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What are the most significant shifts which must occur to create changes in barriers to education for girls in South Asia?


Many children around the world have the opportunity to enrol into schools, to get an education, and to advance into a career path of their choice. Education is looked at as a priority and a human right. However, there are regions where it is not an option, especially for girls. According to Purewal & Hashmi (2015), “girls’ education continues to lag behind boys’ education in most developing countries, with estimates of 93 million children out of school and approximately 80% of these children living in South Asia or sub-Saharan Africa” (p. 977-978). The reasons behind such barriers include poverty. One may argue that it is due to the tuition fees. Although this could be a factor, it is not the only one. It was stated by Purewal & Hashmi (2015) that “the introduction of free universal education in Pakistan in 2004” did not have an instant effect on the number of girl’s enrolment into schools (p. 992). It was found by Colclough (2012) that rates of enrolment in school were lower for poorer states compared to the richer ones. 

As a girl who was born and raised in Canada, I have the privilege to get an education and to have a career without having to face any social or financial issues. However, there are places that lack gender equity, where poor families choose to send their sons over their daughters to school. I remember last visiting my background country, Bangladesh, in 2009 when I was 11 years old. It surprised me to see a 14 year old work as a maid and not go to school. The cycle of poverty continues in many regions and most girls still cannot attain a career to enhance their future. For this reason, I decided to focus on South Asia for my research. However, I do believe that every person from around the world should have their rights to education. 
To begin, the main underlying issues that were found throughout the articles included poverty and marriage, the unawareness about the educational benefits, and the negative perspectives about being a girl. Thus, there is a need to reduce child marriage and to provide the accommodations to people living in poverty. Also, parents must be well-informed about the significance of education and how this is could build their girls’ career. Lastly, the societies and caregivers need a change in perspective about being a girl.
First, poverty often leads to child marriage, a common practice in poor and rural parts of countries like India (Paul, 2019, p. 16). The younger the daughter, the lower the parents have to pay for their dowry for marriage (Paul, 2019, p. 17). Also, according to Paul (2019), “girls are often married-off as early as possible to avoid cost of education and release financial burden for girls’ caring” (p. 17). In a video by UNICEF, it was stated that “40% of all girls” in Nepal “get married in childhood, before they turn 18 years old” (UNICEF, 2020). “Around the world, 1 in 5 girls were married when they were still a child” (UNICEF, 2020). According to Kamal (2012), in countries like Bangladesh, the legal age of marriage for a girl is 18, however many do not follow it due to less enforcement of the laws and policies. A study conducted using a data collection of 9572 surveys done by the Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey covering fertility, marriage, and health, Kamal (2012) found that distance, household responsibilities, pregnancy, and the upbringing of children cause poor families to marry their girls off as early as they could, hindering their chances to continue going to school and going for employment (p. 318). Thus, the negative influence of poverty and the traditional views lead to early marriage and pregnancy, preventing girls from progressing in their education. To address such problems, Kamal (2012) suggests the need for more programs so girls could attend school for a longer period of time, wait longer before marriage, and help prevent further reproductive complications. The need for proper marriage registrations, the understanding of family planning, and the awareness of grants for school could help promote girls’ chance to get an education and prevent child marriage in poor families (p. 329). One of the villages in Nepal has already started to spread “awareness about the dangers of child marriage” (UNICEF, 2020). Another qualitative and quantitative study done by Bhan et al. (2019) analyzed survey data from four countries, Ethiopia, India, Vietnam, and Peru, where child marriage is prevalent. They investigated “the effects of two parenting factors, parent-child communication, and parent-child relationship quality on child and early marriage of girls” (p. 499). It was found that there is a “greater likelihood of marriage due to community or social pressures or the burden of material circumstances” (p. 504).However, with parental support and enhanced communication between them, girls “may be more empowered in decisions around higher education, choice of vocation, and marital choice” (p. 499). Therefore, one major barrier to education is child marriage. Accordingly, by having programs for girls, spreading awareness about bursaries for education, informing parents about the downside of child marriage, and encouraging them to communicate with their daughters, could build a healthier future for girls and promote their success.

Next, the lack of knowledge about the benefits of education is another reason why parents do not let their daughters continue their schooling. In a clip from PBS, they interviewed a 9-year-old girl living in the rural area of Rajasthan, India (PBS NewsHour, 2015). She explains how she dropped out of school due to the chores and responsibilities. When her mother was asked if she ever attended school herself, her response was “what would I go to school for? What’s so great about being educated? Even if you study, these educated people have nothing to do. Anyways, the everyday chores will take over.” According to her mother, education was invaluable. (PBS NewsHour, 2015). A similar view is discussed in a video by UNICEF. “In Nepal the female literacy is quite low, because they suppose that the girl will go to another home (after marriage)” and parents marry their daughters off at a younger age “because they don’t think girls need to go to school” (UNICEF, 2020). Furthermore, cultural and traditional beliefs could have a negative impact on girls’ education (Colclough, 2012, p. 139). The lack of supportive mindsets from the family members discourages girls from thinking about getting an education (Colclough, 2012, p. 138). Next, a research conducted by Dost & Peggy (2021), mentioned “aage badhna,” which means “forward movement” in Hindi, used to inspire the youth and their parents to continue school in a rural area of India called Chhattisgarh. This study, done through interviews, revealed how people lacked knowledge about the careers they could acquire with schooling. A minority thought education could be a means to become better in the society, gain basic skills, move to a higher status than their parents, add to their qualifications, and to be able to reach a compatible level to find a good spouse. Subsequently, geographical barriers are also a factor why parents opt out of putting their daughters into schools (Colclough, 2012, p. 139). There is a lot of insecurity about girls travelling and in “maintaining girls’ ‘respectability’ in the public sphere” (Purewal & Hashmi, 2015, p. 989). Hence, Wier & Price (2019) examine a girl’s hostel in a mountain region of Nepal, run by the NGO, where financial aid is provided in order to make education more accessible. To understand the success behind this arrangement, some female students and parents were interviewed. The parents’ perspectives showed that the hostel, along with the awareness about educational benefits, and future success, are what made an impact on the girls, including a decline in child marriage. Even with domestic responsibilities, the girls managed the time to study. Also, programs like “End Child Marriage” by UNICEF are trying to inform parents about educating girls and giving them basic life skills (UNICEF, 2020). Lastly, “Educate Girls,” a non profit organization, recruit female volunteers from the same village of the girls’ parents, and have them connect with local heads to create a “dialogue” with the parents. This provides a base to convince parents to consider school for girls. One volunteer was able to convince a girl’s parents by revealing how it could “improve her problem-solving skills.” They even have volunteers walk the girls to school and back home (Wall Street Journal, 2015). Therefore, restricted ideas about education could be another root problem to the prevention of learning, especially for girls. This is what still lacks in the rural societies and provides a better understanding of why people do not take the advantage of education (Dost & Peggy, 2021). Consequently, there needs to be a change in perspective about education and its benefits.
Lastly, parents are more biased towards their sons than their daughters in poor and rural areas. Bhan et al. (2019) found that “91.3% of caregiver responders were mothers, and her educational background, socioeconomic status, and gendered role expectations are likely to influence” the beliefs about their girls’ education (p. 504). Furthermore, Bose (2012) discusses about the gender gap in education in India and how the mother’s perception can play an important role in it. To understand this discrimination, the data from an Indian National Family Health Survey, with responses from “18519 families” that have siblings of both genders, male and female was used. The results confirmed the “maternal son preference” in many of the rural communities, especially where a woman’s status was low. In contrast, the data of the urban areas, where the daughters were attending school, showed that the mother’s education played a role and they had a lower bias towards their sons. This suggests a need for knowledge in mothers which could be crucial to stop the loop of child marriage and uneducated girls. Another article written by Fuller & Narasimhan (2013) covers the change in girls’ education, marriage, and employment and the factors that helped shape this change in Tamil Brahmans, in a village of “Vattima subcaste.” Through many influential factors from the upper caste and role models, the idea of marrying girls off at the earliest age decreased, resulting in the increase in girls’ education. This further changed the mentality of young women going outside of their homes for work, which led to the women being employed. Although some social conformity, cultural views, and customs encouraged certain communities in the continuation of child marriage, some favoured education in order to have better wives and mothers in the society. This additionally, encouraged people to believe in modernization, leading to women’s education. As a result, more women’s voices were heard, decreasing gender inequality. Therefore the societal views and the women’s perception of themselves are some of the fundamental basis that need to be worked on to shift the mentality, which would further allow for the changes to girl’s barriers to education.
In conclusion, education is a fundamental human right and is what allows a person to flourish, to gain knowledge, and to advance in life. However, there are millions of girls in this world who cannot attend school. Thus, the focus of this paper was on the most important progresses that are required to bring changes in these barriers to education for girls in South Asia. The finding included the need to help reduce child marriage, to provide accommodations to people living in poverty, and to help build a better bond between the parents and daughters by strengthening communication. Moreover, there must be a way to facilitate the parents’ understanding of the value of education and how it increases success. Lastly, the society needs a change in the perspectives of girls and women. The limitations to this research include restricted data, with surveys and interviews which may have been biased. It may have excluded many girls who may not have been able to voice their opinions due to social norms. Further studies are required on balancing poverty and education to prevent child marriage, on the promotion of education, and about the ways how the perspectives of women and themselves could become more positive. Hence, there needs to be many considerable shifts for girls to have the access to learning.
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