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Abstract 

Today Spatial Development Approach is widely appreciated for the national development. In 
developing country like India there is a slow rate of spatial development and one of the 
effective causes behind this is poor integration between rural women and higher education. 
Higher education has been found to have a significant relationship with the Human 
Development Index and also the Gender Development Index. Its significance is especially 
apparent for rural development in general but spatial development in particular. Access to 
higher education for woman as reflected by the Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) is an issue of 
great concern. It reflects the inequality persisting among women within Indian society. The 
present paper is an effort to look at the access of higher education for women across rural 
India as well as to suggest how a highly educated society of rural women can bring not only 
a subsisting but a sustainable transformation into spatial development in general and 
national development in particular. 
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1. Introduction 
“The humanity of a nation, it is said, can be 
gauged by the character of its prisons. No 
less its humanity be inferred from the quality 
and equality of its educational processes.” 
(Bowles and Gintis, 1976: 102). Women are 
the genesis of all the action and effort of men 
towards their development. Jawaharlal 
Nehru, the first Prime Minister of India who 
has been responsible for formulation and 
implementation   of   several   policies   in  the  

 early phase of the national reconstruction 
has rightly put on record, ‘in order to awaken 
the people, it is the women who have to be 
awakened; once she is on the move, the 
household moves, the village moves and the 
country moves’. Empowering rural women is 
a way forwarded idea to create a stronger 
India. The rural women lack the privilege of 
going to school. Today major development 
agencies agree on the importance of 
imparting education at  large  and  especially  
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to women in order to promote and maintain 
the education, health, nutrition and 
wellbeing to the entire family. It is important 
for the women to have a good self esteem 
and for this they need to be provided the 
security of not only elementary education 
but also of higher education and equip with 
a skill that will help her earn a proper and 
prosperous living. One of the biggest 
challenges before the third world nations 
like India, in this present century is to 
promote, manage and enhance the living 
quality of deprived rural women so that it 
may get a radical transformation of the 
society/space/nation in spite of a traditional 
reformative and injured transformation. It is 
often clear from the several past studies that 
one of the major hurdles in the way of 
women’s empowerment of rural India is poor 
availability and accessibility of education, 
especially of Higher education. The condition 
of higher education among women having 
rural background, still after about 65 years of 
independence is fail to create a good 
reflection. This may be because of our 
dilapidated governance as well as system of 
development. No doubt, there is a significant 
growth in literacy rate especially among 
female in India after Independence which 
resulted into reduction in gender literacy 
gap (from 18 in 1951 to 16.95 in 2011). But 
this is all majorly because of improving 
elementary education system instead 
together higher education in rural area. 
While, elementary education tends to 
provide the bases of one’s fundamental 
growth the need of higher education is very 
necessary for one’s development especially, 
when we talk about sustainable 
development. One’s development is more 
important than its growth. One of the best 
units of delopmental platform may be of 
living space or spatial unit which may be a 
rural landscape, an urban landscape or an 

integrated landscape of both rural and 
urban. Since a majority of women in India 
belongs from rural shade, it is quite 
important to provide a well structured and 
valued higher education to them as they are 
the genesis of all the action and effort of 
mankind either towards their families 
development, societal development, spatial 
development in general or National 
development in particular. 

Inter and Intra Educational gap among 
women in India 
Inter Educational gap simply means 
educational gap within women in terms of 
rural to urban women, rural to rural and 
urban to urban women (in terms of 
elementary and higher education). On the 
other hand Intra Educational gap refers to 
gender educational gap (Man Vs Woman). In 
Indian scenario today, reduction of Inter 
educational gap need more attention 
regarding for the sustainable spatial 
development. Because, through various 
public and private sector initiative at 
elementary level of education there is a 
dramatic increase in female literacy rate in 
India since Independence which resulted 
into reduction in gander educational gap 
(Table-1).  
Table 1: Male Female literacy in India 
From 1951 to 2011 (In percent). 

Census Person Male Female 

1951 18.33 27.16 8.86 

1961 28.30 40.40 15.35 

1971 34.45 45.96 21.97 

1981 43.57 56.38 29.76 

1991 52.21 64.13 39.29 

2001 65.38 75.85 54.16 

2011 74.04 82.14 65.46 
Source: Ministry of HRD, Department of 
Education. 
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Not only this, but the data sows (Table-2) an 
interesting fact that, the pace of increase in 
female literacy is higher in the rural areas. It 
has increased from 46.13% in 2001 to 58.75% 
in 2011 which considerably narrowed down 
rural gender gap but still continue to be high 
i.e. 19.81. So, after going through the Census 
of India 2011, there have been an increase in 
the pace of female literacy in the rural areas 
but still women in rural India are facing some 
inequalities of educational opportunities as 
compared to men despite of many initiatives 
taken by the government. And one of the 
most prominent among them is opportunity 
of getting Higher education. Fewer females 
than males enter educational programs, be 
they formal or Non-formal; fewer receive 
technical and vocational training; and 
women account for a very small proportion 
of enrollment in post secondary education 
(Gail P. Kelly & Carolyn M. Elliott, 1982). 

Table-2: Literacy gap among Male and 
Female in Rural and Urban India. 

Residen
ce 

Sex 2001 2011 Change 

Rural Males 70.70 78.57 +7.87 

 Females 46.13 58.75 +12.62 

Urban Males 86.27 89.67 +3.4 

 Females 72.86 79.92 +7.06 
            Source: Census of India, 2011. 
Literacy of women in India: Need of 
Reorientation and Redistribution of 
Higher education 
General concepts state higher education as a 
tool of personal as well as regional 
development. It helps in improving an 
individual’s intellectual sphere, wellbeing 
and potential for empowerment. With the 
promotion of economic reform policies, the 
role of higher education is being 
reinterpreted and redefined. ‘Market-

promoting policies are posing a challenge to 
Higher education, and are being considered 
as both a powerful force of economic 
progress and the focal point of learning in a 
society’ (Raju N. Swamy, 2012).  
Table 3: Enrolment in Higher Education in 
India: Total Vs Girls. 

Year 
Total 

Enrolment 
Share of Girls 

(In %) 

1970-71 1715516 23.60 

1980-81 2442483 27.50 

1990-91 4091438 33.20 

2000-01 8625882 36.80 

2002-03 9516773 40.10 

2003-04 9035366 45.30 

2005-06 10161743 38.50 

2007-08 14323566 38.34 
Source: Department of Higher Education, 
Ministry of HRD, Gov. of India.  
Higher education has assumed responsibility 
for transmitting accumulated knowledge 
both cultural and scientific. The effect of 
modernism and technological enhancement 
will increasingly demand competencies and 
pose challenges requiring more vibrant 
content. Higher education needs to be 
reoriented, reorganized and redistribution at 
multilevel in general and grass-root level in 
particular to increase women’s access to 
traditionally male dominated courses and 
equip them to take up entrepreneurial 
administration and leadership roles and 
responsibilities. It is also required for the 
better management of local resources, food-
security, healthy participating community, 
and lastly for the holistic development of an 
area. In the words of Ranjan, and Bamerjee 
the three specific needs related to women 
and higher education in India, are: 
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 Recognition of women as an essential 
human resource base of the country; 

 A strong commitment to equip women 
with the necessary range of managerial            

skills empowering them in their decision 
making role; 

 Institution of a feminine leadership model 
suited to the needs of social development 
across all sectors.            

 
Figure 1: Trend in Share of Girls in Higher Education, India. 

With the adoption of several policies the 
participation of women in higher education 
has changed. The enrolment of girl student 
in higher education is continuously in 
increasing order (Table-3). But it’s a crucial 
fact that the ratio of the dropout also is 
going up especially in rural India. Our 
education system fails to adopt these girls in 
higher education. This acts as a hurdle to the 
human and spatial development in India. On 
the basis of higher education department of 
India report, total enrollment in higher 
education in India was 1,43,23,566 students 
out of which only 54,91,818 were girl 
students (38.34%) in 2008. The data shown in 
table-3 clearly reveal that the overall 
representation of women in higher 
education in India is poor and require an 
immediate improvement.     
Initiatives for women’s Higher education 
in India 
The XI Five Year Plan focused on the 
initiatives for girls’ higher education. First 

time, in the history of Indian Five Year Plan it 
made provisions for girl’s hostel to the states 
that have low female Gross Enrolment Ratio 
(GER). It envisaged increase in GER of the 
students in the age group of 18-24 years by 5 
per cent during the plan period. The 
objectives of inclusiveness in higher 
education would have to be achieved 
through reduction of regional inequalities, 
support of institutions, located in the border, 
hilly remote, small towns and educationally 
backward areas. Support to institutions with 
larger student populations of SCs, STs, OBCs, 
minorities and physically challenged and girl 
students with fellowships, hostel facilities, 
setting up an ‘Equal Opportunity Office’ in all 
universities to bring all schemes relating to 
this group under one umbrella for effective 
implementation were some of the initiatives 
of XIth Five Year Plan. But unfortunately, till 
the beginning of XIIth Plan there has not 
been seen any dramatic change regarding 
the issue. Perhaps, it may me favorably said 
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that 5 years is not enough to bring a 
dramatic improvement in such a dilapidated 
system. So, we have to wait for a more. But in 
spite of this more important for us is to co-
operate our government by our participatory 
effort in making our injured system more 
healthy and enthusiastic. For this we have to 
overcome of our traditional cum narrow 
mental settings regarding girl’s higher 
education. Because it can be easily see that 
cultural, social and economic factors still 
prevent girls from getting education 
opportunities and thus, it’s not only 
government responsibilities for us but in a 
great instance ours responsibilities for us as 
well as Governmental efforts.  

Hurdles with women participation in 
higher education in Rural India 
Hurdles or barriers regarding women 
participation in higher education in rural 
India can majorly be classify into four groups.  
A. Social barriers:  
-   Son’s preferences 
-   Fear of physical safety 
-   Fear of sexual harassment           
-   Girl as other’s capital   
-   Dory system  
-   Low value of girl’s education 
B. Cultural barrier: cultural backwardness 
C. Economic barriers:                                                  
- Poverty 
- Low scope of non-agricultural income 

generating opportunities  
D. Political and Institutional barriers: 
- Lack of local infrastructure 
- Poor accessibility and availability of 

higher institutes 
- Poor quality of higher institutional 

facilities available in rural areas.  
Making Higher Education accessible for 
Rural Women 
The main challenge to women’s higher 
education in rural India is to provide gender 

fair education. It should involve a hostile 
move away from prominence on separate 
and harmonizing spheres for men and 
women and on gender-stereo typed careers 
to expanded options and outcomes. The 
achievement of equality and empowerment 
should be an open, overarching aim in a 
healthy social and cultural environment. If 
education is to become a vigorous agent for 
ending gender and spatial discrimination, it 
requires a new perception and 
understanding about the origin of women’s 
subordination. In today’s global economic 
fight, countries with high rates of illiteracy 
and gender discrimination in educational 
attainment tend to be less competitive, 
because foreign investors seek skilled as well 
as inexpensive labor. Various global trends 
pose special challenges to women who are 
illiterate or have limited education 
(Farzaneh, Roudi-Fahim & others, year not 
mentioned).  

Benefits of strong integration between 
Rural Women and Higher Education 

Higher educated rural women can bring 
excellent changes in following faces:  

 As female education improves, fertility, 
population growth, and infant and child 
mortality falls and family health improves. 

 Increase in girls’ higher institutional 
enrollment is associated with increase in 
women’s participations in the labor force 
and their contributions to household and 
national income. 

 Women’s increased earning capacity, in 
turn, has a positive effect on child and 
family health and nutrition. 

  Development of a better engine of 
sustainable development. 

 Food security. 

 Local resource management. 
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 Formation of a healthy system. 

 Overall, empowerment of women led 
towards development of – child – family – 

society – organization – institution – 
region – nation – space - to make 
Sustainable and Holistic Global System.    
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