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Introduction
The status and quality of higher education are useful indicators of a country’s social and economic 
development. In addition to generating highly skilled and knowledgeable personnel for social and 
economic advancement, it critically influences the quality and depth of public discourse and policy-
making. There is also a deep organic relationship between higher education and Education for All (EFA). 
The presence of meaningful educational opportunities at higher levels pulls children and young people 
through the educational system. Higher education and teacher training will be central for the realisation 
of the EFA Goals and Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  

Equally, proactive promotion of greater and equitable participation of women and men of all social and 
ethnic groups can have a significant downstream impact. More women both in public and private sectors, 
such as school teachers, health care providers, journalists, development workers, bank employees and 
so on, have a ripple effect – creating role models for women and girls in traditional communities where 
gender discrimination and sex segregation are the norm. 

Scanning through the rich literature on gender and education, it is however, apparent that the bulk of 
the existing literature pertains to primary/basic, and to a lesser extent, secondary and tertiary education. 
There is also a lack of national level sex disaggregated indicators in higher education. There are few 
research-based studies on gender issues in higher education, an issue highlighted by UNESCO and the 
development and education community. The situation is particularly significant in the Asia-Pacific region 
– a region rich in the diversity of cultures, economic and human development, and gender relations. This 
advocacy brief presents an overview of the situation and flags emerging issues.
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General Overview on Higher Education as 
a Sector
The higher education sector is a vast and varied terrain – it encompasses general subject disciplines 
(sciences, humanities, arts, mathematics, social and cultural sciences), technical (engineering, medicine, 
agricultural and life sciences and other applied sciences), education and training, vocational and skill-
based programmes, training for the service and hospitality sector, teacher education, management 
education and so on. This sector has grown rapidly, is becoming more diversified and today covers all 
types of higher education, training and research institutions. Every few years not only are new areas of 
study added, we also see new forms of education and training (e-learning, work-study programmes, and 
barefoot colleges) considerably altering earlier modes of higher education that were primarily institution-
based (university, college, institute). In addition to full-time study, students can opt for part-time or limited 
hours programmes and distance learning through correspondence courses. In most countries (especially 
in the Asia-Pacific region) the progression to higher education is linear, meaning that an aspirant has to 
complete primary and secondary education before venturing into tertiary education. 

Access to higher education is influenced by many factors. First are those relating to the students themselves 
and their families, which includes academic performance in primary and secondary education, and also 
parents’ economic situation and the value they place on education. Second is the government policy for 
higher education, including affirmative action, the fee structure and scholarship/incentive programmes 
for female students and other socially disadvantaged groups. Third is the students’ environment, such 
as the physical distance to educational institutions and the quality of education which encourages or 
discourages young people to advance to higher education. Moreover, these influencing factors are 
further reinforced by other elements such as sex, ethnicity, caste and race.

Higher education does not stand alone1. Being at one end of a linear scale, the cumulative baggage 
of educational, social and gender-based disadvantages are carried into the higher education space. 
Therefore, it is not possible to analyse gender inequality-related issues in higher education without 
referring to the burden of non-learning, discrimination induced loss of self-esteem and confidence, or 
facility with language. (See Table 1 in Annex on Gender inequality in education).

Universities and other institutions engaged in higher education are strategically placed to undertake 
multidisciplinary research - which is the engine that stimulates innovation. Unfortunately, many research 
studies, international conferences and consultations on higher education have not given adequate 
attention to gender equality issues. As a result, discourse and policy have been limited to the following 
four arenas: 

Greater access for women in different fields through affirmative action (more seats reserved for women) a) 
or through women-only universities and institutions; 
Greater participation of women in technical and science education; b) 
Nurturing and development of women’s studies; and c) 
Women representation in managerial positions in higher education. Rigorous gender analysis of the d) 
higher education sector is thus called for. This advocacy brief is an attempt to kindle interest in this 
area.

 

1 “It is at the entry point to tertiary education that the compound effects of inequalities in access to and completion of basic education, the 
progression through secondary education, become most visible…. (Referring to race, social identity) this is the culmination of disadvantage 
rooted in poverty, social discrimination and the filtering effect of inequality at lower levels of the education system.” EFA GMR 2009. Paris, 
UNESCO, p. 90.
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Current Status and Trends in Higher 
Education in the Asia-Pacific Region from 
a Gender Perspective 
The Asia-Pacific region has 4.1 billion people accounting for more than 60 percent of the world’s 
population. The region is home not only to the two most populous countries in the world, China (1.3 
billion) and India (1.2 billion) that together account for 61 percent of the population of the region, but 
also to some of the smallest countries. It is also geographically, economically, politically and culturally 
diverse. Gender equality issues and women’s status differ across and among countries and also among 
communities. For example, taking the region as a whole, the female advantage in life expectancy is about 
four years or more. But if we scan each country, the differences between South Asia, North and Central 
Asia and the Pacific Islands is noteworthy. The sex ratio (being the number of women for 1,000 men) also 
varies across the region2. 

For the region as a whole, the gross enrolment ratio of girls from primary through secondary to tertiary 
education changes significantly by level: 109 percent at the primary level falls drastically to 48 percent at 
the secondary stage and slips to a mere 9 percent at the tertiary level. While the region as a whole has, to 
a considerable extent, bridged the gender gap at the primary level, this is not the case as we move to the 
next two stages. The Republic of Korea, Japan and the Pacific Islands have the best female gross tertiary 
enrolment ratios, followed by Thailand, People’s Republic of China and the Philippines. The Gender Parity 
Index(GPI) for tertiary education exceeds 1 (meaning positive parity where more women access higher 
education in comparison to men) in the Pacific Islands, Malaysia, Hong Kong SAR and People’s Republic 
of China, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Thailand, and the Philippines. However, it is below 0.60, signalling 
huge gender differences in Cambodia, Bhutan, Bangladesh and Nepal. Gender inequality, be it for men 
or women, is an area of concern3.  

The key gender issues that frame higher education in the region are: 

Access, Retention and Completion1) 

The percentage of girls who complete secondary education determines or influences the proportion •	
of girls accessing higher education.

The location (urban/rural, remote/hilly/desert) of institutions affects girls more than boys, in particular •	
in countries where roads and public transport have not penetrated rural and remote areas. Availability 
of institutions/universities within reach is an important determinant. Travelling long distances in 
public transport is an important security issue and this is particularly significant in societies where 
girls are not permitted to travel alone or have to be escorted.

Class, caste, race and occupation-related identity issues exert a huge but differing influence on the •	
abilities of young boys and girls. Cultural and religious norms governing gender relations exert a 
strong influence on access to higher education. Youth with disability face even more challenges.

Alcoholism, drug abuse and related problems push boys out of school and into the world of the •	
informal economy, crime and gangs. The impact of trafficking, sexual abuse and violence on girls and 
boys influences their ability to complete schooling and proceed to higher education.

Early marriage, household responsibilities, pressure to work, family honour and related issues inhibit •	
girls and women from access and completing school.

2 UN ESCAP, 2008, Statistical Handbook, p.3.

3 UN ESCAP, 2008, Statistical Handbook, tables 12.1, 12.2, 12.3. See also tables 2 and 3 in this publication.
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Different curricula for girls’ high schools: in some countries, girls’ high schools have different curricula •	
from co-educational or boys’ schools. Girls’ high schools do not teach science and mathematics at an 
advanced level. As a result, girls cannot enter certain university departments or even if they did, they 
cannot follow the classes. 

Interface between Gender and Wealth-Based Disparities2) 

Recent data reveals that net attendance rates at primary level tend to be lower for poorer households •	
in most countries.  For example, in Nepal the gap is striking at the secondary level, with a Gender 
Parity Index (GPI) of 0.50 for the bottom quintile compared to an average value of 0.96 for the richest 
group. While this relationship seems to be quite universal, in some countries where the average 
attendance rates are higher for girls than boys at the secondary level, the relationship between 
poverty and gender disparity works the other way. For example, “in the Philippines the GPI of the 
secondary school net attendance for the poorest quintile was 1.24 compared with 0.98 for the richest 
quintile.” 4 The relationship between gender and poverty is not the same across the region.

The inter-relationship between poverty, livelihood and investment decisions at the household level •	
operate in different ways in different societies. In some, parents do not invest in the education of their 
daughters and in very poor households, girls are withdrawn from school. The gender disadvantage 
can also work against boys. In seaside fishing communities for example, young men drop out of 
school to join the fishing industry while women are able to pursue their education. On the other 
hand, the shortage of nurses and the demand for qualified nursing staff in developed countries 
encourages families to invest in post-secondary education of women. 

Field of Study3) 

Given the mindset and gender stereotypes about girls’ and boys’ aptitude for mathematics and •	
science at the primary and secondary school level, fewer women enrol in science and technology-
related courses as compared to men. Gender stereotypes encourage women to pursue a career in 
child development, education, medicine (nursing) and a range of service sector occupations. While 
this may not be bad per se, women are often pushed into just a few vocations. This attitude has 
been challenged to a certain extent with the spread of manufacturing and the coming of the digital 
revolution. Many more young women in the region, especially in China, India, and Republic of Korea, 
now view vocational training, science and technology as viable career options, thereby enhancing 
opportunities. 

The emergence of women’s studies and gender studies departments has created opportunities for •	
sustained engagement of women with gender issues in education in many parts of the world. But 
with the exception of a few countries (India, the Philippines) this discipline is at a nascent stage. 
Nonetheless, it has not only created an added field of study, but has also encouraged mainstream 
disciplines – especially in social sciences and literature – to review the curriculum from a gender 
perspective.

The Everyday Experiences of Students4) 

The last twenty years have seen a significant increase in media reporting on gender-based violence •	
including sexual harassment in educational institutions. Increased publicity on harassment in the 
workplace affects women in many ways. In some communities it may inhibit women’s participation. 
In India, for example, greater visibility resulted in a judgement by the Supreme Court of India making 
it mandatory for all employers to constitute appellate mechanisms in the form of an independent 
committee. There is inadequate evidence-based research or reliable data on both sexual harassment 
as well as the effectiveness of institutional committees and this is an area that merits serious research, 
especially on how overt and subtle forms of harassment influence the ability of women and men to 
pursue education.

4 EFA-GMR 2009, UNESCO Paris 2008, p. 104.



Gender Issues in Higher Education 5

At the tertiary education level, the availability of women faculty, secure spaces for women students •	
to wait between classes and the provision of separate toilets and sanitation facilities, make a big 
difference to women.

The nature and availability of residential facilities is an important issue at the tertiary level. For •	
example, in South Asia caste and religion issues acquire importance – especially if girls from socially 
disadvantaged communities find it difficult to integrate. Women students from Dalit and tribal 
communities could face discrimination and this in turn exerts a strong influence on retention and 
completion.

Texture of Inequalities5) 

There is some evidence that inequalities in secondary education within countries are often more •	
marked than inequalities between countries. In many developing countries, secondary school 
attendance rates are significantly lower among poorer households than among richer ones. Analysis 
of the relationship between household wealth and survival rates by grade level reveals a number of 
patterns. For example, “the relationship between household wealth and survival rates is fairly muted 
in the early grades of primary education but much more salient in the upper primary grades of 
secondary education. In some regions there has been a displacement effect with greater equity at 
the primary level shifting disparities to the secondary level” (EFA-GMR 2009, UNESCO Paris, p. 88).

In the Asia-Pacific region, both girls and boys face obstacles in their participation in school, underlining •	
the fact that promoting gender equality is not just about women and girls, but men and boys as 
well. Of the 31 countries for which data was available, 14 had lower proportions of boys enrolled in 
secondary education than girls in 2005, including Fiji, Malaysia, Mongolia, Thailand, the Philippines, 
Samoa and Tonga. One reason for this is that boys are often co-opted to work full time putting an 
end to their formal learning. In Mongolia, for example, boys drop out of school to contribute to 
household incomes by working with livestock. Male child labour in this case is very much influenced 
by poverty. At the tertiary education level, there is a growing trend of higher rates of girls’ enrolment, 
and a ‘reverse’ gender gap (UNGEI, 2007). 

Scanning through the limited literature on gender and higher education it is more than apparent that 
governments across the region have not yet tackled the issue of gender equality in tertiary education in 
a comprehensive manner. Several countries have established women-only universities and institutions. 
This is particularly visible in traditional Islamic societies and in some parts of India and Republic of Korea 
(the Korean Women’s Development Institute for example). This has certainly enhanced access and created 
more opportunities for women. However, a significant and increasing proportion of higher education 
institutions have been established by the private sector, and most are co-educational. This inhibits the 
access of women and girls from traditional communities where sex segregation is practiced. 
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Why Gender Mainstreaming in Tertiary 
Education? 
“Gender Mainstreaming is a globally accepted strategy for promoting gender equality. It is a process 
rather than a goal of creating knowledge and awareness of and responsibility for gender equality among 
all education professionals engaged in tertiary education. It is not an end in itself but a strategy, an 
approach, a means to achieve the goal of gender equality in higher education institutions – through 
sensitisation and educating key stakeholders that the costs of women’s marginalization and gender 
inequalities are born by all in the education sector as a whole (from pre-primary to tertiary and life-long 
learning). Mainstreaming involves ensuring that gender perspectives and attention to the goal of gender 
equality are central to all activities – education policy, curriculum, research, advocacy, resource allocation, 
facilities and planning, implementation and monitoring of tertiary education programmes.” 5  

UNESCO’s gender mainstreaming strategy ensures that women and men benefit equally from programme 
and policy support. It is intended to transform development such that equality becomes both a means 
and an end. It aims at achieving all international development goals, including, but not only, those 
explicitly seeking to achieve gender equality. Gender mainstreaming means: 

identifying gaps in gender equality through the use of gender analysis and sex-disaggregated data; •	

raising awareness about gaps; •	

building support for change through advocacy and alliances/partnerships; •	

developing strategies and programmes to close existing gaps; •	

putting adequate resources and the necessary expertise into place; •	

monitoring implementation; and •	

holding individuals and institutions accountable for resu•	 lts.

Source: UNESCO Medium Term Strategy, 2008-2013, Paris UNESCO, 2008.  

After the Jomtien Conference of 1990 the world community has worked towards greater gender 
equality in primary education. In the last two decades, a considerable amount of work has been done in 
elementary education and periodic EFA monitoring reports have sensitised governments and the larger 
education community to gender issues. However, this is not the case at the tertiary level. As argued in 
the opening paragraphs of this advocacy brief, a lot needs to be done at the tertiary level to ensure equal 
participation of women and men.

Mainstreaming gender essentially involves systematic evidence gathering and analysis of the differential 
participation and completion of education by women and men, analysis of why gender differences 
persist, and sensitisation of the stakeholders and decision-makers to existing inequalities. It involves 
extensive consultations with students, teachers and administrators; and opening up of a broader, free 
and frank dialogue on gender and higher education. This implies that there is a continuum between 
evidence gathering and planning of specific interventions and programmes. Ensuring equal access and 
opportunities for men and women and creating a level playing field, involves engaging with the system 
and enabling the decision-makers to work towards greater gender equality.

We need to dig deeper and analyse subnational level data to gain a better understanding of gender 
disparities (UNGEI, 2007). Equally, in view of the emergence of new disciplines of study and new livelihood 

5 UN OSAIG, 2009, WHO, 2009 and UNESCO 2007.
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opportunities, there is a need to revisit gender stereotypes. If we want more women and men to enter 
tertiary education, and if the future of the knowledge-driven society lies in education, countries across 
the region have no option but to explore gender issues and adopt gender mainstreaming strategies 
which include conducting thorough gender analysis as a precursor to gender mainstreaming.

Last and most important, “Higher education is the threshold where future decision-makers and policy-
makers generally receive training and are exposed to principles” (Turmaine, 2009). It is thus critical to 
focus attention on mainstreaming gender equality issues to allow for equal representation of women 
and men leaders.

Good Practices
While there is an impressive range of small- and large-scale good practices in the region, useful 
documentation of them is scarce. Some indicative good practices are highlighted to showcase the realm 
of possibilities. With committed and determined leadership, countries in the region can mainstream 
gender alongside social equity to make sure that those who are out of the higher education net, get 
opportunities to move ahead.

Strengthen Political Commitment 

Mainstreaming gender requires a better understanding at all levels of the dynamics that sustain and/
or create gender inequalities; targeted policies, strategies, and actions; and prioritisation of public 
expenditure. As gender inequality is deeply rooted in entrenched attitudes, societal institutions and market 
forces, political commitment at the highest level is essential to institute policies that can trigger social 
change and allocate the resources required to achieve gender equality and women’s empowerment. 
This has been attempted in the Lao PDR National Socio-Economic Development Plan 2006-10. High level 
commitment to take a serious look at gender issues is the first step. 

Identify Achievable Steps to Enhance Women’s Participation in Science and Technology 
Education

At the regional level, the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), Industrial Science and Technology 
Working Group (ISTWG) and the Telecommunications Working Group (TELWG) are together analysing 
information and data in order to identify feasible steps to enhance women’s participation in science and 
technology education. Additionally, they are also working with local universities and student volunteers 
to encourage schoolgirls to pursue science and mathematics in higher education and also motivating 
schools to encourage girls to opt for science and mathematics (Heather Gibb, 2001, pp. 29-34). 

Enable Young People to Successfully Complete Distance Learning Programmes

Jung (2007) has documented good practices on Open and Distant Learning (ODL) to ensure learners, 
especially women, receive support from the institution to successfully complete their studies. This 
involves a shift from a provider-centred to a learner-centred quality assurance mechanism. The process 
involves developing highly interactive materials (including e-learning), student servicing and tutoring 
and close monitoring.

Make Universities Safe and Prevent Gender-Based Violence 

In India the concerted efforts of women’s groups and NGOs resulted in a landmark judgment by the 
Supreme Court of India in August 1997, directing all institutions (including universities, technical education 
and management institutions, vocational training centres and distance education departments) to 
constitute an independent complaints committee on sexual harassment. By pinning the responsibility of 
ensuring a non-hostile working environment on employers, the court made it difficult for them to legally 
evade their responsibility. The judgment provides for making the complaints committee completely 
autonomous and ensuring that the committee involves every segment of the campus - faculty, students, 
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and administrative and maintenance staff. Since the landmark judgement, higher education institutions 
have constituted committees. However, there is no research-based evidence of the impact of the 
judgement on women’s safety. (Source: Blog of Uma Chakravarty, http://www.boloji.com/wfs2/wfs296.
htm accessed 10 September 2009)

Promote Research on Gender Issues and Undertake Curriculum Review

As far back as 1982 the University Grants Commission of India decided to create Women’s Studies Centres 
in all universities and colleges. The guidelines were reviewed and strengthened in November 2008. 
The aim of these centres is to encourage and promote research on women’s studies and add to the 
body of knowledge that informs higher education (Source: Government of India, http://www.ugc.ac.in/
financialsupport/guidelinepdf/women/annexure1.pdf ).

Create and Support Women-Only Universities

Pakistan created the Fatima Jinnah Women’s University in 1998 to promote and encourage women to 
move from school to higher education. India too set up similar new institutions to add to the number of 
older and well-established centres for women’s learning like Banasthali Vidyapeeth and SNDT Women’s 
University.

Provide Stipends and Scholarships for Girls

Many countries in the region have instituted scholarships and stipends to encourage women to move 
from primary to secondary education (Bangladesh) and to universities (India, Pakistan, Bangladesh).

Offer Crèche and Childcare Facilities

Early marriage and childbearing increases the workload and responsibilities of women (students and 
teachers) in universities and institutes. Provision of crèche and childcare facilities has been found useful 
in many institutions and universities across the world. While crèches and childcare facilities have been 
around for a long time there is little research on the impact of these facilities on the participation of 
young parents. Availability of crèche and childcare facilities is acknowledged as a positive practice in 
higher education. 

Recommendations to Mainstream Gender 
in Higher Education
Given the diversity of the Asia-Pacific region, there is a need to evolve country-specific policies or strategies. 
The recommendations given below outline some generic principles and lessons that have been drawn 
from the gender mainstreaming experiences in elementary education and economic development in 
the region.6

Mainstreaming gender in higher education has necessarily to start with the government 
(political leaders, administrators, heads of institutions of higher education). 

High level political and administrative commitment is essential to ensure it is done across the board 
and is not a small one-off project. 

The first step is to get everyone on board. National and international institutions committed to •	
mainstreaming gender need to create advocacy and research groups to gather, compile and analyse 
data (quantitative and qualitative) on gender inequality in access, participation, teaching-learning, 

6 Ramachandran, V. (1998) Engendering Development: Lessons from Gender Mainstreaming in Social Sector Programmes in India: Indian Journal of 
Gender Studies Vol. 5, No. 1.  A similar exercise on the health sector was carried out for Bangladesh in 2003 (unpublished mimeo, 2003).

http://www.boloji.com/wfs2/wfs296
http://www.ugc.ac.in
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gender and social stereotyping, safety and harassment and related issues. Recognising the enormity 
of the challenge by all stakeholders is the essential first step towards mainstreaming.

The second step is to identify what needs to be done – at which level, in which institutions, and •	
the backward (elementary and secondary education) and forward linkages (employment and 
livelihood) that have to be built. Priority setting at this stage is critical to ensure that the goals set are 
not unrealistic and that the plan is feasible. 

The third step is to constitute an empowered group that will draw on the evidence and take the •	
process forward.

The fourth step is to develop a gender mainstreaming plan for different layers/sectors in higher •	
education. 

A set of non-negotiable or enabling guidelines on gender equality in tertiary education 
should be developed. 

Looking back at the experience of mainstreaming in elementary and secondary school education, it is 
clear that training a few key individuals in a few institutions cannot turn the system around. 

The following guiding principles should be considered:

In order to make the process meaningful, gender issues need to be addressed along with issues of •	
social disparities, ability related inequalities and HIV and other disease related exclusion. 

Training a group of people drawn from different institutions in gender mainstreaming has limited •	
value because the trainees have to go back and work among people who have not shared the 
same experience. They are likely to feel isolated and may gradually lose their enthusiasm. Training 
programmes that involve a group of people who work together and have different responsibilities in 
the same organisation have greater impact. They not only reinforce and encourage each other, but 
are also able to create a conducive environment for change. 

Analysing the problem of limited impact of training programmes highlights that gender sensitisation •	
is not a one-shot event, but a long drawn out process. It may begin with a training programme 
leading to major managerial adjustments. Entrusting the responsibility for gender mainstreaming to 
an external group of facilitators does not leave a lasting impact on the organisation. It can, at best, 
change the attitudes of a few individuals. Lasting impact can be achieved only if people from within 
the organisation are oriented and empowered to address organisational and management issues 
simultaneously–the essential building blocks of a successful gender mainstreaming programme. 

Once the gender mainstreaming agenda is agreed on, it is important to create structures 
and mechanisms that facilitate the process. 

Timely norms, guidelines, rules and regulations need to be framed or amended.  

Every initiative gets its initial momentum from leaders. 

Within a group, there are always those who break the ice and make the journey less formidable for 
others. It is therefore important to identify such leaders in government, tertiary education institutions, 
among the faculty and students, encourage them, nurture them and create opportunities for 
experience sharing, and mutual support and encouragement. 

Finally, the promoters and managers (in administration, in institutions, among the faculty 
and students) of the mainstreaming exercise have to prepare and continuously work on a 
dynamic checklist. 

In the initial stage the checklist could start with the following:

Has the process helped identify gender gaps in each sector / institution?•	
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What are the underlying causes for these gaps? How are women and men affected? Are there other •	
disadvantaged groups such as people living with disabilities, HIV, as well as short-term and long-term 
migrants who may experience language barriers?

Have the emerging gender issues been analysed?•	

What could be the best advocacy strategy to create a cocoon that could nurture and support the •	
mainstreaming process?

Does the mainstreaming process and the concomitant implementation structure provide for equal •	
participation of women and men and other disadvantaged groups?

Has the feedback from the administrators, students and faculty been compiled and shared across •	
the board?

Has the mainstreaming plan been reviewed in the light of the feedback?•	

Is the leadership (political, institutional, administrative as the case may be) on board? •	

Conclusion
Higher education is a vast and complex field and gender mainstreaming a varied and intensive process. 
Gender mainstreaming in higher education requires high-level commitment among advocates and 
champions at different levels in universities and institutions. The experience of mainstreaming gender in 
other sectors like elementary education and primary health, underscores the need to recognise that it is 
a long haul.

Gender mainstreaming involves both intellectual conviction as well as emotional readiness among all 
the key stakeholders to face obstacles at every stage.  A core group of policy-makers, advocates and 
champions needs to support each other. If it is planned well and if governments in the region can bring 
together such a core group, they can together change the face of higher education in the Asia-Pacific 
region. The following decade should be to higher education what the post-Jomtien period was to 
elementary education.
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Annex
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Annex 
Table 1: Gender Inequality in Education – Gross Enrolment Ratio (Female)

Gross enrolment ratio 
in primary education, 

female (%)

Gross enrolment 
ratio in secondary 
education, female 

(%)

Gross enrolment ratio 
in tertiary education, 

female (%)

Ratio of female 
rate to male rate 

(tertiary)

HDI Rank Country 2007 2007 2007 2005

High HD

21
People’s Republic of 

China
112 78 23 0.95

26 Republic of Korea 106 95 75 0.62

63 Malaysia 98 72 33 1.30

Medium HD

78 Thailand 104 88 53 1.06

90 Philippines 109 87 32 1.23

99 Sri Lanka (2005) 101 83 .. ..

105 Viet Nam (2005) 91 75 13 0.71

107 Indonesia 115 74 17 0.79

128 India 109 49 10 0.70

130
Lao People's 

Democratic Republic
111 39 10 0.72

131 Cambodia 115 36 4 0.46

132 Myanmar (2005) 101 40 .. ..

133 Bhutan 111 54 3 ..

136 Pakistan 83 28 5 0.88

140 Bangladesh 95 45 5 0.53

142 Nepal 125 47 .. 0.40

East Asia and the 
Pacific

109 78 26 0.93

South and West Asia 105 47 10 0.74

Source: UNESCO, EFA-GMR 2010, Tables 5, 8 and 9 and UNDP 2007 Human Development Report 2007/08,  Table 30.
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Table 2: Gender Inequality in Education – Net Enrolment Ratio (Female)

Country Net enrolment in 
secondary education 2007

Gender parity index 
secondary education 2007

Net enrolment in tertiary 
education 2006

Gender parity index 
tertiary education 2006

People’s Republic of China 
(2006)

77.9 1.00 33.0 1.03

Republic of Korea 94 0.94 92.6 0.65

Malaysia 72 1.10 28.6 (2005) 1.29

Thailand 85 1.11 45.9 1.23

Philippines 67 1.20 28.5 1.24

Sri Lanka .. .. .. ..

Viet Nam 61.0 (2000) .. 9.5 (2000) 0.72

Indonesia 68 1.01 17.0 0.79

India .. .. 11.8 0.72

Lao People's Democratic 
Republic

33 0.87 9.1 0.68

Cambodia 32 0.88 4.5 0.56

Myanmar (2006) 45.7 1.00 11.9 (2002) 1.77

Bhutan 45 1.00 5.5 0.59

Pakistan 28 0.76 4.5 0.85

Bangladesh 41.0 (2004) 1.04 6.8 0.57

Nepal 40 5.6 (2004) 0.40

East Asia and the Pacific 72 1.02 19.8 0.95

South and West Asia 42 0.86 .. ..

Pacific Island Developing 
Economies (2006)

35.5 0.88 3.9 0.86

Low income countries in 
Asia and the Pacific (2006)

45.1 0.94 8.3 0.76

Middle income countries in 
Asia and the Pacific (2006)

59.9 0.95 21.0 0.98

High income countries in 
Asia and the Pacific (2006)

95.1 0.99 66.8 0.84

Source: UNESCO EFA-GMR 2010, Table 8 and UNESCAP, 2008. Statistical Handbook. Tables 12.1, 12.2, 12.3, p.104-106. 
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Table 3: Participation in Tertiary Education – Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER)

2007

 Total Male Female GPI (F/M)

East Asia and the Pacific

Australia 75.0 66.0 85.0 1.29

Brunei Darussalam 15.0 11.0 20.0 1.88

Cambodia 5.0 7.0 4.0 0.56

People’s Republic of China 23.0 23.0 23.0 1.01

Indonesia 17.0 17.0 17.0 1.00

Japan 58.0 62.0 54.0 0.88

Lao People's Democratic Republic 12.0 13.0 10.0 0.72

Malaysia (2006) 30.0 27.0 33.0 1.22

Philippines (2006) 28.0 25.0 32.0 1.24

Republic of Korea 95.0 113.0 75.0 0.67

Thailand (2008) 48.0 44.0 53.0 1.21

South and West Asia

Bangladesh 7.0 9.0 5.0 0.57

Bhutan 5.0 7.0 3.0 0.51

India (2006) 12.0 14.0 10.0 0.72

Iran, Islamic Republic of 31.0 29.0 34.0 1.15

Nepal 11.0 - - -

Pakistan 5.0 6.0 5.0 0.85

World 26.0 25.0 27.0 1.08

East Asia and the Pacific 26.0 26.0 26.0 1.00

East Asia 25.0 25.0 25.0 0.99

Pacific 53.0 46.0 61.0 1.31

South and West Asia 11.0 13.0 10.0 0.77

Source: UNESCO EFA-GMR 2010, Table 9A, Paris.



Gender Issues in Higher Education 15

References
Arunatilake, N. 2006. Education Participation in Sri Lanka – Why All Are Not in School. International Journal 
of Educational Research, Vol. 445, No. 3, pp. 137-151. 

Azam, M. and Blom,  A. 2008 . Progress in Participation in Tertiary Education in India from 1983-2004.  
Washington, D.C., World Bank. (World Bank Policy Research Working Paper No. 4793). 

Baden, S. and Green, C. 1994. Gender and education in Asia and the Pacific. Brighton, UK, BRIDGE, University 
of Sussex. 

Baker, D. and LeTendre, G. 2005. National Differences, Global Similarities: World Culture and the Future of 
Schooling. Palo Alto, USA, Stanford University Press. 

Behrman, J. R. and Sengupta, P. 2002. The Return to Female Schooling in Developing Countries Revisited. 
Philadelphia, USA, University of Pennsylvania, Department of Economics. 

Brennen, B.H. 2003. Gender Issues in Tertiary Education. Speech presented at the Association of Tertiary 
Education Annual Conference, Nassau, Bahamas.

Brock, C. and Cammish, N.K. 1998. Factors affecting female participation in education in seven developing 
countries. Rev. edn. London, Department for International Development. (DFID Education Research Series 
No. 9). 

Callister, P.R. Bedford, R. and Didham, R. 2006 Globalisation, gendered migration and labour markets. 
Wellington, Department of Labour. (Working Paper).

Croft, A.  2000. Gender gaps in schools and colleges: can teacher education policy improve gender equity? 
Brighton, UK, University of Sussex, Centre for International Education, Institute of Education. (MUSTER 
Discussion Paper No. 14). 

Dewan, S. 2008 The Gender Dimensions of School to Work Transition for Women in the East Asia and Pacific 
Region. Bangkok, UNGEI EAPRO. (Working Paper).

Erskine, S. and Wilson, M. 1999. Gender issues in international education: beyond policy and practice. 
London, Routlege. 

European Students Union. 2008. Gender Issues within Higher Education. Brussels, ESU.

Gibb, H. 2001. Gender Mainstreaming: Good practices from the Asia Pacific Region. Ottawa, Canada, The 
North-South Institute.

Gibbons, M. 1998. Higher Education Relevance in the 21st Century. Washington, D.C., World Bank.

Glick, P. (2008). Policy Impacts on Schooling Gender Gaps in Developing Countries: The Evidence and 
Framework for Interpretation. Ithaca, USA, Cornell University Press. 

Government of India. 2006a. Report of the Oversight of Implementation of the New Reservation Policy in 
Higher Education. New Delhi.

Government of India. 2006b. Draft Report of Working Group on Higher Education - 11th Five Year Plan.  New 
Delhi, Planning Commission of India. 

Grunberg, L. 2001. Studies on Higher Education: Good Practice in Promoting Gender Equality in Higher 
Education in Central and Eastern Europe. Bucharest: UNESCO-CEPES.

Hanushek, E. and Woessmann, L. 2007. The Role of Education Quality in Economic Growth.  Washington, 
D.C., World Bank. (Policy Research Working Paper 4122).



Gender Issues in Higher Education16

Hausman, R., Tyson, L.D., and Zahidi, S. 2008. The Global Gender Gap Report. Geneva, Switzerland, World 
Economic Forum. 

Heijnen-Maathuis, E. 2008. From Parity to Equality in Girls’ Education: How are we doing in South Asia?  
Kathmandu, UNICEF. (UNGEI ROSA Series). 

Herz, B. 2006. Educating Girls in South Asia: Promising Approaches. Kathmandu, UNICEF (UNGEI ROSA 
series). 

Herz, B., and Sperling, G. 2004.  What Works in Girls’ Education: Evidence and Policies from the Developing 
World.  Washington, D.C., Council on Foreign Relations. 

Hulton, L. and Furlong, D. 2001. Gender Equality in Education: a Select Annotated Bibliography. Brighton, 
UK, BRIDGE, University of Sussex.  

Humboldt University. 2008. Report of the European Conference on Gender Equality in Higher Education. 
Berlin.

Hyde, K.A.L. 1998.  African women in higher education: issues, barriers and strategies. Paper prepared by the 
Forum for African Women Educationalists for the UNESCO World Conference on Higher Education, Paris.

Jacobs, J. A. 1996. Gender inequality and higher education. Annual Review of Sociology, Vol. 22, No.1, pp. 
153-185.

Jayaweera, S. 1997. Women, education and empowerment in Asia. Gender and Education, Vol. 9, No. 4, pp. 
411-23.

Jung, I. 2007. Innovative Practices of Distance Education (including e-learning) in Asia and the Pacific. 
International Journal for Educational Media and Technology, Vol. 1, No. 1, pp. 48-60.

Khan , S. A. 2007. Gender Issues in Higher Education in Pakistan. The Bulletin, No. 162. 

Khandker, S. R. 2001. Education Achievements and School Efficiency in Rural Bangladesh. Washington, D.C., 
World Bank. (World Bank Discussion Paper 319).

Khandker, S.R., Pitt, M.M. and Fuwa, N. 2003. Promoting Girls’ Secondary Education: An Evaluation of the 
Female Secondary School Stipend Programs of Bangladesh. Paper presented at the annual meetings of 
the Population Association of America, Minneapolis. 

Lazo, L. 2008. Gender Equality in Education Progress Note: East Asia and the Pacific. Bangkok: UNICEF 
EAPRO.

Leach, F. 2000. Gender Implications of Development Agency Policies on Education and Training. 
International Journal of Educational Development, Vol. 20, pp. 333-47.

Leach, F. and Little, A. (eds.), Education, Cultures and Economics: Dilemmas for Development.   London, 
Falmer Press. 

Leo-Rhynie, E. 1999. Gender Mainstreaming in Education: A Reference Manual for Governments and 
Other Stakeholders. London, Commonwealth Secretariat. (Gender Management System Series). 

Lewis, M.A., and Lockheed, M.E. 2006. Inexcusable Absence: Why 60 Million Girls Still Aren’t in School and 
What to do About it. Washington, D.C., Center for Global Development. 

Lewis, M.A. and Lockheed, M.E. (eds.). 2007. Exclusion, Gender and Schooling: Case Studies from the 
Developing World. Washington, D.C., Center for Global Development.

Lewis, M.A. and Lockheed, M. 2008. Social Exclusion and the Gender Gap in Education.  Washington, D.C., 
World Bank. (The World Bank Policy Research Working Paper No. 4562). 



Gender Issues in Higher Education 17

Loan, D. T. N. 2002. Gender Issues in Education in Vietnam. Viet Nam, National Institute for Education and 
Development.

Mbilinyi, M. 2000. Gender Issues in Higher Education and Their Implications for Gender Mainstreaming and 
Strategic Planning. University of Dar es Salaam, Gender Dimensions Programme Committee.

Ramachandran, V. 1998. Engendering Development: Lessons from Gender Mainstreaming  in Social 
Sector Programmes in India.  Indian Journal of Gender Studies, Vol. 5, No. 1.

Sibbons, M. 1998. Approaches to Gender-Awareness Raising: Experience in a Government Education 
Project in Nepal. Gender and Development, Vol. 6, No. 2, pp. 35-43.

Sibbons, M., Smawfield, D., Poulsen, H., Gibbard, A., Norton, A. and Seel, A.  2000. Mainstreaming Gender 
Through Sector Wide Approaches in Education: Synthesis Report. London, ODI and Cambridge Education 
Consultants. 

Stash, S., and Hannum, E. 2001. Who Goes to School? Educational Stratification by Gender, Caste and 
Ethnicity in Nepal. Comparative Education Review, Vol. 45, No. 3, pp. 354–78.  

Stromquist, N. (1998) The Institutionalization of Gender and its Impact on Educational Policy. Comparative 
Education, Vol. 34, No. 1, pp. 85-100.

Subramanian, R. 2007. Gender in primary and secondary education: a handbook for policy makers. 
Kathmandu, UNGEI.

Turmaine, I. 2009. How Should, Could Higher Education be Better Involved in Education Related MDGs. World 
Civic Forum 2009. http://www.iau-aiu.net/association/pdf/Turmaine_South_Korea.pdf. (Accessed 10 
September, 2009). 

UN  ESCAP. 2008. Statistical Year Book for Asia and the Pacific. Bangkok, ESCAP.

UN ESCAP, ADB and UNDP. 2008. A future Within Reach 2008: Regional Partnership for Millennium 
Development Goals in Asia and the Pacific; Bangkok, ESCAP.

UN OSAIG. 2009. Gender Mainstreaming. http://www.un.org/womenwatch/osagi/gendermainstreaming.
htm (Accessed 10 September, 2009).

UNDP. 2008.  Human Development Report 2007/08. Basingstoke, UK, Palgrave Macmillan. http://hdr.undp.
org/en/reports/global/hdr2007-2008/. (Accessed, 10 September 2009).  

UNESCO. 1997. Gender-Sensitive Education Statistics and Indicators: A Practical Guide. Training Material for 
Workshops on Education Statistics and Indicators. Paris, UNESCO, Division of Statistics.  (BPE-97/WS/3).

UNESCO. 2000. Women, Power and the Academy: From Rhetoric to Reality. Paris, UNESCO.

UNESCO. 2002. Women and Management in Higher Education: A Good Practice Handbook. Paris, UNESCO.

UNESCO. 2003a. Gender and Education for All. The Leap to Equality. Paris, UNESCO. (EFA Global Monitoring 
Report 2003/4). 

UNESCO. 2003b. Higher Education in Asia and the Pacific: Regional Report on the Progress in Implementing 
Recommendations of the 1998 World Conference on Higher Education, Bangkok, 25-26 February 2003. 
Bangkok, UNESCO.

UNESCO. 2005a. Education for All. The Quality Imperative. Paris, UNESCO. (EFA Global Monitoring Report 
2005). 

UNESCO.  2005b. Exploring and Understanding Gender in Education: A Qualitative Research Manual for 
Education Practitioners and Gender Focal Points. Bangkok, UNESCO.

http://www.iau-aiu.net/association/pdf/Turmaine_South_Korea.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/osagi/gendermainstreaming
http://hdr.undp


Gender Issues in Higher Education18

UNESCO. 2005c. Gender Equality in Classroom Instruction: Introducing Gender Training for Teachers in the 
Republic of Korea. Bangkok: UNESCO. Asia Pacific Regional Bureau for Education, Gender in Education 
Network in Asia (GENIA).

UNESCO. 2007. Baseline Definitions of Key Gender Related Concepts. http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-
URL_ID=11483&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html (Accessed 10 September, 2009).

UNESCO. 2008. Medium Term Strategy, 2008-2013, Paris UNESCO.

UNESCO. 2008a. Asia Pacific Field Consultation in Preparation of the Priority Gender Equality Action Plan 2008-
2013, Final Report. Bangkok, UNESCO.

UNESCO. 2008b. Conference Report on Higher Education in the Asia-Pacific Region, Macao, SAR, PR China, 
25-26 September 2008. Bangkok, UNESCO. 

UNESCO. 2008c. Education for All by 2015. Will we make it? Paris, UNESCO. (EFA Global Monitoring Report 
2008). 

UNESCO . 2008d. Report of the Asia Pacific Sub-Regional Preparatory Conference for the 2009 World Conference 
in Higher Education. Facing Global and Local Challenges: The New Dynamics for Higher Education; Macao, 
China, 25-26 September 2008.

UNESCO. 2009. Regional Overview of Asia and the Pacific – EFA GMR 2009. Paris.

UNESCO. 2010. Reaching the Marginalised. EFA Global Monitoring Report. Paris.

UNGEI (East Asia and Pacific). 2007. What’s the Difference? Confronting Factors that Affect Gender Quality in 
Education. Bangkok, UNGEI.

UNGEI. 2008. Towards Gender Equality in Education: Progress and Challenges in the Asia-Pacific Region. 
Kathmandu, UNGEI. (Technical Paper). 

UNICEF. 2009. Towards Gender Equality in Education: Progress and Challenges in Asia Pacific Region. 
Kathmandu, UNGEI.

Vincent-Lancrin, S. 2004. Building Capacity Through Cross-Border Tertiary Education. Paper prepared for 
UNESCO/OECD Australia Forum on Trade in Educational Services. Sydney, Australia.

WHO. 2009. What is Gender Mainstreaming?  http://www.who.int/gender/gender_mainstreaming/en/
index.html (Accessed 10 September, 2009).

World Bank. 2000a.  Higher Education in Developing Countries: Peril and Promise. Report of the Task Force 
on Higher Education and Society. Washington, D.C., World Bank.

World Bank. 2000b. Report of the task force on Higher Education in Developing Countries, Washington, D.C., 
World Bank.

World Bank. 2002. Constructing Knowledge Societies: New Challenges for Tertiary Education, Washington, 
D.C., and World Bank.  

http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=11483&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=11483&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
http://www.who.int/gender/gender_mainstreaming/en


Author

Vimala Ramachandran is Director, Educational Resource Unit – a group of researchers and practitioners 
working on education and empowerment. She was among the founders and was the first National 
Project Director of Mahila Samakhya (1988-1993) – a Government of India programme on women’s 
education based in the Department of Education, Ministry of Human Resources Development (HRD). 
She was founder and Managing Trustee of HealthWatch – a women’s health network, from 1994 to 2004. 
She has published extensively on education, health, gender issues and women’s empowerment. She has 
researched and written for UNESCO, UNFPA and UNICEF and has been engaged in advocacy for women’s 
and girls’ education. Among her notable publications are Health and Girls Education in South Asia: An 
Essential Synergy, published by UNICEF – UNGEI, Kathmandu (2008); Fostering Opportunities to Learn at an 
Accelerated Pace: Why do Girls Benefit Enormously?, UNICEF, New Delhi (2004); Hierarchies of Access: Gender 
and Equity in Primary Education, Sage Publications, New Delhi (2004); Getting Children Back to School: Case 
Studies in Primary Education, Sage Publications, New Delhi (2003); and Bridging the Gap Between Intention 
and Action – Girls’ and Women’s Education in South Asia, UNESCO-PROAP, Bangkok and ASPBAE, New Delhi 
(1998). 

Also available are the following advocacy/policy briefs:

1. Single-Sex Schools for Girls and Gender Equality in Education

2. Strong Foundations for Gender Equality in Early Childhood Care and Education

3. Education in Emergencies: The Gender Implications

4. Getting Girls Out of Work and Into School

5. The Impact of Women Teachers on Girls’ Education

6. Mother Tongue-based Teaching and Education for Girls

7. Providing Education to Girls from Remote and Rural Areas

8. Impact of Incentives to Increase Girls’ Access to and Retention in Basic Education

9. Role of Men and Boys in Promoting Gender Equality

10. A Scorecard on Gender Equality and Girls’ Education Asia in 1990-2000

11. Girls, Educational Equity and Mother Tongue-Based Teaching

12. Gender-Responsive Life Skills- Based Education

13. Gender Issues in Counseling and Guidance in Post-Primary Education

14. Gender Responsive Budgeting in Education

For more information, please visit UNESCO Bangkok’s Gender in Education website at :

www.unesco.org/bangkok 

or write to us at:

gender.bgk@unesco.org

http://www.unesco.org/bangkok
mailto:bgk@unesco.org


UNESCO Bangkok
Asia-Pacific Programme of 
Education for All

Mom Luang Pin Malakul Centenary Building
920 Sukhumvit Road, Prakanong, Klongtoey
Bangkok 10110, Thailand
E-mail: gender.bgk@unesco.org
Website: www.unesco.org/bangkok
Tel: +66-2-3910577 Fax: +66-2-3910866

mailto:bgk@unesco.org
http://www.unesco.org/bangkok

	Contents



