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IF we trace the history of female education in United India we do not come across many initiatives in terms of modern education that could help women obtain a job.

On the other hand we see opposition to such educational initiatives on sociocultural pretexts.

One school of thought didn’t approve of any kind of education for girls. The other school of thought allowed only rudimentary religious education for girls. Modern education was considered to be injurious to women. In one of the most popular books written for women, Bahishti Zevar (Heavenly Ornament), which was part of the dowry for girls in most Muslim families in India, Ashraf Ali Thanvi suggested that “Only men need to do a job. Since men are responsible for the livelihood of women and since women need to observe purdah, job-related knowledge cannot be acquired by women. Thus this kind of education is useless for women and just a waste of time; rather it is hazardous for women.”

This denial of education had less to do with religious reasons and more so with the sociocultural milieu of United India where women were confined to the household. After partition in 1947 we saw the emergence in India and Pakistan of a number of institutions for women. In the Sharif Commission report of 1959 it was proposed that equal facilities be provided, “in terms of quantity and quality, for the education of boys and girls”. This proposal was not taken in its true spirit because most of the reform plans for the betterment of female education in Pakistan focused on numbers.

A number of donor-funded projects aimed simply at enhancing the literacy rate. This quantitative approach saw to it that end-of-project reports demonstrated the impact in terms of increased numbers. But the problem is much more deeply rooted and just enhancing numbers cannot address it. The current literacy rate suggests that there is still a large gap in the male and female literacy rates. The reasons for relatively low female literacy rate are diverse: poverty, lack of awareness, sociocultural taboos and location of schools in far-flung areas where the environment isn’t considered safe.

Quantitative expansion, which has been the focus of most funded projects, is important but enhanced numbers alone cannot tackle the gender disparity in our society. It is the qualitative aspect which needs to be addressed if we are really interested in bridging gender gaps. There has been an increase in the number of educational institutions for boys and girls. Some of them are qualitatively superior to others, and this difference has been further widened with the advent of private schools.

A large number of girls do have access to school but the question is, what is the quality of these educational institutions? Mansoor et al report that “In private schools, including junior schools, where the medium of instruction is English, boys are more likely to attend these private schools. Parents are reluctant to send their daughters to these schools because most of them are co-educational.”

Once they manage to enter a school, girls are exposed to gender-biased books. In the recent past there have been some attempts to purge the textbooks of sexist material. But more important perhaps is the class where the teacher’s every action and utterance constructs the curriculum. There is a common observation that in a co-ed class the boys tend to engage teachers aggressively in terms of participation.

Classrooms are important places where certain gender stereotypes are validated and perpetuated. Teachers’ discourse and actions may approve the gendered behaviour at conscious or unconscious levels. Education, which is supposed to broaden the intellectual horizons of children and lead them to emancipation, seems to fail in its fundamental objective.

The gender stereotypes which need to be challenged in schools are further strengthened in the dynamics of teaching and learning in a transmission mode. The current notion of education is generally to get a certificate or degree to be eligible to get a job in the market. The real function of education, i.e. to develop critical thinking skills and to bring about changes at the individual and societal levels, is either ignored or underestimated.

Challenging gender stereotypes in terms of roles, expectations and opportunities is crucial for girls as well as boys. For boys it is important to see that most of the gender stereotypes are based on myths and there is no scientific basis for male superiority. On the other hand girls, who are the target of these stereotypes, are influenced to the extent of ‘spontaneous consent’, as Gramsci would put it.

It is important for girls to shed the illusions of an artificially created world where they are helpless and can never improve their state of being. Education in its essence should aim at enhancing the choices and opportunities at the personal and public levels by challenging certain stereotypes regarding women in terms of their roles and expectations.

But what is actually happening on the ground? A large number of bright female students, after performing excellently in professional educational programmes, either do not take up jobs or have to quit their jobs because their husbands or in-laws do not approve of their presence in the workplace. This questions the very validity of education which has not been able to bring about any changes vis-à-vis the roles of men and women in society. It suggests that there is something lacking in the kind of education our schools are providing to the young. The missing aspect is the critical thinking that allows learners to raise questions, look for alternatives and transform their lives and ultimately their society.

As we emphasise the quantitative enhancement in the female literacy rate, we should be cognisant of the fact that education per se is not a source of empowerment for girls as it is not transforming their status in terms of their roles, expectations and opportunities. If we are interested in real change, we need to be concerned about the quality of education and plan to improve it in a systematic manner. n
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