDICATORS OF 
MINORITY COMMUNITIES

The census data (2001) reflects that out of the 
total population of India, 80.5% are Hindus, 
Muslims account for 13.4%, Christians 
2.3%, Sikhs 1.9% and the proportion of 
Buddhist, Jains and other religions are 
0.8%, 0.4% and 0.6%, respectively. The 
educational indicators among minorities are 
at variance with the Jains having the highest 
literacy i.e. 94.1% followed by Christians 
having 80.3%, Buddhists 72.7%, Sikhs  
69.4%, Hindus 65.1%, Muslims 59.1%, 
other religions 47.0%. In the context of 
female literacy, the highest is among Jains 
i.e., 90.6%, Christians 76.2%, Sikhs 63.1%, 
Buddhists 61.7%, Hindus 53.2%, Muslims 
50.1% and other religion 33.2%, respectively.

In the context of net attendance ratio 
at primary, upper primary and secondary 
among all religious communities, Muslims 
had the lowest national attendance ratio 
at all levels of education in both rural and 
urban areas as indicted in Tables 1,2 and 3. 

Table 1 shows that the attendance of males 
and females in the urban and rural context 
was lowest among the Muslims. Female 
enrolment in all religious communities was 
lower compared to males. 

Rural Urban

Males Females Males Females

By Major Religious Community

Hindus 84.2 81.5 83.3 83.2

Muslims 78.7 74.9 77.6 70.6

Christians 79.1 78.8 85.3 77.0

Sikhs 85.7 77.5 92.4 82.3

Table 1: Net Attendance Ratio at Primary Level by Major 
Religious Communities, 2007-8 (per cent)

Source: Calculated from NSS Database 64th Round, quoted in India Human Development Report, 2011
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At the Upper Primary level, once again 
the enrolment of Muslim males and females 
was the lowest. However, in the urban 
context, the attendance of female students 
was higher than the males. Interestingly, 
the table highlights that in the rural context, 
though female attendance was lower than 
males among Christians, it was higher for 
females. Similarly, in the urban context, 
the attendance of both Muslim and Sikh 
females were higher than the males. 

The Attendance ratio of secondary level 
once again points out the low attendance 
ratio among Muslim male and female 
students. In the rural context, female 
attendance was lower in all major religious 
communities. In the urban context, the 
attendance ratio of girls belonging to Hindu 

Table 2: Net Attendance Ratio at Upper Primary Level by  
Major Religious Communities, 2007-8 (per cent)

Rural Urban

Males Females Males Females

By Major Religious Community

Hindus 64.5 60.0 73.6 70.7

Muslims 48.7 45.3 49.1 50.8

Christians 63.9 70.9 77.6 71.6

Sikhs 63.3 57.3 75.2 78.5

Source: Calculated from NSS Database 64th Round, quoted in India Human Development Report, 2011

Table 3: Net Attendance Ratio at Secondary Level by  
Major Religious Communities, 2007-8 (per cent)

Rural Urban

Males Females Males Females

By Major Religious Community

Hindus 41.7 36.9 55.9 56.3

Muslims 26.0 23.5 31.8 32.1

Christians 49.4 42.4 72.0 46.4

Sikhs 40.8 39.4 71.0 38.6

Source: Calculated from NSS Database 64th Round, quoted in India Human Development Report ,2011

and Muslim communities was better than 
all others. 

ACTIVITIES
1. Prepare a database of enrolment of 

children of minority communities in 
your school? Identify which minority 
community has lesser participation? 

2. Collect information about socio-
cultural practices of all minorities in 
your district?

3. What are the schemes that exist for 
promoting education among minorities? 
List the scheme and ministry associated 
with them. 

4. Have the existing schemes impacted 
the overall development of minorities?

5. Which of the scheme needs better 
implementation strategies?
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3.6 CONSTITUTION AND POLICY 
CONCERNS

Articles 29 and 30 of the Constitution of 
India guarantee the rights of minorities to 
conserve the language, script and culture 
and to establish and administer educational 
institutions of their choice whether based 
on religion or language.  As far as minorities 
are concerned, the following constitutional 
guarantees have been provided which are in 
addition to articles relating to Fundamental 
Rights in Part III of the Constitution: 

Constitutional Articles for protecting the 
interest of Minorities
(i) Article 29. Protection of Interests of 

minorities.

29 (1) Any section of the citizens 
residing in the territory of India 
or any part thereof having a 
distinct language, script or 
culture of its own shall have the 
right to conserve the same. 

29 (2) No citizen shall be denied 
admission into any educational 
institution maintained by the 
State or receiving aid out of 
State funds on grounds only of 
religion, race, caste, language 
or any of them. 

(ii) Article 30. Right of Minorities to 
establish and administer educational 
institutions. 

30 (1) All minorities, whether based 
on religion or language, shall 
have the right to establish 
and administer educational 
institutions of their choice. 

30 A (1) In making any law providing 
for compulsory acquisition of 
any property of an educational 
institution established and 
administered by a minority, 
referred to in clause (1), the State 
shall ensure that the amount 
fixed by or determined under 
such law for the acquisition of 

such property is such as would 
not restrict or abrogate the right 
guaranteed under that clause. 

30 (2) The State shall not, in granting 
aid to educational institutions, 
discr iminate against any 
educational institution on 
the grounds that it is under 
the management of minority, 
whether based on religion or 
language.

Policy 
The National Policy on Education 1986 
devoted a section to Education for Equality.  

To address the educational deprivation 
of the minorities, the National Policy on 
Education (NPE) 1986 clearly stated that, 
“Some minority groups are educationally 
deprived or backward. Greater attention will 
be paid to the education of these groups in the 
interest of equality and social justice. This 
will include the constitutional guarantees 
given to them to establish and administer 
their own educational institutions, and 
protection to their languages and culture. 
Simultaneously, objectivity will be reflected 
in the preparation of textbooks and in all 
school activities, and all possible measures 
will be taken to promote an integration 
based on appreciation of common national 
goals and ideals, in conformity with the core 
curriculum” (p.8).

The Programme of Action, 1992 (POA 
1992) carried a 15-point programme for 
the welfare of minorities. In the context 
of education, there was a mention of 
provision of coaching classes for competitive 
examinations, community polytechnics 
in minority concentrated areas, capacity- 
building programme for principals/
managers/teachers in minority-managed 
schools and review of textual material from 
the stand-point of national integration. In 
the context of education of women among 
the educationally backward minorities 
the scheme for opening of girls’ schools, 
appointment of lady teachers, opening of 
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girls’ hostels and providing of incentives in 
the form of mid-day meals, uniforms etc., 
were to be fully met. A production-cum-
training centre for crafts, exclusively for 
girls, preferably with women instructors to 
the extent possible in each of the identified 
minority concentration districts it was 
articulated, also needed to be established. 

 To achieve the constitutional mandate 
of free and compulsory education to all 
children up to the age of 14 and to achieve 
Education for All in the Indian context, 
the government of India enacted the Right 
of Children to Free and Compulsory 
Education Act, 2009. By this Act, provision 
of Education to All children, including 
minorities has become justifiable.  

3.7 S O M E  S C H E M E S  A N D  
P R O G R A M M E S  F O R  T H E 
UPLIFTMENT OF EDUCATIONALLY 
BACKWARD MINORITIES

Schemes and programmes have been 
designed for all children including 
women from the educationally backward 
communities. Some of the well known 
schemes that have an overall bearing on the 
status of women are the Mahila Samakhya 
(MS) 1989,  Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) 
with specific schemes designed for the 
upliftment of girls i.e., that is the Kasturba 
Gandhi Balika Vidyalaya (KGBV) scheme 
and the National Programme for Education 
of Girls at the Elementary Level (NPEGEL).

Mahila Samakhaya Scheme (1989)
To fulfil the objectives of NPE, 1986, the 
MS Scheme was started in 1989 for the 
education and empowerment of women in 
rural areas, particularly those from socially 
and economically marginalized groups. The 
programme currently covers 121 districts 
in 10 states viz., Andhra Pradesh, Assam, 
Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Gujarat, Jharkhand, 
Karnataka, Kerala, Uttar Pradesh and 
Uttarakhand.  

The Mahila Samakhya programme works 
in tandem with and has organic linkages 
with educational schemes aimed at the 
universalisation of elementary education, 
such as SSA. Women’s collectives under 
the MS scheme, called Mahila Sanghas, 
play an active role in working towards 
removal of barriers in the participation 
of girls and women in education at the 
community level and play an active role in 
school management/running of alternate 
schooling facilities where needed. State MS 
societies are also running Kasturba Gandhi 
Balika Vidyalayas that are formal, girls’ 
residential schools funded under the SSA 
programme as well as implementing the 
NPEGEL programme for direct support to 
girls’ education in educationally backward 
blocks. 

Kasturba Gandhi Balika Vidyalaya (KGBV)
The KGBV scheme is functional in 
educationally backward blocks where 
female literacy is below the national 
average. It is primarily designed for girls 
who have dropped-out and those who 
are never enrolled and younger girls of 
migratory population in difficult areas or 
scattered habitations. The scheme provides 
education for girls at the Upper Primary 
stage (VI to VIII). KGBV provides reservation 
for 75% girls belonging to SC, ST, OBC and 
minority communities.  The remaining 25% 
priority is given to girls from BPL families. 
Presently there are 3,528 KGBV that are 
operational enrolling 3,66,519 girls. For the 
upliftment of the minorities, the government 
sanctioned 492 KGBVs in Blocks and Town/
Cities having 20% Muslim Population. 423 
KGBVs are operational in the states of 
Andhra Pradesh, Assam, Bihar, Gujarat, 
Haryana, Jammu and Kashmir, Jharkhand, 
Karnataka, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, 
Uttranchal and West Bengal. 

National Programme for Education of 
Girls at the Elementary Level (NPEGEL)
The NPEGEL scheme envisages provisions of 
enhancing the education of underprivileged/
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disadvantaged girls at the elementary 
level through more intense community 
mobilization, the development of model 
schools in clusters, gender sensitization 
of teachers, development of gender 
sensitive learning materials, early child 
care and education facilities and provision 
of need-based incentives like escorts, 
stationery, work books and uniforms etc. All 
Educationally Backward Blocks have been 
included under NPEGEL. Under NPEGEL, 
4.12 crore girls have been covered in 
442 districts in 3,353 Educationally 
Backward Blocks. 41,779 Model Cluster 
Schools are functioning under NPEGEL. 

Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan 
(RMSA)
RMSA was launched in March, 2009 with 
the objective to enhance access to secondary 
education and to improve its quality. The 
implementation of the scheme started 
from 2009-10 and envisages achievement 
of enrolment rate of 75% from 52.23% 
in 2005-06 at the secondary stage with 
5 years of implementation of the scheme 
by providing a secondary school within 
a reasonable distance of any habitation. 
The other objectives include improving the 
quality of education imparted at secondary 
level by making all secondary schools 
conform to prescribed norms, removing 
gender, socio-economic and disability 
barriers, providing universal access to 
secondary level education by 2017, i.e., by 
the end of 12th Five Year Plan and achieving 
universal retention by 2020. 
Important equity interventions provided 
in the scheme are : (i) Special focus in 
micro planning, (ii) Preference to Ashram 
schools in upgradation, (iii) Preference 
to areas with concentration of SC/ST/
Minority for opening of schools, (iv) 
Special enrolment drive for the weaker 
section, (v) More female teachers in schools 
and (vi) Separate toilet blocks for girls. 

Girls’ Specific Interventions in RMSA
The educational development of children, 
specially the girl children is the special 
focus of RMSA. Special measures have 
been provided for promotion of access, 
enrolment, attendance and achievement 
of girls. Some of them are community 
mobilization at the habitation/village/
urban slum level, distribution of uniforms, 
scholarships, education provisions like 
textbooks, stationery, transport facilities, 
provision of lady teachers, construction of 
residential quarters for teachers in remote/
hilly areas/in areas with difficult terrain/
hostel facilities for girls, etc. Further, 
special coaching classes/remedial classes, 
especially for educationally minority girls 
and children who are not doing academically 
well, teacher sensitization programmes, 
separate toilet blocks for girls, girls activity 
room, etc., have also been envisioned as a 
part of the scheme. 

“Hunar”: A special initiative by National 
Institute of Open Schooling (NIOS)
This scheme was launched in 2008 in 
Bihar in collaboration with Bihar Education 
Project Council (BEPC), Government of 
Bihar. The scheme focuses on empowerment 
of Muslim Girls in the state of Bihar. The 
project was operational in Bihar for two 
academic sessions and had certified over 
25,000 Muslim girls. The main objective 
of this scheme is to provide skill training 
to the target groups (Girls Age group 14+) 
as per their interest and ability in selected 
vocational field for a sustainable livelihood, 
empower girls socially and economically 
and enhance their self-esteem by providing 
vocational training in different trades and to 
develop a community of empowered girls/
women and be role model among the peer 
groups in the community. 

Nine Vocational trades were identified by 
BEPC and were offered to girls. They are: 
Cutting tailoring and dress making, Gram 
Sakhi, Early childhood care, Preservation 
of fruits and vegetables, Beauty Culture, 
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Basic Computing, and Typing in Hindi, 
Urdu and English. Currently, this project 
is also operational in a pilot mode in the 
NCT of Delhi. In first phase 1,613 girls were 
enrolled. In the second phase, 2,051 girls 
belonging to Muslim Community have been 
benefitted in various vocational trades. In 
addition to the above-mentioned trades, 
three more vocational trades have been 
introduced such as: Basic Computing, Toy 
making and joyful learning and Data entry 
operations.

The uniqueness of the project “Hunar” is 
linking skill training through the institutions 
enjoying support of the community. The 
entire delivery mechanism comprises of a 
network of institutions run and controlled by 
the community, mostly Maktabs,Madrasas 
and community based Muslim minority 
institutions.

For educational empowerment of the 
minorities, the Ministry of Minority Affairs 
has been implementing the following Six 
Plan schemes during the 11th Five Year 
Plan: (i) Pre-Matric Scholarship Scheme, (ii) 
Post-Matric Scholarship Scheme, (iii) Merit-

cum-means based scholarship scheme, 
(iv) Maulana Azad National fellowship 
for minority students, (v) Grant-in-aid to 
Maulana Azad Educational Foundation, 
(vi) Free coaching and allied scheme 
for candidates belonging to minority 
communities.

3.8 STUDIES ON ISSUES AND 
CONCERNS OF EDUCATIONALLY 
BACKWARD MINORITIES ON 
MUSLIMS

The main thrust of studies in this area 
are presented as specific abstracts in this 
section.

Nuna, Anita. 2003. “Education of Muslim 
Girls: A Study of the Area Intensive 
Programme”. Department of Women’s 
Studies, NCERT: This study was conducted 
in 8 states namely Andhra Pradesh, 
Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Assam, 
West Bengal, Bihar and Madhya Pradesh. 
The scheme was primarily implemented 
through the state administration, except 
in Kerala. In the context of enrolment, 
it was found that the efforts of the state 

Activities
•	 Find out the enrolment and drop-out figures of girls enrolled in KGBV in your block?

•	 How has the KGBV scheme benefited girls in your blocks?

•	 Which vocational activity is conducted in your KGBVs?

•	 List the kind of incentives available in existing model clusters school.

•	 Divide the class into groups and ask them the following:

Schemes Stage of Education Availability Quality

Mid-day Meal

Textbook

Uniform 

Stationery Items

Scholarships

Any other
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governments in increasing enrolments 
under the scheme has shown very marginal 
progress, except in Kerala and Karnataka. 
In the context of promoting participation 
of Muslim girls, especially in vocational, 
science, engineering and commerce courses 
have remained unfulfilled as no multi- 
stream residential higher secondary schools 
for girls have been opened or supported 
in states under the scheme except in 
Kerala. Clarity about the implementation 
of the scheme was not visible among many  
stakeholders. In many contexts, finances 
under the schemes were utilized for 
infrastructure purposes i.e., constructing 
schools, availability of teaching-learning 
materials and provision of salary to teachers. 
One of the major highlights of the study was 
that no efforts were made by sample states 
to discover unserved areas of concentration 
of educationally backward communities. 

Hasan, Zoya, and Menon,  Ritu. 2005. 
“Educating Muslim Girls: A Comparison 
of Five Cities”. Women Unlimited, an 
associate of Kali for women: This book 
highlights the dismal state of Muslim female 
education as well as the efforts made by 
several Muslim social activists in different 
parts of India to address the issue. The 
authors claim that over 75% of Muslim 
women in India are illiterate, literacy being 
officially defined rather generously to 
include just about anyone who can read 
and write a sentence or two. The situation 
in the northern states, especially in rural 
areas, is said to be particularly dismal. 85% 
of rural north Indian Muslim women are 
unable to read or write. On the other hand, 
the situation in the south, especially in 
urban areas, was found to be considerably 
better, with 88% urban South Indian 
women said to be literate. In the context of 
improving the education of Muslim girls, 
the authors have stressed upon proactive 
role of the community members as well as 
the states in promoting access enrolment, 
attendance and achievement of Muslim girls 
in education. 

Srivastava, Gouri. 2006. “The Role of 
Begums of Bhopal in Girls’ Education”. 
Department of Women’s Studies, NCERT: 
This publication is based on the contribution 
of the Begums of Bhopal to girls’ education. 
The book highlights the strategies adopted 
by Sikandar, Shah Jehan and Sultan 
Jehan Begum in promoting education of 
all girls, including Muslims girls. Some 
of the initiatives highlighted in the book 
are – opening of formal institutions of 
learning for girls, writing inspirational 
literature depicting the significance of 
girls’ education and giving patronage to 
educational institutions and awarding 
scholarships to needy and meritorious 
students. Some of the case studies of 
educational institutions begun by the 
begums have been reflected in the book. 
They are the Victoria School, Madarasa 
Bilqusia, Birjisia Kanya Pathshala, Arts 
School, The Sultania Girls’ School and the 
Village schools. 

Nuna, Anita. 2010-11. “A Study of 
Barriers in Secondary Education (Classes 
IX-X) of Muslim Girls”. Department of 
Women’s Studies, NCERT: The study was 
undertaken with a view to analyze the status 
of participation of Muslim girls in secondary 
education; to identify barriers that affect 
their participation in secondary education 
and assess the level of awareness of Muslim 
parents and community members about 
government schemes and programmes. The 
study was empirical in nature. It covered 
four districts, namely, Rampur, Bahraich, 
Bareilly and Bijnor of Uttar Pradesh 
representing both eastern and western 
parts of the state for collection of data.  The 
primary data was collected from the sample 
households through household survey 
using semi-structured household schedule. 
The study attempted to answer some of the 
questions such as ‘Do the Muslim girls have 
adequate access to secondary education in 
the sample districts?’ ‘If yes, what are the 
barriers which are responsible in their not 
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attending schools?’ ‘In what ways family 
beliefs and socio-cultural factors of a local 
community affect participation of Muslim 
girls in secondary levels of modern school 
education?’ Analysis of data generated 
through household survey covering 400 
households indicated that the participation 
of Muslim girls in the secondary education 
is found to be very low. Dropout rates 
among girls are very high in Muslim areas 
after the age of puberty. The community 
opposition was found to be one of the 
important reasons in low participation 
of Muslim girls in secondary education. 
However, inter-district variations emerged. 
Community opposition emerged as a strong 
barrier in districts Rampur and Bijnor. 
Additionally, lack of physical as well as 
cultural access to secondary education and 
the conservative attitude of family members 
emerged as strong barriers in the secondary 
education of Muslim girls in areas that came 
under the purview of the study. The results 
highlighted that advocacy and gender 
sensitization campaigns in Muslim areas 
were strongly required. 

Jaireth, Sushma. 2010-12. “A Study of 
Madrasas and Maktabs of Southern 
States of India from a Gender Perspective”. 
Department of Women’s Studies, NCERT:  
The study was undertaken in three Southern 
States of India namely Kerala, Karnataka 
and Andhra Pradesh. The major objectives 
of this study were to- (i) analyse the 
curriculum, and (ii) examine the perceptions 
of stakeholders from a gender perspective. 
The study concluded that in South India the 
Madrasa education was of diverse nature.  
In Kerala, all children went to schools 
during school hours. Religious education 
was imparted only in the morning, evening 
and during weekends (a new concept coming 
up) as sometimes students found it difficult 
to move from the Madrasa to school each 
day. In Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh, 
the situation was different from Kerala, but 
quite similar to the independent Madrasas 

of North India. In districts like Bangalore 
(Karnataka) and Mehboob Nagar (Andhra 
Pradesh), few Madrasas were also managing 
primary schools which were covered by SSA.  
These institutions were receiving all the 
benefits of SSA (a project of Government of 
India) viz., mid-day meal, free uniform, free 
textbooks and teachers’ salaries.  Besides 
Arabic language, Urdu was the medium of 
instruction in the Madrasas of Karnataka 
and Andhra Pradesh for most subjects. Some 
of the institutions also made efforts to teach 
English language. In the state of Kerala, 
students besides the Arabic and English 
languages were also skilled in the local 
language i.e., Malayalam. In Kerala, there 
were co-educational Madrasas, especially 
in the Arabic colleges while in Karnataka 
and Andhra Pradesh, only segregation had 
been emphasized. Both men and women 
teachers taught in Kerala Madrasas and 
Arabic colleges, while in the other two 
southern states women teachers were 
nearly absent in boys Madrasas. Gulbarga 
Madrasas were conservative in nature 
and rather backward in their approach. 
In contrast, Malappuram Madrasas had 
highly developed infrastructure to the level 
of advanced institutions with computer 
technologies and subjects like Islamic 
studies, banking opted for by both girls and 
boys. Hyderabad and Gulbarga had fewer 
girls’ Madrasas in comparison to many more 
boys’ Madrasas.  Further, no co-education 
classes could be seen in Maktabs at 
Gulbarga, Hyderabad and Mehboob Nagar, 
which were in contrast to the morning, 
evening and weekend Madrasas of Kerala.

Yadav, Mona. 2010-12. “A Study on 
Implementation of KGBV Scheme in 
the Muslim Concentrated Districts of 
Four States of India — An Assessment”. 
Department of Women’s Studies, NCERT: 
The study was done to assess the availability 
and quality of infrastructure in the KGBVs, 
study the curriculum transaction and 
analyze the perception of girls, teachers and 
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parents/community on the KGBV scheme 
for enhancing the participation of Muslim 
girls. Field work was carried out in KGBVs 
located in Muslim concentrated districts of 
Rajasthan, Bihar, Jammu and Kashmir and 
Andhra Pradesh. The findings of the study 
showed that the needs of girls belonging to 
the poorer sections of the society were rarely 
met. Further, most parents expressed that 
they were unable to send their daughters 
to schools due to poverty and security 
reasons at the upper primary level. Most 
of the girls of the Muslim community in 
these KGBVs were first generation school 
goers. For them, staying in the hostel with 
all facilities like cooked food, playground, 
television and quality time to interact with 
peers and friends was perceived as a good 
incentive. All the stakeholders mentioned 
that establishment of KGBVs were like a 
social movement and would go a long way 
in promoting the empowerment of girls.    

The above research studies have 
highlighted that though the education 
of Muslim girls has gained momentum, 
many challenges continue to exist. These 
challenges are related to socio-economic 
and cultural factors that are at variance and 
follow different patterns from state to state. 
Therefore, for addressing these issues state 
specific initiatives have to be evolved with 
contextualization. Strategic intervention will 
be important and field level work is what will 
make a difference. Policies tend to remain 
rhetoric for want of local knowhow on how 
to move ahead. The approach thus has 
to be multi-layered and must factor in all 
levels of state machinery, teachers and more 
significantly, the concerned communities. 

Activities
1. Prepare a case study of classroom 

processes in a minority institution.

2. Collect perceptions of parents and 
teachers on issues concerning the 
education of minority children.

3. Find out the problems that Muslim 

girls face in pursuing their education 
by interviewing a few of them.

4. Initiate a discussion on the pushes and 
pulls that minority communities face in 
mainstream education.

5. You can make children list the kind 
of sports and physical activities 
undertaken in the school. Is it gender 
biased?

3.9 CONCLUSION 

There is a need to create awareness and 
strengthen implementation of schemes and 
programmes for upliftment of education of 
girls from Muslim communities. Constant 
monitoring and evaluation of schemes 
from time to time have to be undertaken 
to see whether they address practical 
needs or initiate conspicuous changes 
among the beneficiaries. Success stories of 
Muslim girls and their achievement need 
to be disseminated for encouraging the 
participation of girls in education. Capacity- 
building programmes for teachers and 
teacher educators on gender concerns in 
education need to be taken up on a regular 
basis for addressing biases and stereotypes.
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