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Abstract

The inclusion of gender in education has become a central issue in academic and policy debates, particularly within those
societies afflicted by profoundly entrenched structures of inequality. Educational institutions in India are constructed as key sites
where the cause of social justice and gender equity get furthered, but at the same time continue to perpetuate hierarchies between
genders through formal institutional structures, informal norms, and everyday practices. This article explores the construction of
gender inclusion in Indian educational contexts by applying a sociological and policy perspective to both institutional practices
as well as governance structures that frame access, participation and learning outcome for various genders. Drawing on feminist
theory, sociology of education, and an extensive review of secondary literature and policy documents, the study analyses both
progress and persistent gaps in achieving gender-equitable education. The paper argues that while policy interventions have
significantly expanded access for girls and women, substantive gender inclusion requires deeper institutional transformation,
gender-sensitive pedagogies, and sustained policy commitment. The study concludes by emphasizing the need for gender-
transformative educational policies and inclusive institutional cultures to ensure education functions as a genuine instrument of
social change.
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1. Introduction

Education has long been recognized as a critical instrument
for social transformation, human development, and the reali-
zation of democratic ideals. From a sociological perspective,
educational institutions are not merely spaces for the transmis-
sion of knowledge; they are social institutions deeply embed-
ded within broader structures of power, inequality, and cul-
tural norms [8]. In societies marked by hierarchical social re-
lations, such as India, education simultaneously functions as a
site of empowerment and a mechanism for the reproduction of
social inequalities. Gender inequality has been one of the most

persistent and complex challenges within the Indian education
system. Despite constitutional guarantees of equality and dec-
ades of policy interventions, gendered disparities continue to
shape access to education, participation within institutions,
and educational outcomes. Historically, women’s education in
India was constrained by patriarchal norms that prioritized do-
mestic roles, restricted mobility, and limited access to public
spaces. Although social reform movements and post-inde-
pendence state policies expanded educational opportunities
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for women, deeply entrenched gender norms continue to in-
fluence institutional practices and everyday interactions
within educational spaces [5].

In recent decades, India has made measurable progress in
improving female literacy rates and school enrolment, partic-
ularly at the primary level. Government initiatives, welfare
schemes, and international commitments have contributed to
narrowing gender gaps in basic education. However, sociolog-
ical research indicates that quantitative improvements in en-
rolment do not necessarily translate into qualitative inclusion.
Gender disparities persist in secondary and higher education,
subject choices, leadership positions, classroom participation,
and institutional decision-making [15, 18].

Gender inclusion in education, therefore, extends beyond
numerical parity between boys and girls. It encompasses is-
sues of dignity, safety, voice, representation, and agency
within educational institutions. Subtle forms of discrimination
such as gender-biased curricula, unequal teacher attention, re-
strictive institutional rules, and unequal access to leadership
often operate beneath the surface of formally gender-neutral
systems. These practices contribute to what feminist scholars
describe as the “hidden curriculum” of gender socialization in
education [3, 4].

The relevance of gender inclusion in education has gained
renewed policy significance in the context of contemporary
reforms. The National Education Policy 2020 explicitly rec-
ognizes equity and inclusion as foundational principles and
acknowledges that gender disparities are shaped by intersec-
tions of caste, class, region, and socio-economic status. At the
same time, global frameworks such as the Education 2030
Agenda emphasize gender equality as central to sustainable
development [16]. These developments highlight the grow-
ing recognition of education as a key site for advancing gender
justice [17]. Gender inclusion in education extends beyond
numerical parity in enrolment. It encompasses equitable ac-
cess, meaningful participation, fair representation, safety, dig-
nity, and comparable educational outcomes for individuals of
all genders. Over the past few decades, India has made sub-
stantial progress in improving female literacy rates and in-
creasing girls’ enrolment at primary and secondary levels.
Nevertheless, gender disparities continue to persist in higher
education participation, subject choices, leadership positions,
and institutional decision-making [10]. These disparities are
often reinforced through everyday institutional practices that
appear gender-neutral but operate in gendered ways.

Despite progressive policy language, a gap often exists be-
tween policy intent and institutional practice. Educational in-
stitutions frequently struggle to translate gender-inclusive pol-
icies into everyday practices due to cultural resistance, admin-
istrative limitations, and entrenched power relations. A socio-
logical analysis is therefore essential to understand how insti-
tutions function as gendered spaces and how policies are me-
diated through organizational cultures and social norms.

1 UNESCO. (2015). Education 2030: Incheon Declaration and Framework for Ac-
tion. UNESCO Publishing
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Against this background, this paper seeks to examine gender
inclusion in Indian educational spaces through a sociological
and policy-oriented lens. It explores how institutional prac-
tices, cultural expectations, and governance frameworks shape
gendered experiences in schools, colleges, and universities.
With the analysation of feminist theory, sociology of educa-
tion, and empirical literature, the paper aims to critically as-
sess both progress and limitations in achieving gender-inclu-
sive education. In doing so, it contributes to ongoing academic
and policy debates on equity, inclusion, and the transformative
role of education in Indian society.

The paper also seeks to critically examine gender inclusion
in Indian educational spaces by integrating sociological theory
with a policy-oriented analysis. It explores how institutional
practices, cultural norms, and education policies interact to
shape gendered experiences within schools, colleges, and uni-
versities. Through situating the discussion within feminist and
sociological perspectives on education, the paper aims to con-
tribute to academic debates on inclusion and offer insights rel-
evant for policy formulation and institutional reform.

2. Gender and Education: A Sociological
Perspective

From a sociological standpoint, gender is understood as a
socially constructed category shaped by cultural meanings,
power relations, and institutional arrangements rather than
merely biological differences. Educational institutions play a
central role in the socialization of gender by transmitting
norms, values, and expectations related to masculinity and
femininity. Through curricula, pedagogy, assessment, and or-
ganizational structures, education systems contribute to the re-
production or transformation of gender relations.

Classical sociological perspectives viewed education as a
mechanism for social integration and role allocation. Func-
tionalist approaches emphasized the role of education in pre-
paring individuals for adult roles, often assuming gender-dif-
ferentiated functions within society. However, critical and
conflict-oriented perspectives challenge this view by high-
lighting how education reproduces existing inequalities. From
this angle, schools and universities serve as sites where dom-
inant social groups maintain their advantage, including the
perpetuation of patriarchal gender relations.

In India, gender norms related to domestic responsibilities,
mobility, safety, and employment opportunities significantly
influence educational trajectories. Girls and women often face
additional constraints in accessing and continuing education,
particularly in rural areas and among marginalized communi-
ties. Educational institutions frequently reflect these broader
societal norms, thereby reinforcing gendered expectations ra-
ther than challenging them. Educational institutions reproduce
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gender inequality through formal and informal practices, in-
cluding gendered curricula, evaluation patterns, and leader-
ship structures. [1, 3, 6]. A sociological analysis of gender in-
clusion therefore requires attention to both structural condi-
tions and everyday institutional practices.

3. Feminist Theoretical Frameworks

Feminist theories provide critical analytical tools for exam-
ining gender inequality in education. Liberal feminist perspec-
tives focus on equal access and legal reforms, emphasizing the
importance of policies that ensure girls and women have the
same educational opportunities as men. In the Indian context,
this approach underpins many state-led initiatives aimed at in-
creasing female enrolment and reducing dropout rates.

Radical feminist perspectives, however, argue that gender
inequality is rooted in deep-seated patriarchal structures that
cannot be dismantled solely through access-oriented reforms.
From this viewpoint, educational institutions themselves are
gendered organizations that reproduce male dominance
through leadership structures, knowledge production, and dis-
ciplinary practices. Addressing inequality therefore requires a
transformation of institutional cultures and power relations.

Intersectional feminist approaches further deepen the anal-
ysis by recognizing that gender intersects with caste, class, re-
ligion, ethnicity, and region. In Indian educational spaces, the
experiences of women are highly differentiated. Dalit, Adivasi,
minority, and economically disadvantaged women often en-
counter multiple and overlapping forms of exclusion. Gender
inclusion policies that fail to account for these intersections
risk benefiting only relatively privileged groups.

4. Review of Literature

The literature on gender and education in India is extensive
and interdisciplinary, encompassing sociology, education
studies, gender studies, and public policy. Research consist-
ently indicates that government interventions such as free and
compulsory education, mid-day meal schemes, scholarships,
and conditional cash transfer programs have contributed to in-
creased enrolment of girls, particularly at the primary level.
These measures have been effective in reducing gender gaps
in basic education.

However, scholars also document persistent challenges be-
yond access. Studies highlight high dropout rates among girls
at the secondary level, often linked to early marriage, house-
hold responsibilities, safety concerns, and lack of sanitation
facilities. Gendered patterns in subject choice are widely re-
ported, with women underrepresented in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics disciplines and overrepresented
in arts and caregiving-related fields.

Research on higher education points to the underrepresen-
tation of women in faculty positions and institutional leader-
ship. Even where women are numerically present, they often
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face subtle forms of discrimination, including limited mentor-
ing opportunities, gender bias in evaluation, and work-life bal-
ance challenges. The literature also emphasizes the role of hid-
den curricula and informal practices in reinforcing gender
norms. Overall, existing studies suggest that while policy ef-
forts have improved access, institutional practices continue to
reproduce gender inequalities in complex ways.

5. Research Objectives and Research
Questions

5.1. Research Objectives

The present study aims to critically examine gender inclu-
sion in Indian educational spaces through a sociological and
policy-oriented perspective. The specific objectives of the
study are:

1) To examine the sociological foundations of gender ine-

quality within Indian educational institutions.

2) To analyze how institutional practices in schools, col-
leges, and universities shape gendered experiences of
students and educators.

3) To review existing education policies and governance
frameworks aimed at promoting gender inclusion in In-
dia.

4) To assess the extent to which policy interventions have
translated into substantive gender inclusion within edu-
cational institutions.

5) To explore the intersection of gender with caste, class,
and socio-economic status in shaping educational access
and participation.

6) To suggest policy and institutional strategies for achiev-
ing gender-transformative and inclusive educational en-
vironments.

5.2. Research Questions

Based on the above objectives, the study addresses the fol-

lowing research questions:

1) How is gender socially constructed and reproduced
within Indian educational institutions?

2) What institutional practices contribute to inclusion or ex-
clusion across different educational levels?

3) How do education policies in India conceptualize and
address gender inclusion?

4) To what extent do existing policy frameworks succeed
in promoting substantive gender equality in educational
spaces?

5) How do intersecting social factors such as caste, class,
and region influence gendered educational experiences?

6) What policy and institutional reforms are necessary to
strengthen gender inclusion in Indian education?
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6. Methodology

The present study adopts a qualitative, descriptive, and an-
alytical research design based exclusively on secondary data
sources. This study adopts a qualitative scoping review meth-
odology to systematically examine gender inclusion and insti-
tutional practices in Indian educational spaces. A scoping re-
view is appropriate for mapping key concepts, identifying re-
search gaps, and synthesizing existing literature in areas
where knowledge is dispersed across disciplines. A secondary
data-based methodology is particularly appropriate for exam-
ining gender inclusion in education, as it allows for a critical
synthesis of existing theoretical insights, historical evidences,
census and NFHS data, empirical findings, and policy frame-
works without the ethical and logistical constraints of primary
data collection. This approach is widely accepted in sociolog-
ical and social policy research, especially for conceptual and
review-based academic work.

6.1. Sources of Data

The study draws upon a diverse range of secondary sources,

including:

1) Peer-reviewed journal articles in sociology, education,
gender studies, and social policy.

2) Academic books and edited volumes by established
scholars.

3) Government policy documents and reports, particularly
national education policies and official publications.

4) Reports and frameworks published by international or-
ganizations such as UNESCO and the World Bank,
NFHS.

These sources were selected to ensure both theoretical

depth and policy relevance, with a specific focus on the Indian
context.

6.2. Method of Analysis

The collected literature and policy documents were ana-
lyzed using thematic and interpretive analysis. Key themes re-
lated to gender inclusion such as access, participation, institu-
tional practices, curriculum representation, governance, and
policy implementation were identified and examined. Femi-
nist sociological perspectives and theories of education were
used as analytical lenses to interpret how gender inequality is
produced and sustained within educational institutions. Policy
documents were analyzed critically to assess the gap between
policy intent and institutional practice. This involved examin-
ing how gender inclusion is conceptualized in policy language
and how effectively it addresses structural and cultural dimen-
sions of inequality.

7. Scope and Limitations

The scope of the study is limited to an analysis of Indian
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educational spaces, with particular emphasis on schools, col-
leges, and universities. As a secondary data—based study, it
does not include primary empirical evidence or statistical
analysis. However, the reliance on well-established scholarly
literature and official policy documents ensures academic ri-
gor and analytical validity. Despite these limitations, the
methodology enables a comprehensive sociological under-
standing of gender inclusion and provides a strong foundation
for policy-oriented discussion and future empirical research.

8. Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study is grounded in so-
ciological theories of education and feminist perspectives on
gender inequality. It conceptualizes gender inclusion in edu-
cation as an outcome shaped by the interaction of structural
factors, institutional practices, and policy frameworks. At the
structural level, broader social forces such as patriarchy, caste
hierarchy, class inequality, and regional disparities influence
access to and experiences within education. These structural
factors shape societal expectations regarding gender roles,
mobility, and participation in public institutions. At the insti-
tutional level, educational spaces operate through formal
mechanisms; such as admission policies, curricula, assess-
ment systems, and governance structures, and informal prac-
tices, including classroom interactions, disciplinary norms,
and campus culture. These institutional practices mediate the
impact of structural inequalities and play a crucial role in ei-
ther reinforcing or challenging gender norms. At the policy
level, constitutional provisions, national education policies,
and programmatic interventions aim to promote gender inclu-
sion by addressing barriers to access, safety, and participation.
However, the effectiveness of these policies depends on their
implementation within institutional contexts shaped by exist-
ing power relations.

The framework also incorporates an intersectional dimen-
sion, recognizing that gender does not operate in isolation but
intersects with caste, class, religion, and socio-economic sta-
tus to produce differentiated educational experiences. Gender
inclusion is thus understood as a dynamic and multidimen-
sional process, rather than a static outcome. In this framework,
gender-inclusive educational outcomes such as equitable par-
ticipation, representation, agency, and leadership emerge
when supportive policies align with inclusive institutional
practices and when structural inequalities are actively chal-
lenged. This conceptualization guides the analysis throughout
the paper and provides a coherent lens for examining gender
inclusion in Indian educational spaces.

9. Institutional Practices and Gendered
Experiences

Educational institutions operate through a combination of
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formal rules and informal norms that shape gendered experi-
ences. Admission policies, infrastructure design, hostel regu-
lations, dress codes, and disciplinary mechanisms often reflect
assumptions about gender, safety, and morality. For instance,
restrictive hostel timings and surveillance practices for female
students are frequently justified as protective measures but
may limit autonomy and reinforce notions of vulnerability.
Curricula and textbooks play a significant role in shaping gen-
der perceptions. Content analysis studies have shown that ed-
ucational materials often portray men and women in stereo-
typical roles, with men depicted as leaders, scientists, and de-
cision-makers, while women are shown in domestic or sup-
portive roles. Such representations contribute to the internali-
zation of gender norms and influence students’ aspirations.
Pedagogical practices, including teacher-student interac-
tions, classroom participation, and assessment methods, fur-
ther shape gender inclusion. Teachers’ expectations and un-
conscious biases can influence students’ confidence and per-
formance. Male students may receive more encouragement in
technical subjects, while female students are often praised for
compliance and discipline. These everyday practices cumula-
tively contribute to the gendered nature of educational spaces.

9.1. Policy Frameworks for Gender Inclusion in
India

India has adopted a range of constitutional, legislative, and
policy measures aimed at promoting gender equality in edu-
cation. Constitutional provisions guarantee equality and pro-
hibit discrimination on the basis of sex. National education
policies have consistently emphasized universal access, equity,
and inclusion, with specific attention to girls’ education. Re-
cent policy frameworks highlight gender inclusion as a key
objective, linking education with broader goals of empower-
ment and social justice. Targeted schemes provide financial
incentives, infrastructural support, and academic assistance to
encourage girls’ participation. At the higher education level,
policies emphasize gender sensitisation and inclusion in edu-
cational participation. The policy framework for gender inclu-
sion in education in India is grounded in constitutional man-
dates, national development goals, and international commit-
ments to gender equality [13, 14]. Education has been recog-
nized as a fundamental right and a critical instrument for
achieving social justice, with gender inclusion positioned as a
core objective of educational planning and governance.

9.2. Constitutional and Legal Foundations

The Constitution of India provides a robust legal foundation
for gender equality in education. Articles 14, 15, and 16 guar-
antee equality before the law and prohibit discrimination on
the basis of sex, while Article 15 (3) enables the State to make
special provisions for women. Article 21A, which recognizes
education as a fundamental right, further strengthens the
state’s obligation to ensure inclusive and equitable education
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for all children. These constitutional provisions establish gen-
der inclusion not as a policy choice but as a legal and moral
responsibility of the state. In addition to constitutional safe-
guards, various legislative measures and regulatory guidelines
reinforce gender equity within educational institutions. Legal
mechanisms addressing sexual harassment and discrimination
aim to create safer educational environments, particularly in
higher education institutions, where gender-based power
asymmetries are often pronounced.

9.3. National Education Policies and Gender
Inclusion

India’s education policies have consistently emphasized
gender equality, though the conceptualization and scope of in-
clusion have evolved over time. Earlier policy frameworks
primarily focused on expanding access to education for girls
through enrolment drives, incentives, and infrastructure devel-
opment. These access-oriented strategies played a significant
role in narrowing gender gaps at the primary level, especially
in rural and disadvantaged regions [15]. The National Educa-
tion Policy (NEP) 2020 marks a significant shift by explicitly
recognizing gender inclusion as part of a broader commitment
to equity and inclusion. The policy acknowledges that gender
disparities in education are shaped by intersecting factors such
as caste, socio-economic status, disability, and geographical
location. It emphasizes targeted interventions, gender-sensi-
tive pedagogy, and institutional accountability to ensure that
inclusion goes beyond access to encompass participation and
outcomes [9].

NEP 2020 also highlights the importance of increasing fe-
male participation in higher education, particularly in science
and technology disciplines, and calls for institutional mecha-
nisms to support women’s leadership and research careers.
However, the effectiveness of these provisions depends
largely on their translation into concrete institutional practices.

9.4. Programmatic Interventions and Welfare
Schemes

A wide range of government schemes have been imple-
mented to promote girls’ education, particularly among mar-
ginalized communities. Scholarships, conditional cash trans-
fer programs, free uniforms and textbooks, and mid-day meal
schemes have been instrumental in improving enrolment and
retention rates at the school level. These programs address
economic barriers that disproportionately affect girls’ access
to education, especially in low-income households [16].
While such welfare-oriented interventions have yielded meas-
urable gains, sociological studies caution that they often frame
girls’ education in instrumental terms, emphasizing demo-
graphic and economic outcomes rather than empowerment
and agency. As a result, these schemes may improve partici-
pation without necessarily challenging gender norms related
to early marriage, domestic labor, and restricted mobility [5].
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9.5. Gender Inclusion in Higher Education
Policies

Policy attention to gender inclusion in higher education has
increased in recent years, particularly in relation to safety, rep-
resentation, and leadership. Guidelines mandating internal
grievance mechanisms and gender sensitization programs aim
to address harassment and discrimination within campuses.
Additionally, fellowships and affirmative measures seek to
enhance women’s participation in research and academic ca-
reers.

Despite these initiatives, women remain underrepresented
in senior academic and administrative positions. Research
suggests that institutional cultures, informal networks, and
evaluation practices continue to disadvantage women, high-
lighting the limitations of policy measures that focus solely on
formal equality [11]. A sociological perspective underscores
the need for policies that address institutional power relations
and everyday practices, rather than relying exclusively on reg-
ulatory compliance. It can be seen on the ground that there are
lesser number of women seen in the institutional level in
teaching area, it a university level the participation of the fe-
male professor and other non-teaching work, compare to the
women the men are in more number. The enrolment at the uni-
versity level students also shows the same data, the female
students are lesser compare to those male students. [12].
While in the primary and high school level the enrolment of
the female is higher, however, the female participation in the
higher studies is lesser.

9.6. Limitations and the Need for
Gender-Transformative Policies

Although India’s policy framework demonstrates a strong
commitment to gender inclusion, several limitations persist.
Policy implementation is often uneven across regions and in-
stitutions due to resource constraints, administrative capacity,
and socio-cultural resistance. Moreover, many policies adopt
a protectionist approach that reinforces notions of female vul-
nerability rather than promoting autonomy and agency. A gen-
der-transformative policy approach requires moving beyond
welfare and access-oriented strategies to actively challenge
patriarchal norms embedded within educational institutions.
This includes revising curricula to reflect diverse gender roles,
promoting inclusive pedagogies, ensuring equitable represen-
tation in leadership, and strengthening accountability mecha-
nisms. Intersectional policy design is also essential to address
the compounded disadvantages faced by women from margin-
alized social groups [2, 7].

9.7. Towards Inclusive and Accountable
Educational Governance

Effective gender inclusion in education ultimately depends
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on the alignment between policy intent and institutional prac-
tice. Participatory governance structures, faculty training,
gender audits, and continuous monitoring can enhance insti-
tutional accountability. By embedding gender inclusion
within the everyday functioning of educational institutions,
policy frameworks can move closer to realizing their trans-
formative potential. To summarise, India’s policy frameworks
for gender inclusion in education reflect significant progress
in recognizing gender inequality as a structural issue. How-
ever, sustained commitment, institutional reform, and gender-
transformative strategies are essential to ensure that educa-
tional spaces become genuinely inclusive and equitable.

10. Conclusion

Gender inclusion in Indian educational spaces remains a
critical yet unfinished project. While significant progress has
been achieved in expanding access to education for girls and
women through sustained policy interventions, a sociological
analysis reveals that formal equality has not translated into
substantive inclusion. Educational institutions continue to
function as gendered spaces where cultural norms, institu-
tional practices, and power relations shape unequal experi-
ences and outcomes. Issues related to curriculum representa-
tion, pedagogical practices, leadership participation, safety,
and autonomy persist across different levels of education.

This paper has argued that gender inclusion cannot be as-
sessed solely through enrolment statistics or policy declara-
tions. Instead, it requires attention to everyday institutional
practices and the broader social structures in which educa-
tional institutions are embedded. Feminist and sociological
perspectives highlight that gender inequality in education is
deeply interconnected with caste, class, and regional dispari-
ties, making intersectional approaches essential for meaning-
ful reform. From a policy perspective, the findings suggest the
need to move beyond welfare-oriented and protectionist
frameworks towards gender-transformative educational poli-
cies. Such policies must actively challenge patriarchal norms,
promote gender-sensitive curricula and pedagogy, ensure eg-
uitable representation in leadership and decision-making, and
strengthen institutional mechanisms for addressing discrimi-
nation and harassment. Faculty training, participatory govern-
ance, and accountability structures are crucial for translating
policy intent into institutional practice. In conclusion, achiev-
ing genuine gender inclusion in Indian education requires a
sustained commitment to institutional transformation along-
side policy reform. By reimagining educational spaces as in-
clusive, democratic, and reflexive institutions, education can
more effectively serve as a catalyst for gender justice and
broader social change.
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