
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

Please cite this article as: Roopashree Dharmaiah. (2024). The Role of Women's Higher Education in Facilitating 

Societal Change and Advancing Gender Equality: From Access to Impact. SRUJANI: Indian Journal of Innovative 

Research and Development 3(5), 9-15 

 
 

 
SRUJANI: Indian Journal of Innovative Research and  
Development (SIJIRD)  
Volume-3 Issue 5, November - December 2024, Pp. 9-15 
Bi-Monthly, Peer-Reviewed, Open Access, Indexed Journal 

 

S I R D F 

¸ÀÈd¤ 
J   O   U  R  N  A  L   S 

editor@srujani.in 
www.srujani.in 

 

I S S N: 2583-3510 

 The Role of Women's Higher Education in Facilitating Societal Change 

and Advancing Gender Equality: From Access to Impact 

Roopashree Dharmaiah 
Research Scholar, Department of Political Science, Mangalore University, India  

 

Abstract: 

Higher education is a crucial element in the empowerment of women and the 

establishment of a more equal society. It serves not only as a pathway for personal and 

professional development but also as a means to foster social, economic, and political 

equality. This paper explores the transformative potential of women’s participation in 

higher education, with an emphasis on its role in promoting gender equality. It examines 

the barriers women face in accessing higher education, including socio-cultural norms, 

economic constraints, and institutional challenges. Drawing on global examples, such as 

those from the Nordic countries, Rwanda, and India, the paper highlights the impact of 

educated women on economic development, social progress, and political stability. The 

paper concludes by suggesting strategies to enhance women's access to higher education, 

advocating for policy interventions, community support, and institutional reforms to 

create a more just and equitable society. 
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Introduction 

The pursuit of gender equality has been 

a central theme in global discourse for 

decades, with education being recognized 

as a critical pathway toward achieving this 

goal. Among the various levels of 

education, higher education plays a 

pivotal role in empowering women, 

fostering critical thinking and equipping 

them with the skills necessary to 

participate fully in economic, social and 

political life. Despite significant progress, 

women continue to face numerous 

challenges in accessing and benefiting 

from higher education, particularly in 

developing countries like India. This 

paper examines the importance of women 

in higher education for building a more 

equal society, drawing on scholarly 

research and international examples to 
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underscore the transformative potential of 

educating women at the tertiary level. 

The Role of Higher Education in 

Promoting Gender Equality 

Higher education is not merely about 

acquiring knowledge; it is a means of 

social mobility and a platform for personal 

development and societal change. For 

women, the opportunity to pursue higher 

education can break the cycle of poverty, 

reduce gender disparities and promote 

broader socio-economic development. 

According to Amartya Sen, a Nobel 

laureate economist, education is a 

fundamental capability that enhances an 

individual's freedom to lead the life they 

have reason to value (Sen, 1999). For 

women, higher education expands their 

choices, enabling them to participate more 

fully in the workforce, exercise greater 

control over their lives and contribute to 

the decision-making processes within their 

communities. 

Research consistently shows that 

educated women are more likely to marry 

later, have fewer and healthier children 

and invest more in their children's 

education (World Bank, 2018). 

Furthermore, women with higher 

education are more likely to participate in 

the formal labor market, earn higher 

incomes and enjoy greater financial 

independence. This not only improves 

their own lives but also has a positive 

ripple effect on their families and 

communities, contributing to a more 

equitable society. 

Challenges Facing Women in Higher 

Education 

Despite the clear benefits of higher 

education for women and society at large, 

numerous challenges continue to hinder 

women's access to and success in higher 

education. These challenges are 

multifaceted, encompassing socio-

cultural, economic and institutional 

barriers. 

Socio-Cultural Barriers 

In many parts of the world, deeply 

ingrained patriarchal norms and 

stereotypes continue to restrict women's 

access to higher education. Traditional 

gender roles often prioritize marriage and 

family responsibilities over education for 

women, particularly in rural areas. Parents 

may be reluctant to invest in their 

daughters' education due to the belief that 

women are destined for domestic roles 

rather than professional careers 

(Nussbaum, 2000). Additionally, concerns 

about safety and the risk of gender-based 

violence can deter families from allowing 

their daughters to pursue higher education, 

especially if it requires them to move 

away from home. 

Economic Barriers 

Economic constraints are another 

significant barrier to women's 

participation in higher education. The cost 

of tuition, books and living expenses can 

be prohibitive for many families, 

particularly in low-income households. 

Even when families can afford to send 

their children to school, sons are often 
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given priority over daughters. This gender 

bias is rooted in the perception that 

educating sons is a more worthwhile 

investment because they are seen as future 

breadwinners, while daughters are 

expected to marry and become 

homemakers (UNESCO, 2014). 

Institutional Barriers 

Institutional factors also play a role in 

limiting women's access to and success in 

higher education. Many universities and 

colleges are not equipped to meet the 

specific needs of female students, 

particularly in terms of providing safe and 

inclusive learning environments. The lack 

of female role models and mentors in 

academia can also discourage women 

from pursuing certain fields of study, 

particularly in science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics (STEM), 

where women are significantly 

underrepresented (Blickenstaff, 2005). 

Additionally, the absence of gender-

sensitive policies and practices within 

higher education institutions can 

perpetuate gender inequalities, making it 

more difficult for women to succeed 

academically and professionally. 

International Perspectives on Women 

in Higher Education 

While the challenges facing women in 

higher education are significant, there are 

numerous examples from around the 

world that demonstrate the transformative 

potential of educating women. These case 

studies highlight the importance of policy 

interventions, community support and 

institutional reforms in promoting gender 

equality in higher education. 

The Nordic Model 

The Nordic countries are often cited as 

global leaders in gender equality and their 

higher education systems reflect this 

commitment. In Sweden, Norway, 

Denmark, Finland and Iceland, women 

make up the majority of university 

students and graduates (OECD, 2017). 

This is the result of decades of progressive 

policies aimed at promoting gender 

equality, including generous parental 

leave, affordable childcare and gender 

quotas in politics and business. These 

policies have enabled women to pursue 

higher education and careers without 

being penalized for their family 

responsibilities. The success of the Nordic 

model underscores the importance of 

supportive policies and a strong welfare 

state in promoting gender equality in 

education and beyond. 

Rwanda: A Case Study in Post-Conflict 

Reconstruction 

Rwanda offers another compelling 

example of the transformative power of 

higher education for women. Following 

the 1994 genocide, Rwanda made a 

concerted effort to rebuild its education 

system and promote gender equality. 

Today, Rwanda has one of the highest 

rates of female representation in higher 

education in Africa, with women making 

up more than 50% of university students 

(UNESCO, 2018). This achievement is 

the result of targeted policies, including 
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scholarships for female students, gender-

sensitive curricula and efforts to increase 

the number of female teachers and 

administrators. Rwanda's experience 

demonstrates that even in challenging 

contexts, it is possible to make significant 

progress toward gender equality through 

education. 

India: Progress and Persistent 

Challenges 

In India, the picture is more complex. 

While there has been significant progress 

in increasing women's access to higher 

education, particularly in urban areas, 

substantial gender disparities remain, 

particularly in rural regions and among 

marginalized communities. According to 

the All India Survey on Higher Education 

(AISHE) 2019-20, women constitute 49% 

of total enrollments in higher education, 

but their participation varies significantly 

across disciplines and regions (Ministry of 

Education, 2020). For example, women 

are underrepresented in STEM fields, 

where they make up only 30% of students, 

while they are overrepresented in fields 

like arts and humanities. 

Several factors contribute to these 

disparities. Cultural norms and gender 

biases continue to limit women's 

educational opportunities, particularly in 

rural areas. Economic barriers also play a 

significant role, as many families are 

unable or unwilling to invest in their 

daughters' education. Additionally, the 

quality of education in many institutions is 

poor, with inadequate infrastructure, 

insufficient faculty and a lack of support 

services for female students (Kumar & 

Patil, 2019). These challenges highlight 

the need for targeted interventions to 

promote gender equality in higher 

education in India. 

The Impact of Women's Higher 

Education on Society 

The benefits of women's higher 

education extend far beyond the 

individual. Educating women at the 

tertiary level has a profound impact on 

society, contributing to economic 

development, social progress and political 

stability. 

Economic Development 

One of the most significant benefits of 

women's higher education is its impact on 

economic development. Women with 

higher education are more likely to 

participate in the formal labor market, 

earn higher incomes and contribute to 

economic growth. According to a report 

by the McKinsey Global Institute, closing 

the gender gap in education and 

employment could add $28 trillion to 

global GDP by 2025 (McKinsey & 

Company, 2015). Educating women also 

leads to a more skilled and diverse 

workforce, which is essential for 

innovation and competitiveness in a 

globalized economy. 

Moreover, educated women are more 

likely to invest in their children's 

education, creating a positive cycle of 

human capital development that benefits 

future generations. This intergenerational 
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impact of women's education is 

particularly important in developing 

countries, where high levels of poverty 

and inequality persist. 

Social Progress 

Higher education for women is also a 

catalyst for social progress. Educated 

women are more likely to challenge 

traditional gender roles, advocate for their 

rights and participate in public life. They 

are also more likely to engage in civic 

activities, such as voting, volunteering and 

participating in community organizations. 

This increased civic engagement 

contributes to a more vibrant and inclusive 

democracy, where diverse voices are 

heard and decision-making is more 

representative of the population. 

Furthermore, women's higher 

education has a positive impact on health 

and well-being. Educated women are 

more likely to make informed decisions 

about their health and that of their 

families, leading to better health outcomes 

for themselves and their children. For 

example, studies have shown that 

maternal education is strongly correlated 

with lower infant mortality rates and 

improved child health (Caldwell, 1986). 

Educated women are also more likely to 

access and use healthcare services, 

including reproductive health services, 

which contributes to better health 

outcomes for women and their families. 

Political Stability 

Finally, women's higher education is 

crucial for political stability and 

peacebuilding. Educated women are more 

likely to participate in political processes, 

whether as voters, activists, or leaders. 

Their participation helps to create more 

inclusive and responsive governance, 

which is essential for maintaining social 

cohesion and preventing conflict. 

Moreover, research has shown that gender 

equality is associated with lower levels of 

violence and more sustainable peace 

(Caprioli, 2005). By empowering women 

through higher education, societies can 

build more resilient and peaceful 

communities. 

Strategies to Promote Women's Higher 

Education 

Given the importance of women's 

higher education for societal development, 

it is essential to implement strategies that 

address the barriers to women's 

participation in higher education. These 

strategies should be comprehensive, 

addressing socio-cultural, economic and 

institutional challenges. 

Policy Interventions 

Governments have a critical role to 

play in promoting women's higher 

education through policy interventions. 

This includes providing financial support 

to female students, such as scholarships, 

grants and student loans. Policies should 

also focus on improving the quality of 

education in higher education institutions, 

particularly in rural and underserved 

areas. This includes investing in 

infrastructure, training faculty and 

developing gender-sensitive curricula that 
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address the specific needs of female 

students. 

Furthermore, governments should 

implement policies that promote gender 

equality in the labor market, such as equal 

pay for equal work, parental leave and 

affordable childcare. These policies can 

help to reduce the economic barriers that 

prevent women from pursuing higher 

education and participating in the 

workforce. 

Community Support 

Community support is also essential 

for promoting women's higher education. 

This includes challenging traditional 

gender norms and stereotypes that limit 

women's educational opportunities. 

Community leaders, religious institutions 

and civil society organizations can play a 

key role in promoting gender equality and 

encouraging families to invest in their 

daughters' education. 

 

Additionally, initiatives that provide 

mentorship and support for female 

students can help to address some of the 

institutional barriers to women's higher 

education. For example, programs that 

connect female students with mentors and 

role models in their fields of study can 

help to build their confidence and 

encourage them to pursue careers in male-

dominated fields like STEM. 

Institutional Reforms 

Higher education institutions 

themselves must also take steps to 

promote gender equality. This includes 

creating safe and inclusive learning 

environments that are free from gender-

based violence and harassment. 

Institutions should also implement 

policies and practices that support the 

academic and professional success of 

female students, such as flexible class 

schedules, childcare facilities and career 

counseling services. 

Moreover, higher education institutions 

should actively work to increase the 

representation of women in faculty and 

leadership positions. This can be achieved 

through targeted recruitment and retention 

efforts, as well as initiatives that support 

the professional development of female 

faculty and staff. 

Conclusion 

The importance of women in higher 

education for building a more equal 

society cannot be overstated. Educating 

women at the tertiary level is not only a 

matter of justice and human rights; it is 

also a critical driver of economic 

development, social progress and political 

stability. While significant challenges 

remain, particularly in developing 

countries like India, there are numerous 

examples from around the world that 

demonstrate the transformative potential 

of women's higher education. 

Achieving gender equality in higher 

education requires a comprehensive 

approach that addresses the socio-cultural, 

economic and institutional barriers that 

women face. This includes policy 

interventions, community support and 
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institutional reforms that create a 

supportive environment for women to 

pursue their educational and professional 

aspirations. By investing in women's 

higher education, societies can unlock the 

full potential of half of their population, 

creating a more just, prosperous and 

peaceful world for all. 
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