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GENDER INEQUALITY IN EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT

Focus: 

This session will focus on how and why education is the key to gender equality and to larger employment opportunities for women. The paper will take a look at education opportunities for women and the reasons for the inherent gender bias in many societies. It will explore links between lack of education and its impact on women’s employment avenues. Taking a look at some of the trends, and more relevantly at some success stories, it will explore options that could provide women better avenues for education and employment. 

· Importantly, the session would be a debate and discussion from a civil society/NGO and development perspective. 

· Discussion points have been woven into each section of the paper as suggested points for group discussions in the session
Introduction:                                                                                                                                             

There is little denying the fact that investing in human capital is one of the most effective means of reducing poverty and encouraging sustainable development. Yet, women in developing countries usually receive less education than men. More so, women in general enjoy far less employment opportunities than men  the world over.

Any claims and efforts then, to remove poverty, can show results only if they address the issue of gender inequality. In recent decades, there have been large gains, no doubt on comparable levels, in basic rights and opportunities, in life expectancy and enrolment ratios for women. But despite these gains, the stark reality has not changed. There still are large gender disparities in basic human rights,  resources, and economic opportunity, and in political rights- the world over. 

In South Asia, women have only half as many years of schooling as men. In much of Sub-Saharan Africa women obtain land rights, chiefly through their husbands as long as the marriage endures and women account for only ten percent of seats in Parliaments worldwide. 

So until nations are able to address this issue of gender inequality and resolve it, the vicious cycle of poverty will continue to pervade. This is because poverty leads to and aggravates gender discrimination – it is in the poorer sections and  nations that instances of gender biases and inequality are more evident.  Women and girls who are at the bottom of the social, economic and political ladder in these societies, get even lesser opportunities to have a command over productive resources such as land or credit. Access to the means to influence the development process is a rare and difficult possibility. 

And yet, by the same logic, gender discrimination hinders development. So while denial of basic rights (  be it education, employment or  health care for women) is detrimental to women, this denial, ultimately also harms the society, the nations at large too, by hampering development.  

There are several social and economic indicators to support this point. For instance, reports say that if girls and boys in Sub-Saharan Africa get equal schooling, child mortality could be lowered by as much as 25 per cent. 

Clearly, then gender gaps that are widespread in access to basic rights, access to and control of resources, in economic opportunities and also in power and political voice are an impediment to development. The only solution to this is gender equality, which strengthens  a country’s  ability to grow, to reduce poverty and provide its people – men, women and children – a better life. The issue of gender equality then, needs to be at the core of development policies- both in national and international arenas. Just because gender inequality is inextricably linked to societal norms, religion or cultural traditions, it should not be either a deterrent or an excuse to gender sensitive development planning. 

(Discussion Point: What are the other indicators, in various social and economic sectors that can be collated to take further this point as a point of advocacy. Participants could come up with such indicators in various sectors.)

Gender bias in education: 

Education is widely recognized as the gateway to economic security and opportunity- particularly for girls and women. 

World figures in literacy relate a sorry tale. Of the 130 million 6-11 year-old children not in school - a majority - 60 percent are girls. The figures only go to show how in most regions of the world, specially the developing societies, gender bias impinges on girls' education.

The foremost factor limiting female education is poverty. Economics plays a key role when it comes to coping with directs costs such as tuition fees, cost of textbooks, uniforms, transportation and other expenses. Wherever, especially in families with many children, these costs exceed the income of the family, girls are the first to be denied schooling.

All this despite the fact that educating girls is one of the best investments a society can make. An educated woman has the skills, the self-confidence and the information she needs to become a better parent, worker and citizen.

Girls’ lack of access to education isn’t always related to scarcity of places in schools. It also emerges from expectations, attitudes and biases in communities and families. Economic costs, social traditions, and religious and cultural beliefs limit girls’ educational opportunities. Whatever the underlying reason(s), having large number of girls outside  the formal schooling system brings developmental challenges to both current and future generations. Individuals, families, communities and nations are affected. Inability to read, write and calculate complicates a girl’s efforts to engage in both market-focused production and household activities as effectively and efficiently possible. This affects her family’s welfare and diminishes her potential contribution to the development of the household, local and national economy. 

Despite reported progress, there is still a persistent gap between women and men’s access to education. Combating the high rate of illiteracy among women and girls remains an urgent global need. According to the UNESCO Institute of Statistics, it is now estimated that two-thirds of the world’s 875 million illiterate adults are women. In Southern Asia, nearly three in five women are illiterate and it is estimated that half of all women in Africa and in the Arab region are still illiterate. 

However, gender disparities and literacy rates are less marked among young adults. There is now, little or no gender difference in the literacy rates of 15-24 year olds in several regions of the world including Europe, North America, Latin America and the Caribbean and the Eastern Asia and Oceania. 

Over the past 20 years, significant progress has been made with regard to higher education. It is of particular interest that in countries where tertiary education has expanded significantly, women’s school enrolment has increased more than men’s. 

According to a fact Sheet on Review and Appraisal of the Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action – report of the secretary general, in Namibia, 50 per cent more women are enrolled in higher education than men; Libya reports that more women go abroad for higher education than men; in Canada, New Zealand, the United States, and many European as well as some Latin American and Caribbean countries, women’s enrolment in tertiary education has reached more than 50 per cent. 

But this is not all and enough to ensure that women get equal employment opportunities.  

(Discussion Points: What are the other factors, cultural, social, economic, political – that hinder girls’ education. How can these be addressed? ) 

Impact of education on employment opportunities:

Thanks to the fight for women’s rights,  increasing participation  of women in the job market and to the right to vote, women have emerged from the strictly private sphere to which they were formerly restricted. Women have broken the implicit social contract that for more than hundreds of years confined them to home, child rearing,  household tasks and  fieldwork, while men worked outside the home. 

In Asia, more and more young women have been joining the official workforce in recent years and are experiencing some of the benefits - financial independence, higher status and lower fertility rate through delaying the age of marriage. Children also benefit  because women usually devote more of their income to the family's welfare compared to men.

However, in the context of the developing world, lack of education has forced many women into the risky "informal" economy as street traders, domestic servants, home workers and seasonal laborers. This in turn reflects a continuing belief that there is little benefit in educating a girl when she could be working in the market place or fields. Boys are affected by this thinking, too, though not to the same extent.

Although economically productive to society, once again, women’s work, if they get the opportunity at all,  is rarely recognized in official statistics and the women often get no protection from unions or employment legislation

Just as women's domestic work is undervalued, so are their skills in the world of employment. Most are concentrated in the poorly-paid, low-skilled "women's" sectors of the economy like Free Trade Zones set up in many developing countries to attract foreign companies. Exhausting 18-hour days in unsafe and unhealthy conditions are the norm, along with sexual harassment and lack of job security. 

Gender Stereotyping: 

This stereotyping continues to prevail in technical and professional fields. Even where women have open access to all professions, they overwhelmingly opt for traditionally female occupations.

 The gap separating men and women in the job market remains wide in many countries, whether in the North or the South. With marginal variables between most countries, women have a lower employment rate, are unemployed longer, are paid less and have less secure jobs. Young women, particularly pay the price of job market flexibility. They suffer double discrimination. First for being young, in the difficult phase of transition between training and working life, in an age group that has, on an average, twice the jobless rate or older workers and are at the mercy of employers who exploit them under the pretext of enabling them to acquire professional experience. Secondly they are discriminated against for being women and are more likely to be offered low paying or low status jobs. 

Discrimination is still very much in evidence and  education and training policies specially targeting young women are needed to restore a balance. Although young women are increasingly choosing typically ` male’ professions, they remain over-represented in traditionally female jobs, such as secretaries, nurses, and under represented in jobs with responsibility and the professions. 

In the new and upcoming sectors too, there is an imbalance in the representation of men and women. An instance is ICTs where, despite their rapid growth, where women generally occupy positions towards the bottom of hierarchy. And even in female dominated sectors like health, women work as nurses, but a large majority of hospital directors and department heads are men. 

The Indian experience: 

India represents a picture of contrasts when it comes to education and employment opportunities for girls.  Cultural, social and economic factors still prevent girls from getting education opportunities so the question of equality is still a mirage. 

However, the rural and the urban areas present a contrast.

In the rural areas the girl child is made to perform  household and agricultural chores. This is one of the many factors limiting girls’ education. Cleaning the house, preparing the food, looking after their siblings, the elderly and the sick, grazing the cattle and collecting firewood are some of the key tasks they have to perform. Households are therefore reluctant to spare them for schooling. Physical safety of the girls, especially when they have to travel a long distance to school and fear of sexual harassment are other reasons that impede girls' education.

In the urban areas, however, there is a discernible difference in the opportunities that girls get for education and employment. Though the figures for girls would still be low as compared to boys, what is heartening to see is that whenever given the opportunity, girls have excelled more than boys. 

For instance, in the Central Board of Secondary Examinations for grades 10 and 12, which are at an All India level, girls  have for over a decade now, bagged all the top positions and secured a higher over all percentage compared to boys. 

In employment opportunities too, women in India today have stormed all male bastions. Be it piloting aircraft, heading multi-national corporations, holding top bureaucratic positions, leading industrial houses, making a mark as photographers, filmmakers, chefs, engineers and even as train and lorry drivers, women have made it to all hitherto considered male bastions in India. 

However, this is not reason enough for cheer. For the number of girls and women who have been left out of education and employment opportunities, still far outweighs those who have got them. And what needs to change this scenario, is not just governmental efforts but a change in societal norms, in cultural and traditional biases and in general mindsets of people. And in this the media, the civil society, and the youth, the women and girls have a lot to contribute. 

(Discussion Points: Who are the main stakeholders, which can bring about a change in the cultural and societal moorings and provide girls and women, better opportunities for education? What kind of initiatives, that don’t solely depend on the government initiatives, can help create this change?)  

Need to break the mould: 

What we need today are trends where girls are able not only to break out of the culturally determined patterns of employment but also to offer advise about career possibilities that look beyond the traditional pale of jobs.

In many countries, special initiatives have been taken to direct girls to non-traditional fields of study. In Austria, special computer and Internet courses have been offered to increase the number of girls enrolled in technical courses. In India can such efforts be initiated for the girls and women? Perhaps yes. And here I would like to point attention to some efforts where women are being trained for IT jobs. 

I would like to mention here briefly some projects that have shown that women too can harness the potential of the ICTs. 

The M. S. Swaminathan Research Foundation, MSSRF, in Chennai, India has piloted a path-breaking  project, in the tiny coastal state of Pondicherry. The project, being run by the foundations Rural Technology Centre, has helped local women become computer-literate and in the process, empowered them. The programme has taught them how to download the latest weather reports from the US Oceanographic department on the Net. The women broadcast these reports on the public address system - information that is often crucial to their husbands out fishing on the high seas. They have earned respect from the community that once looked down upon them. Encouraged by this, the women have also started accessing information on issues crucial to them - reproductive health, basic education and so on. And this is just the beginning.

In another effort,  Nari Raksha Samiti (NRS), an Indian social welfare organisation devoted to improving the lives of poor and destitute women. Founded fifty years ago to help women in distress, NRS focuses on promoting the safety and security of women, family welfare, employment, health, and training in job-oriented professions. The Samiti has twenty centres headed by volunteers.

Under the leadership of Vandana Sharma, NRS has begun using twenty-first century technology to address the wrongs that result from the age-old traditions associated with the dowry system. Vandana recognized the impact that computers are having on the changing Indian economy and established a small computer education centre in the NRS building. 

Vandana and the NRS volunteers are now training 250 young women -- sixty of whom are dowry victims and have a history of harassment and exploitation -- in basic computer literacy as well as office software such as MS  Excel, Word, and Power Point. This IT training program joins training programs in tailoring, interior decoration, cooking, food preservation, and weaving in providing needy women with the job skills necessary to break out of the cycle of poverty and abuse which affects so many women in India.

The NRS computer centres not only provide job training, but have also allowed NRS to establish an online complaint system for solving dowry and family dispute issues. Women can confidentially lodge complaints through the system and receive assistance from NRS and police and government authorities. NRS has been successful in training more than four hundred dowry victims and poor women in the community. ( more information about this project is available from  www.datamationindia.com) 

(Discussion Points: Participants could point to and share more such success stories from their parts of the world. The purpose of the exercise here would be to share information of such efforts and see if these are replicable in other parts of the world as well) 
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