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    Abstract- The paper makes an attempt to explain the aim of 

the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs): to eliminate 

gender disparity in primary and secondary education to be 

achieved by 2015, with special emphasis on girls‟ position. The 

Challenge of the Millennium Development Goals was to provide 

children with access to primary education either through formal 

or informal systems, and to reduce differences in enrolment, drop 

out rates and mainstream a gender perspective in the 

development process. Special measures needed to be adopted to 

eradicate discrimination at the primary and secondary stages, 

universalization of education and creation of a gender sensitive 

education system. 

 

    Index Terms- Girls‟ Education, Disparity, Gender Status, 

MDGs, India 

I. INTRODUCTION 

ndia has failed to provide universalization of education as it 

remains under the stranglehold of major stratifications leading 

to discrimination. Early marriage, social prejudices and absence 

of educational infrastructure have led to 60 million girl children 

lacking access to primary education and the gender gap remains a 

problem with the country. The Indian government having 

expressed a strong commitment towards Education for All, but 

still projects one of the lowest female literacy rates in Asia as 

there are almost 300 million illiterate women in India.  Gender 

disparities persist, as social and legal institutions do not 

guarantee women equality in basic human rights. It is a major 

area of concern at the school level and the literacy question 

remains the largest juggernaut in the Indian management of 

education.  

     To set right the imbalance of relationship in a male centered 

and dominated society, education and economic independence is 

imperative.  Quantitative and qualitative evidence reflects acute 

gender bias, confirming discrimination in educational status. 

Women‟s ability for independent thinking and her participation 

at par with men will confirm Gender Equality and comply with 

the targets of the Millennium Development Goals. The Indian 

Government needs to identify those geographical locations and 

culture patterns contributing towards gender disparity in 

education. The gap between male and female literacy is a 

sensitive indicator of social discrimination. 

 

II. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

1.  To locate the gaps and possibilities in girls‟ education;  

2.  To establish the link existing between education and 

women‟s quality of life;  

3. To propose and execute policy measures to enhance girls‟ 

education at all levels.  

III. METHODOLOGY 

     The present study is based on secondary data collection. The 

secondary data was collected by various published sources like 

Census Reports, MHRD Report, Books, Journal, Magazine, etc. 

The findings were discussed in the light of published literature 

IV. GENDER DISPARITY IN PRIMARY AND 

SECONDARY EDUCATION 

     Extensive surveys and research findings highlighted the 

crucial factors of gender disparity in primary and secondary 

education. It was found that girls from lower economic strata 

remained outside school, helping their parents in domestic work. 

They left school at 8/9 years to look after siblings while the boys 

continued with their schooling. Labour in the agricultural fields 

and non-availability of nutritious food led to malnutrition, 

resulting in long stretches of sickness and absenteeism from 

school. Marriage and frequent child birth resulted in high 

mortality rate amongst school age girls. With National Policies 

and Education Commissions coming into execution, in the age 

group of 6-11 boys‟ enrolment rose sharply from 1987 to the 

1990s but the corresponding figures for girls were still dismal. 

Even though the general education status of children rose up to 

71% in 2005-2006, the flip side shows that, years after the first 

deadline to make education universal for every child, this 

remains a distant dream, something all the more true for girls. 

The accepted notion is that a son‟s education is imperative for a 

job, whereas a girl will obviously get married and be bound to 

stereotyped domesticated roles and functions. The improvement 

status from 1990 was negligible for girls‟ education. For every 

125 enrolled at the primary level, 80% dropped out before 

reaching class V, a further 1/3rd dropped out before reaching 

class VIII, and a paltry figure of 10-12% completes schooling. 

The National Sample Survey on Status of Education in India 

(2005) showed that 50% in rural India, and 20% in urban India 

do not have even one literate girl child in their families above the 

age of 15. Economists confirm a direct relationship between 

I 
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family income and the expenses towards girls‟ education. Census 

figures projected during 1991-2001(Selected Educational 

Statistics Primary Education 1999-2001 MHRD, Govt. of India) 

show male literacy to be 63.86% and 75.85% against female 

literacy of 39.42% and 54.16%. Out of 13,459,734 dropouts from 

Secondary schooling, 6.08% are males and 7.98% are females. 

India enters her new Millennium with two thirds of women still 

illiterate despite the commitment to eradicate girls‟ illiteracy by 

2005. Educational Statistics of 2005-2006 show the overall 

gender gap and the low enrolment as late as 1996 to 2005. 

 

 

Table 1:  % of Enrolment in Primary and Secondary Stage 

(1997-2005) 

 

                       Primary Education          Secondary Education 

Year Boys Girls Boys Girls 

1997-98 62.3 48.0 23.6 15.9 

1998-99 62.7 48.2 24.0 16.3 

1999-00 64.1 49.5 25.1 17.1 

2001-02 63.6 50.3 26.1 18.7 

2002-03 65.4 52.1 28.2 21.2 

2004-05 68.2 56.5 32.5 23.6 

Source: MHRD, Dept. of Education, GOI  

 

     Though primary and secondary enrolment has increased in 

many regions, India witnesses an alarming statistics of out-of-

school children who have not had the chance to enroll, owing 

primarily to factors like negligence or poverty on the part of their 

parents. The policy makers attribute the ignorance and apathy of 

the parents to absence of exposure through televised and printed 

media, more especially in the rural and remote parts of the 

country. The National Commission for Women, considering it to 

be their responsibility, have introduced measures of 

dissemination of information regarding the need to educate the 

girl child for national, social and global progress. First generation 

educated children hardly received any educational or moral 

support from their parents to continue. The mindset 

transformation of the parents has become a Herculean task for 

the policy makers as the rigid confirmation of girls‟ accepted 

status is firmly embedded in an understanding system where the 

Millennium Development Goals will find it difficult to uproot the 

existing and introduce the new. For this reason, apart from 

sudden discontinuation of education, the country is also losing 

girl children who would definitely be assets.  

 

     Considering the deplorable condition of girls‟ education, the 

Government of India has suggested some valid measures-

amongst others:  

 

a) To study the problems of women‟s education by a system of 

survey and data by the institutes of Education in different 

States and coordinated at the National Level.  

b)  A target of a primary school within walking distance of a 

child‟s home.  

c) Public opinion in favour of girls‟ education to be generated.  

d) Awarding of scholarships which serve as compensation to 

parents should be given. This will ensure reduction of 

wastage and stagnation.  

e) Incentives to women teachers in the form of facilities and 

infrastructure support to be provided. 

 

V. MDGS: PROMISES, FAILURES AND CHALLENGES 

     The present era is one of meeting challenges and seeking 

equal opportunities, the future will be women‟s rendering of 

writing her own history, the geography of her personal and 

public sphere, the sociology of her status, the culture of the 

quality of her life and her educational attainments. The 

Millennium agenda is both visionary and pragmatic in reducing 

poverty and universalizing education as connected to the well 

being of the children. In April 1990, The World Conference on 

Education for All in Jomtein identified improving access to 

quality education for girls and women as a „most urgent priority‟. 

At the Dakar World Education Forum in April 2000, participants 

from 164 countries reaffirmed their commitment to ensuring 

education of all children. The Millennium Summit of 2000 gave 

birth to the MDGs, upholding and stressing the importance of 

gender equality. The aims of the Millennium Development Goals 

include: To Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women; To 

achieve universal primary education; To eradicate extreme 

hunger and poverty. Freedom, equality, solidarity, tolerance and 

respect for humanity became the pillars of the MDGs to be 

achieved by 2015, with special emphasis on girls‟ position. The 

Challenge of the Millennium Development Goals was to provide 

children with access to primary education either through formal 

or informal systems, and to reduce differences in enrolment, drop 

out rates and mainstream a gender perspective in the 

development process. Special measures needed to be adopted to 

eradicate discrimination at the primary and secondary stages, 

universalization of education and creation of a gender sensitive 

education system. 

 

     In 2002, the MDG Roadmap presented to the General 

Assembly showed that out of 113 million children not going to 

school, 68 million were girls.  Gender equality became a global 

agenda in the 21st century. In India, despite all the promises of 

the MDGs, 46% of general class and 86%of scheduled caste 

women are illiterate, 81.2% girls engaged in agriculture and 

domestic chores according to the drop out rate from 1990-2001. 

According to Selected Educational Statistics (2002-2003) the 

drop out rate has reduced from 78.3%in 1960-61 to 52.8% in 

2002-03, but that still does not justify universalization of 

education as girl child status is still demoralizing, as the 2011 

census shows the literacy rate for women being 65.5% as against 

82.1% for men. 
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Table2: Drop-Out Rate for Girls at Primary and Lower 

Secondary Stage (1990-2005) 

                 Primary (I-V)                 Lower Secondary (VI-VIII) 

Year Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total 

1990-91 40.1 46.0 42.6 59.1 65.0 60.9 

1999-00 38.7 42.3 40.3 51.9 58.0 54.5 

2000-01 NA 41.9 40.7 NA 57.0 53.7 

2002-03 35.8 33.7 34.8 50.3 53.4 52.8 

2004-05 31.9 25.4 29.0 50.5 51.2 50.8 

Source: MHRD, Dept. of Education, GOI 

     Recognizing girl‟s education as the most sensitive index of 

social and national development, the MDGs felt that for 

sustainable development, social justice needed to be guaranteed 

by sanctioning gender sensitive education and the mainstreaming 

of girls‟ education within national education systems. India, 

agreeing in the EFA declaration, promised to undertake policies 

for universal retention by 2010 and elementary and secondary 

gender free education by 2015. 

VI. POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

     India‟s administrative measures listed plans to accelerate 

equality and justice in imparting gender free education. The First 

Five Year Plan (1951-56) held that „women have the same 

opportunities as men for taking all kinds of work, and this 

presupposes that they get equal facilities, so their entry into the 

professions and public services is in no way prejudiced‟. The 

Second, Third and Fourth Five Year Plans (1956-1961; 1966-

1969; 1969-1974) considered the need for increasing the 

proportion of women into secondary and higher education. The 

Fifth Year Plan (1974-1979) prioritized free and compulsory 

education along with free uniforms, books and scholarship as 

incentives. The Sixth Year Plan (1980-1985) emphasized the 

need of universalization of elementary education by promoting 

Balwadis to the girl child. In the Seventh and Eighth Five Year 

Plan (1986-1991 and 1992-1997), flexible school times to help 

girls were introduced. The National Policy on Education 

undertook redesigning curricula and textbooks to suit the girl 

child and eradication of illiteracy, strengthening vocational 

education and relating it to the needs of emerging urban and rural 

settings. Hundred percent central grants were disbursed to set up 

Non-Formal Education Centres for girls. The Ninth Year Plan 

(1997-2002) conceptualized Empowerment of Women by 

converging existing services available in both women-specific 

and women-related sectors.   

     The Tenth Plan (2002-2007) witnessed the Government 

embarking on strategies to reduce the gender divide in primary 

and secondary education by setting the goal of „Education for 

Women‟s Equality‟ as advocated in the National Policy of 

Education .Yet, in spite of all this the 2005-2006 census projects 

the retention for girls in the primary and secondary level to be 

47% and 46% against 52% for boys respectively. Quantitative 

and qualitative strategies through enrolment and retention and 

through substantive contents and teaching methods were adopted 

to help girls‟ achievement. Voluntary agencies and The 

Integrated Child Development Programme have made plans for 

furtherance of education. The NGO, Community Welfare 

Centres, complements girls‟ education with scholarships, and 

makes available pre‐school education for girls. Girls belonging 

to the segment of disabled, ethnic minorities, or underprivileged 

are brought under the scheme of Inclusive Education in (2006-

07). 

     The Mahila Samakhya and the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) 

plan to provide quality education for girls between 6-14 years has 

increased the literacy rate of girls from 15.35% in 1971 to 

54.16% in 2001. In the past two decades, women‟s participation 

in primary, middle and secondary level has increased 

considerably. The District Primary Education Programme 

(DPEP) of the Central Government has reduced drop out rates to 

less than 10% and reduced gender gaps to less than 5%. One of 

the main objectives of the Sarba Shiksha Abhijan (2001) is to 

bridge gender gaps in primary and secondary education by 2010. 

Since even after secondary education girls may not continue, 

„Extension Education‟, a policy providing job related knowledge, 

was introduced for those unable to proceed with formal 

secondary level. The National Literacy Mission (NLM) was set 

up in 1988 aimed to mobilize drop outs, introduce mass and 

functional literacy and involve the community in educating 

women to the Secondary level. 

     The Siksha Karmi (1987) sees education as a challenge in the 

extremely low literary blocks. At the grass root level it works 

through the Panchayat Samities and the village communities to 

ensure enrolment and retention of the girl child in the primary 

level. The Saraswati Yojana (1995) focuses on local women who 

have passed class VIII, for them to be given training and 

financial assistance to run courtyard schools in their homes. The 

Lok Jumbish project has set up Women‟s Education Centres and 

the Women Teachers‟ Forum to provide gender training to 

teachers to handle women of the backward and poor areas. 
Table3: % of Rural-Urban Literacy Rate (1991-2011) 

                                      2001                            2011 

Population Male Female Total Male Female Total 

Rural 71.4 46.7 59.4 78.6 58.8 68.9 

Urban 86.7 73.2 80.3 89.7 79.9 85.0 

Total 75.8 54.2 65.4 82.1 65.5 74.0 

Source: Census of India, 2001 & 2011 

     The government‟s policy measures have helped raise the 

female literacy rate from 54.2% in 2001to 65.5% in 2011, 

reducing the gender gap from 21.7% in 2001 to 16.6% in 2011. 

Additional investments for promotion of girls‟ education in 1064 

clusters of 58 educationally backward blocks in 10 districts were 

set up. 59 residential schools for girls at primary and secondary 

level with 75% seats for minorities and other backward classes 

were organized in the 2006-07 Scheme. In 1995, The Mid-Day 

Meals Scheme was launched to boost the lower secondary and 

universalization of primary education by impacting upon 

attendance, retention and nutritional needs of children. Even with 

all these policies, the goals of MDGs are not fully realized when 

records project that 70.38% girls are child labourers with no 
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schooling, 27.33% girls suffer from malnutririon and 70% are 

victims of child abuse. The Censuses of 2001 and 2011 clearly 

project the existence of gender disparity in the Urban versus 

Rural scenario, which if not dealt with by measures of control 

will contribute to the failure of the Millennium Development 

Goals. 

VII. PROBABLE STRATEGIES FOR EFFECTIVE 

DEVELOPMENT 

     If education indicates national development it must also 

address and incorporate gender free education. The core issue for 

achieving Education for All is the critical issue of access and 

equity. It is now globally recognized that 5-8 years of education 

is imperative to control illiteracy and poverty. The World Bank 

supports educational projects like Alternate and Transitional 

Schools for different social groups. In India, the schools supply 

factors and Government intervention must be strengthened 

without any compromise to achieve comprehensive growth, 

better female conditions and strive to make The Millennium 

Development Goals successful. There is a need:  

a) To educate women for empowerment and poverty 

alleviation.   

b)  To nurture communication between ministries to create 

new mechanisms, maximize the present potentials and 

foster a cohesive gender responsive approach.  

c) To build gender aware expertise, concurrent programmes, 

budget and assist managers in planning, implementing and 

monitoring the process.  

d)  To ensure a synergistic partnership between formal and 

non‐formal education.  
e)  To promote public dialogue on the virtues of girls‟ 

education.  

f) To increase the time slot in television media for 

programmes related to education and awareness.  

g) To orientate the educational system to serve the objectives 

of equality for women and their empowerment.  

h)  To intervene to provide equal educational opportunity to 

women and girls belonging to lower, ethnic and poorest 

section of the society.  

i)  To teach society to value girls‟ education.  

j) To plan budgetary support from the Central and the State 

Government towards primary and secondary education.  

      The gender disparity at Secondary and Tertiary stages is 

mainly due to the existing gender bias at the entry stage to an 

educational institution. There has been a noticeable high 

enrolment and decline in the drop out rate from1998 onwards, 

though girls‟ privilege of being educated is still 50% less than the 

boys. Girls‟ enrolment rise in the primary level has been from 

28.1% to 43.7%, middle school from 16.1% to 40.9% and 

secondary from 13.30 to 38.6% (Source: Statistical Year Book 

and Census of India: 2001). The challenge of the Millennium is 

to rectify the socio-economic factors leading to girls drop out and 

achieve their subsequent retention to the final year of the primary 

stage by setting up an increased outreach of both formal and non-

formal variety of schooling systems. Interaction between 

education trusts and enlightened founders can assist to develop 

teaching-training and need based research institutes to invite and 

increase girls‟ educational participation. 

VIII. CONCLUSION 

     Massive educational deprivation of the girl child is a reality. It 

is crucial in regions where stubborn social norms of caste and 

patriarchy, along with poor governance, are rampant. The 

exclusivist state policy of control over curriculum choices, 

misappropriation of funds, non-implementation of education 

incentives and ideologically driven reforms and pedagogy are 

significant contributive factors. Education must be used as an 

agent of basic changes in the status of women. Education, being 

a public good, must include principles of non-discrimination, 

equity and justice .It cannot be a commodity for sale to those 

who can afford it. It must be an entitlement and a right that is 

guaranteed by the state.  It should be visualized as a milestone 

for women‟s development, leading to National Development, 

enabling women to respond to challenges to secure better lives 

for them and for their children. These realities cannot be 

disassociated from the planning and implementation of 

educational policies. Therefore, in the absence of constructive, 

objective and progressive legislative reforms, which are mutually 

articulate and consistent, and can effectively address these facts 

and realities, the Goal of Millennium Development would remain 

an illusion. India is poised to become a super power; a developed 

country by 2020, and this aspect must be supported by ensuring 

universalized gender-free education. The UNDP (United Nations 

Development Programme) targets, through its MDGs, sustainable 

development of a country by eradicating hunger, poverty, child 

mortality, HIV/AIDS. All these aims require universalization of 

education.  
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