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Introduction to the Fair Chance 
to Education project in Hayrana

Presenter: Ann Stewart



Government college in Haryana

Introduction to the project



Haryana village showing compound-style housing

• Wadhwa 2017 (Punjab) – planning and realisation of HE for 1st

generation students – significance of rurality 
• Sahu et al 2017 (Bengaluru) – women selecting a nearby HEI due to 

issues of public safety, also issues of family honour attached to 
daughters; neighbourhood surveillance
• Narwana 2019 (Haryana, re school choice) – reluctance to invest in 

girl child given limited resources, safety risk of sending daughters 
further for school
• Borker 2017 (Delhi) – women choosing less competitive colleges 

based on safety, includes direct travel route as well as short distance

Gendered Access to HE in India - Background



• Five-year research project exploring the gendered factors that
contribute to access to HE for young people in Haryana, India.
• Haryana experiences significant gender-based practices that

affect the ability of young people to progress into higher
education.
• The project focuses on gendered social relations and gender

differences in choices, obstacles and opportunities for young
people as they progress through the education system, and
ultimately intends to devise project actions that can bring about
positive social change.
• We are focusing on one state in order to understand the state

mechanisms and contextual nuances.
• We are focusing on government colleges as the least expensive

and most localised HE provision (i.e. ‘easiest’ to access)

A Fair Chance for Education: Gendered Pathways 
to Educational Success in Haryana

Government college in Haryana



• Core project group
• Ann Stewart, Emily Henderson, with Julie Mansuy (University 

of Warwick)
• Nidhi Sabharwal (NIEPA)
• Manish Jain (Ambedkar University Delhi)
• Nandini Manjrekar (TISS Mumbai)

• Two doctoral scholarships for Indian students to gain a PhD from 
Warwick (Anjali Thomas, Education Studies; Nikita Samanta, Law)

• Research advisory group comprising experts in the field of gender 
and education

• Consultative group including scholars working across Education 
Studies, Women’s and Gender Studies, Human Rights and Socio-
legal Studies, including early career researchers. Project visits to UK 
and India to develop collaborations

Structure of the 5-Year Project

RAG discussion

CG meeting



Haryana
Urban Population –

34.88%
Sex ratio – 877

Juvenile Sex ratio – 834
Female Literacy – 65.9%
Overall Literacy – 75.5%

Sources: Census of India 
2011, Dept of HE HR



• This north-Indian state is a conundrum
of economic development BUT social 
conservatism, low sex-ratio and 
violence against women (Ahlawat 
2012, Madan and Gill 2011, Yadav 
2001 ).  

• Haryana is a prominent location in the 
Corridors of development (Planning 
Commission 2009, Apex Cluster 
Development services 2015). 

• High representation of girls and 
women in schools and universities in 
terms of parity but gendered 
inequalities persist in terms of entry 
into graduate employment and 
important life decisions. 

Haryana

Fields near Harvest 
season

Honda Factory 
protest 2016

Gurgaon



Phase 1: Gendered Pathways to 
Higher Education in Haryana -
Exploratory Study

Presenter: Emily Henderson and Nidhi Sabharwal



The research questions for this phase 1 study were as follows:

1. Who are the students accessing HE in government colleges in Haryana, India?
- How is this access gendered and/or influenced by other intersecting factors?

2. How and why are students accessing HE in government colleges in Haryana, India?
- How is this access gendered and/or influenced by other intersecting factors?

Research questions



• 3 co-educational government HE colleges (MDC, SDC, SiDC –
pseudonyms) in 3 geographically different districts of
Haryana
• Questionnaire survey in 3 colleges (N=313)
• Individual interviews with women and men students at MDC

& SDC (N=8)
• FGDs (Focus Group Discussions) with groups of women and

men students in each college (N= 20 FGD participants in
total)
• Interviews with a senior member of staff in each college

(N=2)
• Attempted documentary collection and analysis
• Descriptive analysis of quantitative survey data, thematic

analysis of qualitative survey/interview/FGD data

Research design – Phase 1 Research Study
Introducing the study at MDC

RA training in Delhi



• The students in our study were undoubtedly accessing HE at the 
frontiers of access, in government colleges located in rural areas 
or small urban centres. They represent the new wave of 
students entering HE through the massification phase.

• While there were vast discrepancies in the sample between 
more and less privileged students, this is within a spectrum of 
disadvantage, as none of the students in our study were highly 
privileged. 

• They all took the decision to apply for HE in a situation where 
classmates had not done so, but the majority had taken this 
decision based on word of mouth information and 
assumptions/beliefs about what HE is for and what it entails. 

• Moreover, the decision had been taken within a close family 
structure where the elders of the family (including parents) had 
not attained HE or high school, so had limited personal 
experience of HE, but had a strong influence in the decision-
making process.

Findings - Government Colleges as Frontiers of Access







For more information on the 
findings - go to 
www.warwick.ac.uk/haryana
-> ‘Output’

http://www.warwick.ac.uk/haryana


Phase 2: Families as a gendered 
site where educational 
decisions are made

Presenter: Anjali Thomas



Why do we need to understand the involvement of families?

Apart from the observations 
made by the Phase 1 study 
regarding the involvement of 
families. Literature also shows 
that families are involved in 
educational choices such as 
choice of discipline and HEI 
(Gautam 2015, Sahu et al 
2017, Borker 2017, Wadhwa 
2017). 
We need to understand what 
happens within the families as 
these unequal gendered 
decisions are made. 



Research Questions

• What are the different roles played by different family members as students 
access higher education, and how are these gendered?

• How are different gendered educational decisions made within families? 
How do different family members justify these decisions?

• How are the families’ gendered plans and experiences of enrolling in college 
influenced by a range of other intersecting factors?  

An exploration of the role of families in gendered educational trajectories of young people 
accessing higher education in Haryana



Methodology
• Families are recognised as relevant factors 

but not involved in research 
• Family members as participants –

presenting alternative and intersecting 
perspectives – co-existing reflexive thinking 
and actions within the family-group 

• Semi structured interviews with 
undergraduate participants=26 [11W (6 
General and 5 OBC) and 15 M (9 General 
and 2 OBC and 4 SC )]
• Home visits and semi structured interviews 

with family members [families=11; 6W and 
5M; 5 General, 3 OBC and 3 SC families]



Key Findings: Roles played by families

Support: gendered and parental support motivated by aspirations for a “better” life. 
Inspire: trailblazing cousins and older siblings inspire parents, family members and 
students educational aspiration, choices and career choices
Inform: Parental social capital, traliblazing siblings and cousins, peer groups and cyber 
cafes
Steer: mobilising academic performance and scholarships to garner and maintaining 
gendered social support. Gendered compromises in choice of institution to further 
garner support and approval. 

Families Support, Inspire, Inform and Steer the educational 
decisions towards accessing HE



Key Findings: Negotiating Agencies within families to access HE

Making HE decisions: Gendered support and approval HE choices. Who is supporting? Who is 
approving? Who is consulted?

Reflexive thinking: perceptions of barriers, choices, support and approval, Aspirations and 
motivations
Reflexive Actions:
- Silences (dominance and subjugation)
- Expressions of opposition, approval and interests

Within a patrifocal (patriarchal and patrilocal) gender regime which prioritises the needs 
and wishes of male family members, students and different family members exercise 
gendered agencies to negotiate access to HE. 

“it is just a bit of shame (on my part), that it is ok (to not 
object to father). If everyone follows what he says his respect 
(and honour) increases”. (Mohan SiDC)



Key Findings: Intersectional factors influencing how families access HE

Social Class: preference for more expensive private women’s colleges with chartered buses which are 
considered to be safer and more reputable. At the same time, some chose the cheapest and nearest 
government colleges to demonstrate that they are not adding to the family’s financial burden. Educational 
pathways and safety are material and gendered. 
Caste: Some colleges such as SiDC were often perceived as SC colleges with greater number of Dalit 
students, poorer quality of facilities and teaching. Caste identities were often linked to perceptions of 
barriers and choices  in terms of successful enrolment by non-Dalit families who were sceptical of 
reservations. 
As more young women in communities are accessing HE, families are increasing the demand for young 
men to have equivalent educational qualifications or employment so that they can form acceptable 
marital relations with young women from the same caste and class group. 

Social factors such as social class and caste influence how family members reflexively 
negotiate with each other to make educational decisions

Hritik (MDC) reported that his father had insisted that he enrolled in 
college as increasing number of young women in the baniya community 
are graduates and will not be interested in marrying someone without a 
graduate’s degree. 



Recommendations

Since a majority of young people accessing HE, especially in state funded colleges, are either trailblazers or the first 
women and men accessing higher education, the family is a significant stakeholder in educational decision-making. 
Hence, it is important that information regarding HE be available in multiple formats which are accessible to parents and 
family members with different educational and linguistic backgrounds. 

Trailblazers are important sources of experiential knowledge as they have intense and personal experiences of navigating 
gendered agency, family opposition or lack of support to access higher education, especially within first generation 
families to access HE. 

In the absence of Institutional outreach mechanisms, cyber-cafes are a significant site where students and family 
members can access the internet and information regarding higher education institutions, courses and career 
opportunities accessible to them.

Educational decisions are intense family decisions made within a patrifocal gendered regime. We 
need to re-imagine students as (not autonomous) individuals who are deeply embedded in a 
family group within their particular contexts. Educational pathways and initiatives to improve 
informed educational decisions need to involve family members and community stakeholders.



Phase 3: Institutional outreach

Presenter: Nikita Samanta



•Role of the institution- The third phase looked at the role of the institution, as the data from 
the first two phases clearly point to a lack of support from the institution in enabling access to HE 
among young people and how this support may have gendered effects on access.  
•Lack of social and cultural capital-Looked at the role of the institution in mitigating the 
lack of knowledge and information, potentially caused by the lack of social and cultural capital, 
which emerged overwhelmingly as the factor that affected educational choices from the previous 
two phases. Women tend to have lower social and cultural capital. 
•Outreach- Outreach programmes have been cited as the most effective tool institutions can 
use to mitigate the gap in knowledge and break down barriers in access to HE among underserved 
communities. 
•‘Taster days’ are events which allow students to sample university life by visiting the college 
and interacting with faculty and staff. It provide prospective students the experience of being an 
actual student at the institution. 

Phase 3



• What are the institutional attitudes towards carrying out outreach in 
Haryana?

• What factors play a role in enabling a culture of outreach in public 
institutions in Haryana?

• What role do public institutions currently play, if any, in enabling young 
people’s access to higher education in Haryana? 

• What impact does the delivery of this outreach activity have on differently 
positioned young women and men and their access to higher education?

Research Questions



Sample: 100 students from class XII across disciplines with a 50:50 gender split in each district. 

Focused Ethnography: observation and Journaling (Study the process and attitudes of 
Institutions in organising an outreach event)
Interviews + Questionnaires: Pre and post event questionnaires + post event interviews with 
participants. 
(Evaluation of outreach activity and understanding specific needs to students relative to 
institutional support)

Data collection
•Stage 1: Initial contact with schools and colleges
•Stage 2: Finalising logistics/ dates/ venue/ transport
•Stage 3: Taster day
•Stage 4: Follow up evaluation via phone

Method



• Currently, public state HE institutions do not carry out formal outreach in Haryana. 
• Outreach activities such as brochure distribution and school visits were part of the policy 
until 2012 but have since been discouraged as the state moved towards online resources. 
• Public colleges are under resourced and overburdened (eg. Election duty, public service 
exam venues). 
• Public college leaders shared feeling alienated- no say in policy measures. 
• There seemed to be a gap in the understanding of ground realities among the policy makers 
which made it more difficult for colleges to funnel resources towards encouraging access 
effectively. 
• All colleges in the study understood the importance of and were enthusiastic about 
outreach and many carried out informal outreach through their networks, whatsApp groups, 
etc. 

Findings: Institutional attitudes towards Outreach



• Most participants echoed a lack of social and cultural capital in accessing higher education 
• Young people, especially men,  in Haryana seem keener on securing employment, especially in the public 

sector, than they are to access HE. 
• More women than men access higher education in Haryana which may seem like a positive sign but it appears 

women access higher education to make them more marriageable and because they lack the agency and 
choice to secure employment due to family restrictions. Men on the other hand choose to look for 
employment over higher education. 

• In the evaluation phase, it became clear that more male participants as compared with female participants had 
indeed decided not to access higher education and instead seek employment or enrol in coaching for public 
service examinations or the Indian Armed Forces. 

• Of the participants that were interviewed during the evaluation phase, more than 90% said that the Taster Day 
was useful to them in making various decisions about college. Most of them emphasised that they found the 
event useful in helping them navigate the admissions process- filling the online forms without errors and 
choosing the right courses. 

• Majority of participants shared they would like for such events to take place at least once a year in class 11 and 
12 to guide and help young people navigate the transition to higher education and make more informed 
choices. 

Findings: Impact on students’ access to HE



Recommendations

• Colleges, especially public colleges, should carry out some form of outreach 
to bridge the gap in information and knowledge and make access to HE 
easier. 

• Informational brochures should be distributed to give students all the 
necessary information about a particular college.

• The application process should be made multimodal (offline and online) to 
make it easier for rural students to apply to HE. 

• Policy making should include feedback and input from HEI leaders who work 
at the grassroot level  in order to be comprehensive and take into account all 
the ground level challenges faced by the institution as well as students.  

• More resources need to be allocated for needs-based scholarships for 
students from general category who may not be eligible for caste based 
studentships and scholarships. 



Policy Brief and Toolkit 

Presenter: Ann Stewart



Contributing to positive social change

• Present impact phase (until Feb 2022)
• Identified the key findings from the three linked phases of the 

project to share with education policy makers 
• In the context of the development of the 2020 National 

Education Strategy 
• Focusing on two ways of making a contribution



Policy Brief

Focus: education policy makers in Haryana and nationally 

Highlights the key findings of our research in a format accessible to 
wider audiences of policy makers  

In discussion - lead to action points 



A practical guide based on phase 3 and 
incorporating findings from phases 1 and 
2.

Offered to support local HEI initiatives 
relating to outreach activities (as 
recommended in HES 2020)

Toolkit



Next Steps

• In partnership with two Universities in Haryana, pilot the 
toolkit in government colleges 

• Present the toolkit at a workshop 
• Recruit a number of government colleges
• Pilot the event, revise, finalise and present at second workshop
• Present policy briefing and toolkit at a national workshop in 

conjunction with NIEPA 



Conclusion

• Original design - to learn and evolve (in close partnership with 
partners; the collaborative group and the research advisory 
group) over the various phases of the project

• Findings offer new insights into gendered access to Higher 
Education to enrich scholarship 

• Potential to contribute to positive social change through our 
impact related activities 


