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 AAbbssttrraacctt   

The study aims to explore the first-generation females’ decision to pursue higher education in 

terms of socializing agents, educational policies, socio-cultural factors, and academic factors 

that influences their educational paths. The study gives insights on the challenges for the 

first-generation female students are facing in Nepalese higher education, and the way they 

cope with those challenges. 

The study is qualitative in nature and methodologically based on semi-structure interviews to 

collect the data from the respondents to address the aims of the study and the formulated 

research questions: (1) What are the challenges for the first-generation female students have 

to face in Nepalese higher education? and (2) How do they cope with those challenges? The 

data are presented and discussed based on social and economic theories such as first-

generation theory, human capital theory, social capital theory and cultural capital theory. The 

data of the study are mainly categorized into socio-cultural factors, environment of academic 

institutions, higher education and challenges, and opportunity of higher education.  

The study revealed that the major challenges are weak implementation of women rights 

guaranteed by the law, patriarchal norms and values, poverty, gender discrimination, poor 

condition of physical infrastructure of academic institutions, lack of policy for pregnancy and 

maternity leave in HE system, regional disparities, very limited education loan and 

scholarships.  

The secrets of respondents’ success in pursuing HE are hard work, familial support and 

escaping from early marriage and balancing the student role, family role, and societal role at 

the same time.  

At last, based on the findings, the study suggests the government authorities to implement 

SDG 4 and SDG 5 effectively to ensure the right to education for all.  The study further 

suggests the HE institutions to ensure gender-friendly social and physical environment.  

  

KKeeyy  wwoorrddss::  wwoommeenn  iinn  hhiigghheerr  eedduuccaattiioonn,,  ffiirrsstt--ggeenneerraattiioonn  wwoommeenn  iinn  eedduuccaattiioonn,,  aacccceessss  ttoo  

hhiigghheerr  eedduuccaattiioonn,,  ggeennddeerr  ddiissccrriimmiinnaattiioonn  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

As education generates knowledge, attitude and skills, it is essential to a nation’s social and 

economic development. The hallmark of the 21st century is the creation of knowledge-based 

economies and democratic societies (Sijapati, 2004). According to Morley, Leach, & Lugg 

(2009), higher education adds value to society, serving as both a public and private good – 

public because it contributes to society and private because it has potential to benefit the 

individual (as cited in Johnson, 2011). Higher education (HE) plays a significant role for the 

promotion of national development through three major functions: education, research and 

social contribution. HE is beneficial at all levels, for students, parents, societies, economy and 

general well-being. For the same, governments around the world engage in providing higher 

education.  

HE is based on institutional design, financing modality and model for operation (Acharya, 

2013). HE in Nepal consists of varied bachelor’s (3-5 years) (undergraduate) and master’s (2 

years) degree and Ph.D. programmes (postgraduate). Semester system was introduced in all 

higher education institutions in 2015. Some universities offer M. Phil. and post-graduate 

diplomas. It produces quality human resources required for the economic growth.  However, 

as Herbst asserts “in the past, higher or territory education was once an elite phenomenon” 

(2007, p. 10). 

Before entering into the topic of study, the brief account of the setting of the study is 

presented here so that it will be easy to make the sense of the study.   

1.1  Nepal 

Nepal is a landlocked country located between China on the North and India on the east, 

south and west. It has 147,181 square kilometer area located between 26°22’ to 30°27’ 

latitude north and between 80° 04’ and 88°12’ longitude east. Geographically, it consists of 

three layers of distinct ecological zones: 1) the Himalayas, the high mountain range with 

snow-covered peaks, 2) the hill areas with lush high hills and valleys, and 3) the Terai, a strip 

of fertile plains. All these geographic belts of Nepal run from east to west. According to the 

National Population Census 2011, the country has total population of 26.5 million and 51.50 

percent of the population are women. Almost 50.3 percent of the population resides in the 

Terai, 43.0 percent in the hills and 6.7 percent in the mountains (CBS 2012). 
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Nepal is a country of social diversities – it is inhabited by people of diverse social, cultural, 

ethnic and religious backgrounds. The national census 2011 revealed that there are 125 

caste/ethnic groups and 123 languages spoken as a mother tongue in Nepal. Nepal is a secular 

country with 81.34% Hindu, 9.04% Buddhist, 4.38% Islam, 3.04% Kirat and 1.41% 

Christians. While these five religions constitute more than 99% of the total population, the 

remaining less than one percent comprises Jain (0.01%), Prakriti (0.46%), Bon (0.04%), 

others (0.007%) and unspecified (0.23%) (CBS, 2012).  

The Constitution of Nepal (2015) enshrines the common aspiration of multi-ethnic, multi-

lingual, multi-religious and multi-cultural characteristics of the Nepalese people with a bond 

of allegiance to national independence, integrity, national interest and prosperity of the 

country. Politically, Nepal is a federal democratic republic with a multiparty system of 

government and the sovereignty vested in people. For administrative purposes, the country is 

divided into 7 provinces, and 77 districts with 6 metropolitan cities, 11 sub-metropolitan 

cities, 276 municipalities, and 460 rural municipalities (MoE & UNESCO 2015). 

1.2  Caste system in Nepal 

Eventhough Nepal has been declared a secular state by the constitution, “the influence of 

caste system is still in practice in many of the cases, and has been a major determinant of 

identity” (Bennett et al. 2008, p. 1). So, castes system affects their family life, food, dress, 

occupations and culture. Since the majority of people in Nepal are Hindus, Hindu caste 

system is in practice. The caste system is divided into four folds which are Brahman (priests 

and scholars), Kshatriya (warriors), Vaisya (merchants and traders), and Sudra (laborers) 

(GoNepal.eu). The lowest ranking is Sudras or untouchables (Achhut, Dalit) (Upadhyay 

2013). In the Hindu caste system, the lower caste people are less privileged to education and 

thus they have lowest level of literacy, which limits their opportunity to get a job because 

they are considered inherently inferior and are related to a disadvantaged position, regardless 

of their behaviour (Subedi 2011). Although the constitution of 2015 prohibits any form of 

discrimination on the basis of race, caste, sex and religion, lowest caste people are still being 

dominated in all important spheres of life including religion and culture.  
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1.3  Education system in Nepal 

Every nation has its own education system. In Nepalese context, the formal school system is 

of 12 years and it is structured in basic education, secondary level education and higher 

secondary education level. The minimum entry age for basic education is 5 years (5 years 

completion). Primary education or the first level of education has currently been extended to 

8 years (grade 1-8 and ages 5-12) as basic education. The second level of education is 

secondary level which comprises of two  sections, secondary (grades 9-10) and higher 

secondary education (grades 11 and 12, also known as 10+2). Secondary Education 

Examinations (SEE), (previously known as School Leaving Certificate (SLC)) are held at the 

end of secondary school in the national level. This new Education Act was implemented from 

2017 March.  

There is mainly a dual system of school level education in Nepal with public and private 

schools. Private schools are relatively expensive and affordable only by the higher class 

family in general. Most of the private schools use English as the medium of instruction and 

they are relatively more facilitated. Since the private schools are owned by individuals, 

religious organizations and non- government sources, they are business oriented schools. 

Government (public) schools, on the other hand, are directed, owned and funded by central 

government.  

The next type of school is a community school, run (managed and supported) by the local 

people, which does not get the regular financial support from the government and also has no 

other sustainable financial sources. Over all, the government controls the system of education 

and overview in all perspectives focusing on the quality.  

1.4  Higher education in Nepal   

Higher education (HE) in Nepal does not have long history. The establishment of Tri-

Chandra College in 1918 in the public sector, marks the beginning of modern HE in Nepal. 

Prior to the Tribhuvan University (TU), some classes and exams were conducted and 

conferred degrees in Kathmandu under the prescribed courses of Patna University, India. 

With the introduction of Democracy in 1951 in Nepal, number of private and public HE 

institutions/ colleges affiliated to Patna University, India, increased. TU was established in 

Kathmandu in 1959. Then all those 29 colleges were brought together and run under TU. 
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Since then higher education in Nepal has expanded rapidly (Khaniya, 2007; Simkhada & Van 

Teijlingen, 2010).  

Later, in 1980s, Nepal government developed the concept of multi-university system. In 

1986, Nepal Sanskrit University (NSU), then Mahendra Sanskrit University, was established 

with concentration on Sanskrit education and traditional Ayurveda education. With the 

restoration of democracy in 1990, other universities such as Kathmandu University (KU) 

1991, Purbanchal University (PU) 1994, Pokhara University (PokU) 1997, and Lumbini 

Buddha University (LBU) 2005 were established. Likewise, Far-western University (FWU), 

Mid-western University (MWU) and Agriculture and Forestry University (AFU) were set up 

in 2010 (University Grant Commission, Nepal, 2013/14). 

TU comprises 96 constituent campuses; four research centres (centre for Economic 

Development and Administration, Research Centre for Educational Innovation and 

Development, Centre for Nepal and Asian Studies, and Research Centre for Applied Science 

and Technology) and five institutes (Institute of Agriculture and Animal Sciences, Institute of 

Medicine, Institute of Engineering, Institute of Forestry, and Institute of Science and 

Technology). In addition, TU shares the largest number of HE student enrollment. (Rana 

2017; University Grant Commission, 2010/11). Although the monopoly of TU over Nepalese 

higher education is gradually declining, both in terms of quantity and quality, TU (and its 

associated campuses) continues to dominate HE in the country, accounting for over 83% of 

the higher education enrollment (ADB 2015). But, unfortunately, the pass rate of the students 

in TU is 0.28 only (UGC report 2012/13). 

There are two types of campuses such as constituent and affiliated under the Nepalese HE 

system and academies. The constituent campuses rely on the state financial support and 

pursue a liberal admission policy and offer a high level of access to students with nominal 

fees. Affiliated campuses are categorized into private and community campuses. Private 

campuses are those campuses that are managed by private institutions, or individuals, 

promoters/ share holders; whereas the community campuses are supported by local 

communities (Education Management Information System, 2012/13).  

The HE system in Nepal includes several faculties sucha as Aayurved, Agriculture, 

Buddhism, Education, Engineering, Forestry, Humanities and Social Sciences, Law, 

Management, Medicine, Sanskrit, and Science and Technology. The distribution of students 
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and their total enrolmet in different faculties in the academic year 2012/13 is given in the 

following table: 

Table 1 Number and share of students in different faculties 

Faculty Number of students Percentage 

Aayurved 86 0.02 

Agriculture  1,444 0.25 

Buddhism 302 0.05 

Education 226,477 39.76 

Engineering 15,404 2.70 

Forestry 1,122 0.20 

Humanities and Socail Sciences 84,350 14.81 

Law 4,203 0.74 

Management 194,846 34.20 

Medicine 18,847 3.31 

Sanskrit 1,151 0.20 

Science and Technology 21,433 3.76 

Total 569,665 100 

Source: Education Management System (2012/13) 

The given table shows that enrolment of students in education, humanities and social 

sciences, and management faculties have higher number compared to the other faculties. 

Education faculty covers 39.76% whereas science and technology covers less than 4% 

enrolment of the students. The table, thus, shows that the enrolment of students in general 

faculties is higher than in technical faculties. 

The situation of women students enrollmen in different faculties is given in the following 

table: 
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Table 2 Level and stream-wise enrollment of women in HE in 2010-2011 

 

Source: Acharya, 2015 (Fem: Female, To’l: Total, Agri: Agriculture, Sci: Science) 

The given table shows that of the total enrollment in HE, women’s concentration is the 

highest in Bachelor’s level in all streams. Their share is the highest in education and it is 

followed by medicine, a technical streams. Their proportion of enrollment in Bachelor level 

Science and Technology is just 2.7%.  Women’s enrollment declines significantly in Master’s 

level. 

1.5  Scholarships and education loan 

To reduce the disparities in higher education, the government has been providing prioritized 

support for the development of rural areas and disadvantaged groups that includes 

scholarships for students from remote areas. But, unfortunately, most of the students of the 

areas do not get the information about it. This intervention programme has been ineffective 

because it does not reach the target groups. Also, those who are able to get such support 

eventually move to urban areas. Therefore, there is a need for a similar strategy that will 

ensure benefits to the rural areas (ADB, 2015). 

UGC has girls’ scholarship programme for diligent, dalit (untouchables), differently able 

(disable) and marginalized female students. It is of Nepalese rupee 10,000/- (approximately 

$90) per year. The scholarship aims to maintain the gender parity increasing the access of 

female students to HE (UGC 2018). This scholarship does not cover common female 

students. 
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There is a practice of education loan in advanced countries but in developing country like 

Nepal, it is in very limited cases only. Although the Nepal government had announced 

through the budget statement of the current fiscal year 2016/17 that arrangements would be 

made to provide student loans, the scheme was not included in the monetary policy by Nepal 

Rastra Bank (NRB). However, the central bank indicated that commercial banks are free to 

launch such plans (The Kathmandu Post 2016). 

Commercial banks have started providing education loans against academic certificates in 

limited numbers to engineering students by signing agreements with the concerned 

engineering colleges. Only about 6.9% students enroll in engineering and about 88% of the 

academic programs and of student enrollment are in conventional and traditional disciplines 

such as education, management, law, and liberal arts and humanities - all of which offer 

limited job prospects (ADB 2015, p. XI). Banks do not have a policy to issue such loans to all 

students. To obtain education loan, students wishing to take loans against their certificates 

should submit the actual certificates from the School Leaving Certificate to higher levels. 

Students can get back their certificates after clearing their loans which can be repaid in 

installments within four years.  

According to the banks’ statement, students can receive 40-80 percent of their college costs 

under the scheme. The money is released in installments based on the student’s excellence, 

labour and credibility. The loan matures in four years and interest is charged at a rate of 5-8 

percent per annum (The Kathmandu Post 2016). 

1.6  The research statement 

To begin with Johnson’s statement “higher education provides paths for individual and 

communal development; it raises individual awareness of societal issues and often serves as a 

strong source of research used to address relevant issues of nation-states” (2011, p. 1). Since 

the role of universities in a nation is to enhance national development, it is essential to be 

equal access of males and female to higher education but in Nepalese context, although there 

is satisfactory rate of participation of girls up to secondary school level, at tertiary level, the 

rate of female participation is not satisfactory. The main reason is: 

“… most of the institutions and students are concentrated in the Central 

Development Region, mainly in the Kathmandu Valley, which accounts for almost 

51.0% of the total institutions and 55.4% of student enrollment. Inequity in access for 
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women and disadvantaged social groups, the lack of access in remote areas, and 

disparities between rural and urban areas are among the key issues in Nepali higher 

education” (ADB 2015, p. xi). 

All the educational institutions of HE, thus, are confined to urban centers, especially in 

Kathmandu, and it deprives the rural youths from equal access to higher education.  

There are no sufficient institutions in the villages. Even if there are, most of them are only for 

the sake of name and rooms for petty politics. There are no sufficient physical infrastructures, 

subjects of interest, and no qualified and experienced academicians to operate them. 

Theoretically, males and females have equal access to HE, but in practice, there is no equity 

because of socio-cultural reasons and policy factors.  The reason behind it is that Nepal’s 

education system is a part of its century’s old autocratic and feudalistic political legacy as 

such has contributed with the country’s socio-economic inequalities. Mainly, HE is male 

dominated (Simkhada & Teijlingen, 2010). Although education is of a fundamental human 

right,  many women do not always have access to this right in Nepal. Women, especially 

first-generation, need to struggle a lot to gain access to HE. As Johnson states, for the 

purpose of this study, first-generation students are defined as “the students whose parents had 

no higher education” (2011, p. 33).  

In Nepal, a developing country in South Asia, education is the ‘chief impetus for national 

development’ Hood, 1988 (as cited in Johnson 2011, p. 1). Nepalese society is patriarchal in 

nature where women are treated as second class citizens and are denied human rights 

including right to education. HE for females is still considered to be luxury. As Bendera 

states “investment in higher education results in both private and public benefits … aid 

donors, religious bodies, individuals and the business community all invest in education as a 

means of developing human capital” (1999, p. 117).  Likewise: 

“… education creates a workforce capable of taking on more complex and better-

paying jobs. At the same time, the existence of such jobs makes it worthwhile for 

students to stay on in school; eventually, all those unpaid hours in the classroom will 

translate into a job that compensates workers for when they were learning and not 

earning” (OECD 2007, p. 30). 

But, unfortunately, many parents invest very less on daughter’s education, especially in HE. 

Poor population mostly lies in the rural areas where women are considered to be poorest of 

the poor. Even though there is a provision of equality between male and female in all respects 

in the constitution, and also current president is a woman, the common women are living 
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under the shadow of patriarchy. Those parents and guardians, who have not had HE 

experience, hardly let their daughters/ women go away from home for HE.  

The enrollment in higher education has increased rapidly over the years, but the percent of 

women/ females enrollment is considerably lower than the males. On the other hand, as 

Kwesiga (2002) writes “evidence that a mother’s lack of education has an adverse effect on 

girls’ access to schooling” (p. 53). Therefore, parental education is linked to the education for 

next generation. Children of educated parents are more likely to attend higher education than 

children of non-educated parents; parental earnings influence educational aspirations for their 

children (Kwesiga, 2002). In this context, Higher Education Research Institute (2007) further 

mentions “relative to their peers, first-generation students have poorer academic preparation, 

different motivations for enrolling in college, varying levels of parental support and 

involvement, different expectations for their college experience, and significant obstacles in 

their path to retention and academic success” (p. 1). Moreover, the dropout rate of female 

students in higher education is higher in Nepalese context. 

Despite the various effort of Nepal government for equal access to HE for males and females, 

there has been little success in its mission due to personal, social, cultural and educational 

policy reasons. This study entitled “Women's Access to Higher Education in Nepal: The 

context of first-generation female students” is, therefore, a relevant topic in Nepalese context 

since it is focusing on the first-generation female students.   

1.7  Rationale of the study  

Several studies have been carried out regarding higher education in Nepal but there hardly 

exists studies on the motivations, struggles, and educational journeys of people from socially 

dominated women/ female seeking higher education. On the other hand “compared to their 

peers, first-generation college students tend to be at a distinct disadvantage with respect to 

basic knowledge about postsecondary education (e.g., costs and application process), level of 

family income and support, educational degree expectations and plans, and academic 

preparation in high school” (Pascarella et al., 2004, p. 250). The focus of this study is, in this 

regard, on first-generation females who have carried out their higher education enrolling at 

Gender Studies programme, under the faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences at TU and 

aims to explore deeper understanding of the motivations, inspirations and challenges to be 

faced by the first-generation women and how they cope with the challenges while pursuing 
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HE in patriarchal society. Therefore, this research would open wider field to conduct further 

research reducing the research gap and add a literature in the field of women’s access to 

higher education in Nepalese context.  

1.8  Aim of the study and research questions  

The aim of this study was to explore the first-generation females’ decision to pursue higher 

education in terms of socializing agents, educational policies, socio-cultural factors, and 

academic factors that influences their educational paths. To fulfill the aim of the study, the 

following research questios were formulated:  

1. What are the challenges for the first-generation female students have to face in Nepalese 

higher education? 

 2. How do they cope with those challenges? 

1.9  Outline of the thesis  

This study is divided into seven major chapters. The first introductory chapter sets the stage 

and tone of the study. It establishes the focus of the paper and the basic framework and 

background in which the study is situated. The chapter provides an overview of the problem 

that the study addresses. This chapter further sets the research questions which frames the 

focus area of the study. 

The second chapter deals with review of literature. It discusses the common theories that are 

relevant higher education and women access in Nepalese context. It also presents an 

overview of relevant studies done on the subject of the study.  

Likewise, third chapter outlines the theoretical framework that forms the bases of the study. 

Chapter four deals with and research methodology used in the study. So it addresses the 

research design and methods. It also includes validity and reliability, ethical issues, and the 

limitation of the study.  

In the fifth chapter, based on the presentation and analysis of the data, findings of the study 

are presented.  In chapter six, the findings of the study are discussed based on theresearch 

questions. In the last chapter, the conclusions are drawn,  recommendations to the 
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government and academic institutions are made, and some suggestions for future research are 

mentioned. It is the concluding chapter of the study. 
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2 REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature related to higher education and women 

access in Nepalese context, and other developing countries. So, this section focuses on review 

of documents related to women access and higher education in the international and national 

contexts. The sources which provide the basis to explore and understand the higher education 

and women’s access in Nepal are categorised under refernce and thematic literature.  

2.1  Reference literature 

Since the study is related to gender and higher education in Nepalese context where 

patriarchy prevails, as base of the study, The Creation of Patriarchy (1986) by Gerda Learner 

has been screened. This book reconceptualizes the western civilization focusing on gender 

issues in which she argues that male domination over women (patriarchy) in society is not 

“natural” or biological, but the product of a historical development. She, further, claims that 

patriarchy as a system of organizing society was established historically and can be ended up 

with historical process too.  

Then a research on women’s access and higher education by Johnson, M. P. (2011) has been 

reviewed to link Tanzania with Nepalese context. Johnson in Women's access to higher 

education in Tanzania revealed that the women have to struggle against the social pressures 

of getting pregnant or becoming married while in higher education (HE). They have to 

balance the societal roles and academic roles at the same time. She argues that the women in 

HE need self-confidence, inspiration and role-models, and financial support from their 

family. She concludes that the major problems of women in rural Tanzania are cultural 

barriers and low investment in women higher education.  

Next, to see the relation between patriarchy and HE in European and American context 

Women and Gender Equality in Higher Education? by Miriam E. David (2015) has been 

visited in which she looks at the changes in HE and women’s lives over the last 50 years in 

the countries. She agrees that, along with other major social transformations, women 

participation in HE, and employment has been changed at unprecedented rate and also there 

has been a gender balance of undergraduate students, but she argues that patriarchy in HE is 
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still deeply rooted despite women’s involvements in academia since long. It has been a great 

challenge to achieve gender equality in HE institutions. 

Identity and Gender in Higher Education (2013) by Clarke, M., Hyde, A. & Drennan, J. 

establishes the relation between gender, HE, and identity. In the article, they argue that 

women are represented with the works that have fewer prospects of mobility. Furthermore, 

they claim that family responsibility could constrain the geographic mobility of married 

women, and unmarried women may be geographically constrained relative to men as well 

due to family or social ties that leads relatively less access to HE and less mobility in their 

career than their male counterparts. HE not only increases the chance of work for individuals 

but also, as OECD states, gives individuals both financial security and a sense of identity, 

belonging and self-respect (2007). 

According to OECD (2007) in Human Capital, economic success crucially relies on human 

capital – the knowledge, skills, competencies and attributes that allow people to contribute to 

their personal and social well-being, as well as that of their countries. OECD further mentions 

that education is the key factor in forming human capital. People with better education tend to 

have higher incomes – a benefit that is also reflected in improved economic growth. The 

impact of human capital goes beyond economics. This book states that raising human capital 

raises health levels, community involvement and employment prospects. But in many 

countries, many young people fail to finish secondary school, which severely limits their 

subsequent employment prospects. Such failure is frequently concentrated in particular 

communities, leading to their marginalisation from the economic and social mainstream. 

Since the female population occupies more than half of the total population and play 

important role in national economy, they are also supposed to have equal access to higher as 

male counterparts in Nepal. 

OECD Report (2001), The Well-being of Nations: The Role of Human and Social Capital 

describes the latest evidence covering investment in human capital and its impact on growth 

and well-being and clarifies the more novel concept of social capital. Moreover, it identifies 

the roles of human and social capital in realizing sustainable economic and social 

development. The report defines human capital and discusses the sources of human capital in 

families, schools, communities and workplaces. The report further addresses the conceptual 

and measurement framework for social capital, examining its sources and impacts on a broad 

range of possible outcomes. The potential for complementarity between human and social 
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capital, both from a conceptual and an empirical standpoint, is discussed. Since the human 

capital is knowledge, skills, competencies and attributes embodied in individuals that 

facilitate the creation of personal, social and economic well-being (OECD 2001), it is 

associated to higher education and women education. Social capital, whereas “refers to the 

resources gained through social ties, memberships of networks and sharing of norms” (OECD 

2001, p. 23). The aim of this report is to generate an informed debate on some of the key 

issues that affect our societies and economies today and also to provide the information and 

insights about the changes and challenges that will shape our economies, our societies, and 

ultimately, our lives, in the future. 

Gender Trouble Makers: Education and Empowerment in Nepal by Jennifer Rothchild 

(2007) explains the efforts to increase the girls’ access to schooling are less effective and 

rather they reinforce gender inequality in Nepal. She further discusses about the daily lives of 

Nepali women and girls and she further indicate the factors that trigger and adjust new forms 

of gender inequality in Nepalese context. Through her observations of the entrenched 

expectations of tradition and culture, she attempts to give a deeper understanding of the 

gender barriers that hinder the dreams and potential of Nepalese girls. Her study provides an 

important narrative that gives affecting significance to the struggles Nepalese girls face in the 

school and in the home. 

A last, an article on Gender, Jobs and Education Prospects and Realities in Nepal, from 

UNESCO, by Acharya, S. (2015) has been reviewed which reveals that Nepal’s education 

system is centered on meritocracy, and on gender insensitive practices. There lies ideological 

gap between educational institutions and community. He, further, argues that patriarchy, 

early marriage and poverty are the main problems for girls/ women in Nepal. He concludes 

that women’s and girls’ educational attainment, the labour market and socio cultural norms, 

attitudes and practices are interwoven, and hence, he recommends that the educational goal 

related to gender equity and equality demands in-depth analysis and understanding.  

2.2  Thematic literature 

Under this heading, the literatures related to women rights, patriarchy, sustainable 

development goals in Nepal, gender discrimination, higher education and access, higher 

education and education loan, push and pull factors are discussed. 
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2.2.1 Women rights in Nepal 

Constitution of Nepal (2015) mentions under right to equality that “there shall be no 

discrimination in the application of general laws on the grounds of origin, religion, race, 

caste, tribe, sex, physical conditions, disability, health condition, matrimonial status, 

pregnancy, economic condition, language or geographical region, or ideology or any other 

such grounds” (p. 6). But in practical life, Dalit women in particular face discrimination by 

their gender and caste status. The law grants both spouses have equal rights in property and 

family affairs but, in practical life, it is hardly seen. Many women are not aware of their 

rights, and others are afraid to challenge existing practice. The property belonging to the 

parents is transferred to sons as socio-cultural and regilious norms in most of the cases. The 

law also grants widows complete access and authority to the estate of their deceased 

husbands; however, traditional attitudes stigmatizing and shunning widows persists, and 

communities often ignore the law. The government, on the other hand, does seem to take 

sufficient measures to enforce it. Likewise, traditional belief about witchcraft still negatively 

affects rural women, especially widows, the elderly, persons of low economic status, or 

members of the Dalit (untouchable) caste. 

Constitution of Nepal (2015) further states under the right of women:  

“there shall not be any physical, mental, sexual or psychological or any other kind of 

violence against women, or any kind of oppression based on religious, social and 

cultural tradition, and other practices. Such an act shall be punishable by law and the 

victim shall have the right to be compensation as provided for in law” (p. 12).  

Regarding right to access of women in all state structures, the constitution further mentions 

that “women shall have the right to access participate in all state structures and bodies on the 

basis of the principle of proportional inclusion ... shall have the right to special opportunity in 

the spheres of education, health, employment and social security on the basis of positive 

discrimination” (p. 12). Although the law has provided protection, women face 

discrimination almost in every sector including employment opportunities. Discrimination is 

most common in rural areas where religious and cultural traditions, lack of education, and 

ignorance of the law remain severe impediments to the exercise of basic rights. 
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2.2.2 Patriarchy in Nepal 

There is a tendency of high son preference in Nepalese culture. Regarding this situation, 

Pandey (2011) states “Nepal is one of the highest indices of son preference country in the 

world” (as cited in Adhikari 2013, p. 5). The tendency of son preference and patriarchy are 

associated concepts. Gerda Learner (1986) states, patriarchy is not “natural” but the product 

of a historical development. In this practice, boys pass on the family name and support to 

their parents’ future economy. Also they carry out the important rituals after their parents 

pass away. In Nepalese context, on the other hand, there is no reliable welfare and social 

security system from the state for old age. This situation further increases the value of sons in 

the society. But the girls are considered only as a member of her husband’s family. 

According to Adhikari (2013), the patriarchal authoritarian family structure has been 

common in Nepal, where men are considered superior to female dominating in every aspect 

of their personal, social and domestic life. Men work outside the house and women at home 

and they are, hence, considered less important to educate. The sons live with their parents 

after marriage and inheritance is equally transferred only to the sons. Such socio-cultural 

practice makes women economically dependent on men. This practice, therefore, 

disempowers the women and affects the girls’ education. Women are normally assigned the 

traditional roles like household chores, child bearing and caring and so on. 

2.2.3 Gender discrimination 

According to Rothchild (2007), gender is a system in which biological females and biological 

males are classified, separated, and socialized into specific sex roles. Further, she asserts that 

gender, a social system, is not natural and that differences between women and men are 

socially constructed and maintained. Gender role, on the other hand, refers to the rights, 

responsibilities, expectations and relationship of men and women with the behaviors that 

individuals acquire in course of socialization (Adhikari 2013). 

Gender discrimination in developing countries in Asia and Africa is a serious social problem 

that affects both present and the future world economy. According to Adhikari (2013) 

females are treated as a thing and as a means rather than a person in Nepalese society because 

gender inequality starts in the womb and remains up to the tomb. Gender discrimination is 

common both in uneducated and highly educated and professionals. Adhikari explains 
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“women are discriminated from the birth firstly by their own parents and by her husband and 

his kin after marriage. They are facing legal discrimination regarding the most fundamental 

rights, such as citizenship and inheritance” (2013, p. 12). Social evils like dowry system, son 

preference, early marriage, social problem such as girls trafficking and malpractices such as 

allegation of witchcraft, chhaupadi (a social tradition associated with the menstrual taboo and 

women considered impure during the menstruation), and dowry system still continue, 

particularly in rural and Terai Nepal. Nepal has the third highest rate of child marriage in 

South Asia, after Bangladesh and India. Child marriage is still in high prevalence, with 37 

percent of women getting married before 18, and 10 percent getting married before the age of 

15 (NPC 2017). Woman is considered incomplete without a man. So, marriage is a necessary 

condition for making a woman complete and is, thus, considered as a benefit for a woman. 

Education cannot make a woman complete in the same way as marriage does (Adhikari 2013) 

in Nepalese context. 

In Nepalese culture, the reason of gender discrimination in terms of education and investment 

is that many parents prefer sons and perceive girls as good wives and housekeepers. Sons, on 

the other hand, are expected to be of greatest economic values to their parents later as they 

provie security for them in their old age. This socio-cultural construction of gender has forced 

girls into a pre-chosen role and has limited their opportunities to further their education 

(Rothchild, 2007). From the economic point of view, a girl’s education is viewed as 

additional cost for her parents. Adhikari (2013) claims “gender discriminating culture is a 

main reason of gender gap in education in Nepal, where son holds deeper socio-cultural, 

religious and economic value for families” (p. 80). This is the condition of women in Nepal 

regarding gender discrimination. 

In Nepal, social security system is just for the name sake, and each and every individual is 

responsible for their future security. So, family has great hand for providing social and 

economic security to its family members. In the present context, without education, it is 

impossible to get job. Accordingly parents need to assure equal chance of education to their 

children regardless of gender. On the other hand, as Beoku-Betts (1998) notes, 

socioeconomic status, which is linked to cultural capital, is a major determinant of gender 

disparity in Nepalese educational systems, in terms of access, attainment, and 

accomplishment. 
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2.2.4 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) 2017 – 2030 

(Nepal) 

To achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls, SDG 5 (2017 – 2030) has set 

the target to: 

“ (i) ending all forms of discrimination against all women and girls 

everywhere, (ii) eliminating all forms of violence against all women and girls 

in the public and private spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other 

types of exploitation, (iii) eliminating all harmful practices, such as child, 

early and forced marriage and female genital mutilation, (iv) recognizing and 

valuing unpaid care and domestic work, (v) ensuring women’s full and 

effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership at all levels of 

decision making in political, economic and public life, and (vi) ensuring 

universal access to sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights” 

(NPC 2017, p. 29).  

However, women in Nepal are still skeptical with the targets of SDG because it is hard to 

break the long standing tradition. 

 The base of a prosperous country is an excellent but affordable education system, from early 

childhood through the university level – a system that promotes observation, analytical 

thinking, creativity, independence, and self-expression while also teaching tradable skills. 

Prosperity also needs heavy investment in science and technology, research, and vocational 

training (NPC, 2017). The target of SDG 4 is to ensure equal access for all women and men 

to affordable and quality technical, vocational and tertiary education, including university. 

Further it targets to eliminating of gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to 

all levels of education and vocational training for the vulnerable, among others (NPC 2017).  

However, poorer women are still under-represented as students in most of the vocational 

courses such as engineering and medicine, which lead to high status and generally well paid 

jobs. These courses are affordable only to the rich and upper middle classes (Simkhada and 

Teijlingen 2010). Women’s access to higher education has been increased nowadays 

generally due to national policies addressing the inequalities, but according to ADB report 

2015, the problems of access to higher education persist. The effects of SDG is to be waited 

and seen yet. 
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2.2.5 Higher education and access  

According to ADB report 2015, the disparities in access to education are related to social 

discrimination. Before the 1950s in Nepal, higher education was beyond the access of the 

general public. Higher education was limited to the elite class of people. In the distant past, 

Dalits (lowest in the Hindu caste system), Janajatis (indigenous ethnic groups), and women 

were not even permitted to pursue higher education. 

Now, although there is rapid growth in the available number of places in higher education in 

Nepal, access is still very limited (Simkhada and Teijlingen 2010) because the distribution of 

higher institutions is not equal in different regions. Most of the institutions and students are 

concentrated mainly in the Kathmandu valley, which accounts for almost 51.0% of the total 

institutions (ADB, 2015). The urban–rural disparities remain significant in Nepalese higher 

education system.  

Moreover, the physical infrastructures such as limited access to colleges, overcrowding 

classes, the poor condition and inadequate toilet facilities discourages the female students 

from the opportunities of higher education. Nepal’s investment in higher education is only 

0.4% of the GDP. The main university, for example, TU does not have any additional budget 

to improve its infrastructure. TU spends 90% of its budget on salaries (Simkhagda and 

Teijlingen, 2010). In such condition, other facilities are of far beyond the imagination. 

Regarding access to higher education, as preconditions, Morley & Lugg (2009) state that 

parents who are (higher) educated, professional, affluent, ambitious, and supportive and 

enlightened in so far as do not discriminate against girls. In Nepalese context, these 

conditions are hardly possible. Nepal is an agricultural country where over 70% of the 

population is engaged in agriculture (ADB, 2015). Most of the parents in the rural area are 

poor and not well educated, and lack information about higher education and its importance. 

According to CBS report (2012), 25.16% of the population lives below the poverty line. In 

addition, the population still holds traditional concept that daughters do not need higher 

education and are unlikely to invest in higher education.  

2.2.6 Push and pull factors   

There are several factors which keep people away from particular opportunities. According to 

Cambridge English Dictionary (2018), push factor is a something that makes people want to 
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leave a place or escape from a particular situation whereas pull factor refers to the factors 

which attract people to move to a place or an activity or do something that attracts the 

individuals. Regarding women access to higher education in Nepal, push and pull factors are 

discussed in turn below.  

The major push factors that keep away the majority of females from the opportunity of HE in 

Nepal are poverty and high priority on son’s education. Most of the poor poplation lies in the 

rural areas and the parents in the area are unable to afford HE for their children. When they 

have to meke choice regarding their children, preference goes on sons’ education and then 

only on daughters’. Also, sons are enrolled in private schools and daughters are, on the other 

hand, in public schools. Due to household obligations, daughters have less time to study and 

to do school-work at home, and consequently they fail the exams. The SLC pass rate of girls 

is usually much lower than that of boys (Acharya 2015).  

Although, the number of higher education institutions has increased recently, according to 

ADB report, only the number of community campuses and private campuses has increased 

and the access of poor students, especially female students, to these campuses is very limited 

unless there are scholarships or fee waivers (ADB, 2015).  It is rather creating wider gap 

between the classes in the societies. In this sense, poverty is another push factor for female 

students in Nepal. 

Next factor, according to Acharya (2015) is gender insensitivity in school and classroom 

practices contributing to polarized masculinity and femininity. The kind of words and 

expressions teachers use when commenting on girls’ inability to respond to questions; sexual 

abuse and harassment by teachers and male students; domineering behavior of male students 

and teachers’ indifference to such behavior particularly in Mathematics class; and bulling by 

male students (National Campaign for Education, 2013; Gyawali, 2012; Bhandari, 2012) (as 

cited in Acharya 2015). He further mentions that the main reason for dropping out of school 

among 15 to 19 year old girls is marriage. In Nepalese culture, continuing higher education 

after marriage is hardly possible. 

Furthermore, the level of disparities in access to higher education across the different regions 

such as Province 7 and Province 6 (Mid-western and Far- western regions) is different. They 

lag behind the access of HE. This is another push factor in the country because many of the 

female students are not allowed to go far away from home for higher education in the Neapli 

societies.  
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Another push factor is the association between educational attainment and employment 

because (CBS, 2009) shows that most women enter the labour force with a minimum level of 

education. Consequently “they end up in low skilled, low paid jobs, i.e. often informal sector 

work” (Acharya 2015, p. 23). This correlates with women’s declining participation in upper 

level education. 

Pull factor is something that attracts people to a place or an activity. Unarguably, education is 

a means for better job, earning, prestige, and also to be a key to widen one’s concept. So, 

despite several challenges, female students in Nepal pursue HE because of attracting qualities 

of education. Under this title, therefore, the attracting qualities of education are discussed as 

pulling factors.  

Higher Education is the first condition for better jobs in the contemporary market. For getting 

good earnnig jobs (employment), despite the several social and cultural hurdles, females 

pursue HE. Similarly, in the present context of Nepal, education is a matter of prestige. 

Highly educated people deserve a high respect. For this reason, females are also attracted to 

education (higher education as well) because they want to lead prestigious life like many 

male counterparts in their society. Also, many females view education as a means of 

independence and they reason that educated women do not necessarily have to stay under the 

control of their husbands. Even in the patriarchal society, educated women can get relative 

freedom of life.  

The other pulling factors for females to HE includes encouragement from the family and 

society for the further study, education as future security and self-confidence and 

commitment to education. Accordingly, if daughters or females are encouraged, they are 

mentally ready for HE. Some of the felames view HE as long term investment and they see 

future security in it and they are attracted to it and are ready for struggle. At last, some of the 

females are strongly motivated to HE and keep on focussed on although there are several 

challenges ahead. Therefore, due to these pulling characteristics of education, people join in 

schools and colleges.  

The following figure presents the female employment status in Nepal. 
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Figure 1 15 Years and above Female Employment Status  (Source: Acharya 2015, p. 26) 

The given figure indicates that the majority of women are involved in agriculture, and none 

of them are involved in the armed forces. This, however, does not mean that there are no 

women in the army and police forces. Women are increasingly joining the army and police 

forces but they are not in combat positions (armed forces) and are, therefore, not included 

under ‘armed forces’.  

The concept of push and pull factors are not the same for everyone and everywhere. It is 

important to consider based on the personal cases and on different places such as rural and 

urban bases. In the urban area, there are relatively less push factors due to people’s 

awareness, employment opportunities, availability of HE institutuions, and so on. 

Accordingly, females have to struggle relatively less against the push factors for HE in 

comparison to the rural area. In other words, in urban area, there are relatively more pull 

factors to HE than in the rural area. For success of girls/ women’s potential for climbing 

social and economic ladder, encouragement from family and society, gender equality in every 

sphere of society, provision of scholarships for female students, gender-friendly academic 

environment are needed. Also, female students need to build up self-confidence, dedication 

and positive attitudes in themselves. 

2.3  Summing up 

This chapter reviews the litaratures related to higher education and women access and under 

two sub-headings such as reference and thematic literature. The literatures revealed that, 

although the Nepalese law mentions that women shall have the right to access participate in 
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all state structures and bodies on the basis of the principle of proportional inclusion regardless 

of origin, religion, race, caste, tribe, sex and so on, Nepal’s education system is centered 

around meritocracy and gender insensitive practices. Patriarchy, early marriage and poverty 

are seen as the main problems regarding HE for girls/ women in Nepal. Also girls’ education 

is viewed as additional cost for parents in many of the cases in the poor and uneducated 

population. Accordingly, the current Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) (2017-2030) 

targets to ensure equal access for all men and women to affordable and quality technical, 

vocational and tertiary education, including university. It also targets to eliminating of gender 

disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels of education and vocational 

training. In this way, the relevant litaratures from Nepal and other developing countries that 

provide the basis to understand the topic of the study are reviewed and presented in this 

chapter. Finally, push and pull factors are discussed in relation to women access to HE in 

Nepal. 

The following chapter discusses about the theoretical framework that forms foundation of the 

study. 
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3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

The aim of this chapter is to provide theoretical bases for this current study. It discusses about 

the social economic theories such as first-generation theory, human capital theory, social 

capital theory and cultural capital theory which form the bases to understanding and 

interpreting the informants’ stories and their situations regarding women access and higher 

education in Nepalese context. 

3.1  Social and economic theories 

Females are likely to overcome several difficulties in order to get access to higher education.  

The literatures on access to education indicate that human and cultural capital plays an 

important role in females’ decision to attend HE. Bryman writes “theory provides a backcloth 

and rationale for the social research” (2012, p. 20). Therefore, although the theories such as 

first-generation, human capital and/ or social capital and cultural capital are of Western 

philosophies, researchers studying education in developing countries in Asia (South-Asia) 

and Africa often use them to explain the gender disparity in education. 

3.1.1 First-generation 

It does not seem any studies done on access to higher education in Nepal focusing on first-

generation female students. Research on first-generation students consistently reveals the 

likelihood that first-generation students come from lower-socioeconomic backgrounds 

(Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999). Kwesiga’s study on women’s access to higher education 

in Uganda provides “evidence that a mother’s lack of education has an adverse effect on 

girls’ access to schooling” (2002, p. 53). So, parental education is associated to educational 

persistence of students. In terms of cultural significance, to quote Grown, Gupta, & Kes, 

“education of girls and mothers leads to sustained increases in educational attainment from 

one generation to the next” (2005, p. 41).  So, females access to higher education results in 

inter-generational benefits for families. 

3.1.2 Human capital 

Human capital is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as “the skills, knowledge, and 

experience possessed by an individual or population, viewed in terms of their value or cost to 
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an organization or country” (2018). The history of human capital can be traced back at least 

to Adam Smith in the 18th century. The modern theory was popularized through Mincer’s 

1958 Journal of Political Economy article “Investment in Human Capital and Personal 

Income Distribution” and  Gary Becker’s 1964 Journal of Human Capital: A Theoretical and 

Empirical Analysis, with Special Reference to Education article “Investment in Human 

Capital” (Goldin, 2014). Coleman writes “human capital is created by changes in persons that 

bring about skills and capabilities that make them able to act in new ways … it is less 

tangible, being embodied in the skills and knowledge acquired  by an individual” (1988, p. 

100). 

OECD considers human capital as the knowledge, skills, competencies and attributes 

embodied in individuals that facilitate the creation of personal, social and economic well-

being (OECD 2001). In addition, human capital theory claims that the investments made by 

human beings in on-the-job training, education at primary, secondary and tertiary levels, 

informal learning and vocational training, should be regarded as a form of capital 

accumulation (Fennell, & Arnot, 2008). As mentioned before, investment in higher education 

results in both private and public benefits and aid donors, religious bodies, individuals and 

the business community all invest in education as a means of developing human capital. 

Although human capital is a Western concept, it is often used and useful for developing 

countries in South-Asian context for the study on women and access to higher education as 

Kwesiga uses the concept of human capital to unearth the underlying explanation of why less 

attention is paid to girls’ education than to boys (2002). This theory helps to explain the 

reason why a family or individual would invest in female education or, rather why they are 

more likely to invest in males than females.  

Johnson argues “families behave as if they are applying a cost-benefit analysis; they may 

believe that the profit margin changes based on whether boys or girls are educated” (2011, p. 

34). Many economic benefits from educating women cannot be measured because they are 

indirect and do not work with conventional rates (Kwesiga, 2002), because men dominate the 

economic landscape, investing in women’s education usually falls secondary to investing in 

male’s education. To quote Education at a Glance 2006 “in all countries, graduates of 

tertiary-level education earn substantially more than upper secondary and post-secondary 

non-tertiary graduates” (as cited in OECD 2007, p. 33). Moreover, attempts to measure 

human capital permeate academic literature, but hardly focus on women (Kwesiga, 2002). 
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Human capital, thus, provides a useful theory about expected future welfare and who 

benefits.  

3.1.3 Social capital  

The term ‘social capital’ was used for the first time at the beginning of 20th century 

(Mikiewicz 2012). According to Prieur & Savage (2011), Bourdieu and his collaborators 

initially used the term to explain the higher success rates for the children of educated parents 

in educational attainment. Putnam proposed original theory of social capital based on 

theoretical approach of James Coleman that started a wide discussion within social sciences 

and far beyond, about the importance of social ties and relations. In the present context, social 

capital has become one of the basic explanatory variables for social inequalities, 

underdevelopment of some countries and neighbourhoods, level of delinquency and quality 

of life (Mikiewicz 2012). 

Social capital is “features of social organization, such as trust, norms, and networks that can 

improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions’ (Putnam 1993, p.  167). 

Likewise, OECD defines social capital as “networks together with shared norms, values and 

understandings that facilitate co-operation within or among groups” (2001, p. 41). It can be, 

therefore, argued that social networks are at the core of social capital. Social capital is built at 

the “level” of families, communities, firms, and national or sub-national administrative units 

and other institutions (OECD 2001) through such sources as family, schools, local 

communities, firms, civil society, public sector, gender and ethnicity. To put in Coleman’s 

words “social capital is less tangible yet, for it exists in the relations among persons” (1988 p. 

100-1). He further focuses on the use of social capital for educational purposes and claims 

that social capital is much more democratically distributed than the other capital forms and, 

thus, a powerful engine of social mobility (Mikiewicz 2012). 

With regard to employment in the adult population, persons with low skills or levels of 

education are exposed to additional risks of unemployment and social exclusion (Steedman, 

1996). Societies that tend to be less equal in terms of access to education and learning 

outcomes also tend to be less equal in terms of income distribution. Education, social 

background and access to social capital may act together to influence life chances. Also 

educational attainment in one generation has positive effects on the educational attainment of 

the next generation. Children of parents with upper secondary attainment are themselves 
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more likely to complete upper secondary than are children of less well educated parents 

(OECD 2001).  

The relation between human capital and social capital can be summarized as “complementary 

to each other since they don’t exist in isolation from each other. Social capital promotes the 

development of human capital and human capital promotes the development of social capital, 

although the mechanics of the process are complex” (OECD 2007, p. 105-6). 

3.1.4 Cultural capital 

The concept of cultural capital addresses how class status and privilege are maintained. It can 

also be interpreted as a model of economic capital through the lens of investment to secure 

resources and maintain or advance social status (McDonough, 1997; Hossler, Schmit, & 

Vesper, 1999). According to Abel (2007), cultural capital is people’s symbolic and 

informational resources for action. Those resources such as values, behavioural norms and 

knowledge are acquired mostly through social learning, with learning conditions varying 

across the social classes, status groups or milieus. In developing countries in South Asia, like 

in Nepal, females from middle- and upper-class backgrounds benefit from education more 

than their less privileged peers.  

According to National Living Standard Survey (NLSS) 2010/11, only about 0.3% of students 

from the poorest quintile and 0.4% of students from the second-poorest quintile had 

continued on to institutions of higher education (ADB, 2015). The students middle-class and 

upper-class benefit because they are supported and allowed to continue with their education, 

whereas their lower class peers face additional challenges inherent without the same financial 

resources. It is evident that men pursue higher education at different rates than their female 

counterparts. As Beoku-Betts (1998) notes in the African context, in Nepalese case, 

socioeconomic status, which is linked to cultural capital “is a major determinant of gender 

disparity in Nepalese educational systems, in terms of access, attainment, and 

accomplishment” (p. 178). Despite the various hurdles, first-generation female students join 

higher education to pursue enhanced cultural capital in hope of climbing their economic 

ladders and social standing.  
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3.2 Conceptual framework 

This research has been carried out based on the following conceptual framework developed 

in reference to HE in Nepalese context to explore the first-generation female students’ 

decision to pursue higher education in Nepal.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Conceptual framework (compiled by the researcher) 
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The above framework is developed to study women’s access to HE in Nepalese context. 

From the literature review, social economic theories such as first-generation theory, human 

capital theory, social capital theory and cultural capital theory were found as theoretical bases 

of this study. It was also found that push and pull factors have played crucial role at 

individual and structural level in one way or other way in women’s access to HE, and these 

factors are associated to the theories. So, the situation of the respondents has been studied 

following the given theories. Then, the study moves to the challenges the first-generation 

female students have to face and the ways they cope with the challenges.                                                              

3.3 Summing up 

In this chapter, theoretical framework of the study is presented and the social economic 

theories are discussed that form bases to understand and interpret the participants’ stories and 

their situations regarding women access and higher education in Nepalese context. So, the 

chapter shed light on first-generation theory that education of girls and mothers increases in 

educational attainment from one generation to the next. Human capital theory, on the other 

hand, views investment on education as a form of capital accumulation. Human capital theory 

and social capital theory are complementary to each other. Likewise, cultural capital theory 

claims that social class of people determines the chance of education. Therefore, these 

theories play an important role in females’ decision to pursue HE, and are crucial for this 

study. At last, conceptual framework that gives the glimpse of the study is presented. 

Next chapter presents the research methodology that how the study was carried out to meet 

the aims of the study. 
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4 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter deals with research methodology used in the study. It presents research design, 

research methods that involve the forms of data collection instruments, analysis procedures, 

and interpretation of the study. Furthermore, it comprises validity and reliability, ethical 

issues, and the limitation of the study.  

4.1  Research design  

Since this research is to explore the perspective of a group of first-generation female HE 

students and their educational pursuits in Nepal, methodology is qualitative in nature. 

Qualitative research is “a research strategy that usually emphasizes words rather than 

quantification in the collection and analysis of data. The stress is on the understanding of the 

social world through examination of the interpretation of that world by its participants” 

(Bryman 2012, p. 380). Likewise “‘qualitative’ implies a direct concern with experience as it 

is ‘lived’ or ‘felt’ or ‘undergone’”(Sherman and Webb 1990, p. 7). Creswell (2009) also puts 

forward more or less similar opinion and states “qualitative research is a means for exploring 

and understanding the meaning of individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human 

problem” (p. 4),  

Given that “a concept or phenomenon needs to be understood because little research has been 

done on it, then it merits a qualitative research” (Creswell 2009, p. 18).  In this context, 

therefore, qualitative research method is appropriate to explore the facts about the 

experiences of the first-generation female college/ university students at Faculty of 

Humanities and Social Sciences, in Nepal regarding their access to higher education.   

4.2  Site selection  

M. A. in Gender Studies (GS) programme under the Faculty of Humanities and Social 

Sciences (FoHSS) at Tribhuvan University (TU) was the research area. TU is the university 

where students from different parts of the country and from various backgrounds are found. It 

makes diverse and reasonable representative of the participants. The area of study regarding 

higher education and women’s access in Nepalese context was, thus, M. A. in Gender Studies 

(GS) programme. It was carried out in February 2018.   
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4.3  Respondents  

The respondents were selected including various ethnic groups, and from different 

geographical areas to reflect experiences of first-generation HE female students in Nepal. 

Focusing on the nature of the study, the respondents were chosen through purposive sampling 

procedure, a crucial strategy in qualitative research because “the goal of purposive sampling 

is to sample cases/ participants in a strategic way so that those sampled are relevant to the 

research questions that are posed” (Bryman 2012, p. 414).  

The purpose of this study is to explore the experience of first-generation female students 

during the journey of HE. The criteria for this study required that respondents to be both 

female and first-generation students.  The two requirements are directly linked to the 

overarching research questions. Due to these criteria, the size of population was decided to 

maintain between 8 to 10. Because of research criteria, however, only 8 respondents were 

found who could fulfill the criteria. Accordingly, 8 first-generation female students form M. 

A. in Gender Studies programme were selected and interviewed.  

The respondents were of 24 to 35 by age. Among them, two were attending fourth semester 

of Master’s degree course, six were doing their Master’s thesis. One of the eight respondents 

was married and had a child, and the others were unmarried. The respondents come from 

different districts. Some of them were from Kathmandu and others were from rural areas. All 

the interviews were conducted in February 2018. The following table gives the overview of 

the respondents: 

Table 3  Respondents’ overview 

Name  Age Degree 

Pursuing 

Marital  

Status 

Number of 

Siblings  

 

District Interview Date 

Pratima 35 Master’s S 2 siblings  Kathmandu 8 February, 2018 

Shreya 30 Master’s M  

(1 child) 

3 siblings  Kathmandu 8 February, 2018 

Dilita 29 Master’s S 4 siblings  Kathmandu  8 February, 2018 

Maya 29 Master’s S 3 siblings  Sindhupalchok 8 February, 2018 

Sita 28 Master’s S 5 siblings  Kavrepalanchok 8 February, 2018 

Deepshikha 27 Master’s S 2 siblings  Kaski 8 February, 2018 

Sital 25 Master’s S 3 siblings  Dhading 7 February, 2018 

Mahima 24 Master’s S 3 siblings  Gorkha 7 February, 2018 

 (S: Single, M: Married) 
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The respondents were found out through snowball sampling procedure “an approach for 

locating information-rich key informants or critical cases (Patton, 2002, p. 237). Accordint to 

Sharma (2017), this sampling technique is often used in hidden populations which are 

difficult for researchers to access. Likewise, Bryman (2012) writes it is “a sampling 

technique in which the researcher samples initially small group of people relevant to the 

research questions, and these sampled participants propose other participants who have had 

experience or characteristics relevant to the research” (p. 424). In Master’s in Gender Studies 

progrmme, in TU, I had a contact person. The person introduced me to a first-generation 

female student. Then, when I interviewed her, she recommended other students who fulfilled 

the requirements to be respondents.  

4.4  Data collection  

The sources of data in education research are human experience and work which are 

expressed and sometimes recorded or published in the form of research papers, articles and 

publications (Thapa 2013). In this study, qualitative research method was used because this 

method, as Bryman (2012) mentions “tends to be concerned with words rather than numbers 

… the stress is on the understanding of the social world through examination of the 

interpretation of that world by its participants” (p. 380). Such data include virtual information 

that can be captured but which are not numerical in nature (Thapa 2013).  

The data for qualitative research are gathered from texts, narratives and visuals. In this study, 

however, narrative way for collecting data from the respondents such as interview was mostly 

used. Therefore, interview was the primary source of data and it was supplemented by 

secondary sources such as government documents, books, manuals, annual reports, journals 

and other relevant documents collected by using electronic modes such as websites or 

specific sites.  

4.4.1 Semi-structured interview  

Interview is a method of data collection through which a person can enter into the life of 

other in order to get needed information for the research purpose. The main two type 

interviews used in qualitative research are unstructured interview and semi-structured 

interview (Bryman 2012). Interview was used as the main source of data. To quote  Patton 

(2002) “the purpose of interviewing is to allow us to enter into the other person’s 



33 

 

perspectives. We interview to find out what is in and on someone else’s mind, to gather their 

stories” (p. 341).  

Semi-structured interview, according to Bryman, refers to a context in which the interviewer 

has series of questions that are in the general form of an interview schedule but is able to vary 

the sequence of questions (2012). He further adds that the interviewer has some latitude to 

ask further questions in response to what are seen as significant replies. In such interview, the 

interviewer has a list of questions or fairly specific topics to be covered often referred to as an 

interview guide, the interviewee has a great deal of leeway in how to reply (Bryman 2012).  

Unstructured nature of the semi-structure interview makes it difficult to analyze the data 

collected and sequencing and wording might differ in each interview because of its flexible 

nature. These are the shortcomings of this kind of interview. However, semi-structure 

interview provides rich, original voices which can be used to construct research narratives 

that is the invaluable quality of this interview. Therefore, for the data collection of the study, 

semi-structured interview was adopted. For that purpose, it was necessary to cover all the 

important area of information. Accordingly, the general guide interview approach (Patton 

2002) was employed since it involves outlining a set of issues that are to be explored with 

each respondent before interviewing begins. The guide serves as a basic checklist during the 

interview to make sure that all relevant topics are covered (Patton 2002, p. 342). The guide 

forms a skeleton of interview and based on that the interviewer would develop questions, and 

make decisions about which information to pursue in greater depth (Patton 2002). Also 

interview guide approach helps to group the answers from the different respondents by 

various headings. However, the relevant data are found in different places in each interview. 

Therefore, an interview guide was prepared and used (as included appendix) while collecting 

data. 

Before the real interview began, based on the interview guide, two of the respondents were 

interviewed as pilot study to check whether the interview-guide covered all the area of study 

or not. There was satisfactory coverage of the interview and then a set questions were sent to 

the respondents in advance so that it would be helpful for the interview. It was done through 

e-mail and facebook. They were also asked if they had any inconvenience regarding the 

questions. They readily accepted the questions, and the time and place for interview was 

fixed. 
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The locations or places for interviews were a student hostel in Old Baneshwor and a café in 

Kamaladi, Kathmandu. Interviews could be carried out either in the TU library or in the 

canteen. But they were not in the choice of the respondents because those areas were quite 

busy and noisy during the day times. Preferred time for the respondents, on the other hand, 

was day time. Since the café and the hostel were located in the prime locations in the capital 

city and relatively less busy and noisy places, the respondents agreed to be present at those 

places. Two of the eight interviews were carried out at the café, and rest of the interviews 

were conducted at the hostel.  

The atmosphere at the café was silent and charming because there was light music at the 

background. Since the clock had already stricken almost 17:00 o’clock, busy traffic could be 

seen on the roads through the windows. The interview room on the second floor and in one of 

the corners and there was no any disturbance throughout the interviews. Likewise, rest of the 

interviews were conducted on the following day at the hostel. It started at around 12:00 noon 

lasted until 15:30 o’clock. The shortest interview lasted for about half an hour and the longest 

one lasted for about 2 hours.  

The time taken by different respondents is not equal because some of the them took only 

around half an hour and others had taken about 2 hours. The reason is that those who 

communicated in English gave to the point answer of the questions, and those who talked in 

Nepali consumed more time because they felt convenient with the language and  

communicated freely. It was discovered that the language used in the interview was the 

influencing factor for determining the length of interview. It also was realized that the 

respondents who communicated in Nepali shared relatively more information/ data than those 

who talked in English. The reason might be that the respodents choosing Nepali as the 

medium of communication felt relatively more convenient to communicate. With a (female 

facilitator), I was present in person as the interviewer. 

The interviews were recorded with digital audio-recording device. Also notes were taken 

wherever it was needed. For the safety purpose, immediately after recording an interview, the 

recorder was checked to make sure whether it recorded properly. Also interview notes were 

checked to make certain that they made sense, to uncover the areas of ambiguity. Eventhough 

pilot study was carried out, some important areas were not covered during the real interview 

and additional queries were made through telephone and e-mail so that the respondents could 
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change, correct, or add any information that was missed/ mistaken during the face to face 

interview.  

4.5  Data analysis and interpretation 
 

In this study, data were mostly collected in the form of interviews. So, analysis phase was not 

that much easy because “the analysis of qualitative data involves creativity, intellectual 

discipline, analytical rigor, and a great deal of hard work” (Patton 2002, p. 452). Furthermore, 

it “ involves working with data, organizing them, breaking them into manageable units, 

synthesizing them, searching for patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be 

leraned, and deciding what you will tell others” Bogdan & Biklen 1998, p. 157 (as cited in 

Rana 2017). In qualitative research, “the distinction between data gathering and analysis is 

far less absolute … in the course of field-work, ideas about directions for analysis will occur” 

(Patton 2002, p. 436). Analysis, therefore, starts immediately while the researcher collects 

data through interview or observation. There are multiple ways of analyzing data in 

qualitative research. 

In Patton’s words “transcribing offers another point of transition between data collection and 

analysis as part of data management and preparation (Patton 2002, p. 441). So, the beginning 

of the analyzing process, the recorded interviews were translated (some of the texts) and 

transcribed into written texts. Relatively short interviews were fully transcribed and the 

longer ones were transcribed into written summaries. The transcripts were verified with the 

recorded versions. The transcriptions of the interviews and were screened through several 

times and they were categorized under different themes or categories. In Patton’s words “the 

core meanings found through content analysis are often called patterns or themes” (Patton 

2002, p. 453). 

According to Kerlinger (1970), coding is the translation of question responses and respondent 

information to specific categories for the purpose of analysis. Categorizing and coding 

qualitative data produce a framework for organizing and describing what has been collected 

during the fieldwork. The analysis of qualitative data includes practical details about the time 

and place, the participants, the duration of the interview, and details of content and emerging 

themes (Thapa 2013). At the end, the collected data were discussed and interpreted based on 

the theory and the research questions, and findings were drawn. 
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4.6  Issues of validity and reliability  

Validity, in research, “refers to the issue of whether an indicator (or set of indicators) that is 

devise to gauge a concept really measures that concept” (Bryman 2012, p. 171). In other 

words, validity is the extent to which a measure adequately represents the underlying 

construct that it is supposed to measure. In fact, data in themselves cannot be valid or invalid. 

The validity rather depends on the inferences drawn from them. In this regard, validity of any 

research study depends on the kinds of inferences drawn from the data collected. Since the 

study was about the experience of first-generation female students while struggling for access 

to HE, internal validity is relevant. In this study, if the respondents’ experiences express the 

experiences of all first-generation female students in the faculty of Humanities and Social 

Sciences, TU, then the study would maintain validity of study. 

External validity is the validity of inferences from the context of the study to a wider context 

or to other contexts. This is the issue of generalization, or the issue of transferability. 

Anderson & Arsenault mention “external validity refers to the generalizability of the obtained 

results” (1998, p. 15). So, external validity is to mean that the results of the study should be 

applicable well to other conditions in larger areas. In this regard, the research findings might 

be useful sources for those who are interested in the field of women and higher education in 

Nepal because they were based on several sources such as the population/ respondents of the 

study included from different ethnicities such as Brahmins, Kshetires, Newars and Gurungs 

and from different geographical areas of the country such as Kaski, Gorkha, Dhading, 

Kathmandu, Kavrepalanchok, and Sindhupalchok. In addition, several documents are used to 

make the findings convincing and accurate. In this way, the best effort has been made to 

make the study more valid, especially, during collecting and analyzing the data.   

Reliability, on the other hand, is the consistency of a measure of a concept (Bryman 2012). 

Likewise, Anderson & Arsenault 1998 state “in common terms, the reliability of a test is the 

extent to which subsequent administrations would give similar results” (p. 15). To maintain 

reliability of the findings of a research, quality of the data and interpretation are crucial. 

Therefore, best effort has been made to prepare data assembling tools, and sample and 

research methodology has been chosen with care to address the research questions. Moreover, 

relevant documents are selected for analysis and to support the findings of the research. 

In short, regarding validity and reliability, Patton asserts:  
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“… over the years, researchers have learned that a state of complete objectivity is 

impossible and that in every piece of research-quantitative or qualitative- there is an 

element of subjectivity. What is important is to recognize that subjectivity is an issue 

and researchers should take appropriate measures to minimize its intrusion into their 

analyses” (Patton 2002, p. 488). 

His argument is that, despite the best effort of the researchers, there is more or less room for 

subjectivity in the research but the researchers have to make their best effort to minimize the 

effect of it in the research. 

4.7 Ethical issues 

In research, ethics and research quality are inseparable. Ethical issue is an important criterion 

for assessing quality of qualitative research study. “Research which is not of sufficient quality 

to contribute something useful to existing knowledge is unethical” Department of Health, 

2005 (as cited in Bryman 2012, p. 144). It is also equally important to have ethical 

transparency. It is, thus, relevant to quote Framework for Research Ethics (FRE) that research 

should be designed, reviewed and undertaken to ensure integrity, quality and transparency. 

For this purpose, during the research process such as preparing interview guide, collecting 

data and analyzing and interpreting the data, FRE’s principles of ethical research were 

followed.  

As matter of ethical consideration, there is not to be any space for plagiarism. To convince 

the external reader of this study and to make this research study transparently ethical, it has 

been taken the following steps: first, the informed consent from the participants was obtained. 

It is a process of “knowing of an individual or his legally authorized representative, so 

situated as to be able to exercise free power of choice without undue inducement or any 

element of force, fraud, deceit, duress other forms of constraints or coercion” Annas, Glantz, 

& Katzand 1977 (as cited in Munhall 1988, p. 156).  

Second, the respondents were fully informed about the purpose, methods and intended 

possible uses of research so that the respondents came to know whether there were any risks 

for them. Third, before collecting data from the respondents, since the personal data are 

valuable asset of a person, they were ensured about the confidentiality of the data collected 

and anonymity of the participants. Fourth, it was also made clear that participation of the 

respondents in the research would be entirely voluntary. No one was made to take part in the 

research against their will, and fifth or last, it was made sure that there would not be any harm 
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on the respondents’ part. As far as possible, data collection process took place in the 

respondents’ convenient time and place without consuming much longer time. Permission 

from interviewees was sought to record the interviews and take notes and they were also 

assured that the tapes and notes would be destroyed as soon as the research is over (Bryman 

2012). 

Since I am a male (as a researcher), feeling that the respondents (females) would not feel 

convenient to share their feelings in Nepalse context, I had a female assistant/ facilitator 

during the whole interview time in the field. In fact, no data collection procedure is perfect 

but the researcher has to make best possible efforts to minimize the shortcomings of the 

procedures. I was aware that the presence of facilitator in data collection process could 

influence the quality of data, but in Nepalese context, females still do not feel convenient to 

express their feelings and emotions in front of males, especially the strangers. So, thinking 

that the presence of facilitator would be more useful than its undesirable effect in the data 

collection process and I decided to have her.  

4.8 Limitations of the study 

Each research is confined within its own limitations both regarding data collection and the 

conclusions that is drawn from the findings. This study is limited to the faculty of 

Humanities and Social Scineces, Tribhuvan University and the scope has been limited to the 

exploration of the challenges the first-generation female students face while pursuing HE and 

the way they cope with them. So, this study has focused on those aspects. Hence, this study 

does not correspond to the situation of all faculties of HE in Nepal. The findings of the study, 

therefore, may not be made broad generalizations.  

4.9  Summing up 

To sum up, this study is qualitative in nature as it is an appropriate means to explore the facts 

about the experiences of the college/ university students. The population of the study is 8 

which includes various ethnic groups, and from different geographical areas to reflect 

experiences of first-generation HE female students in TU and they were found through 

snowball sampling procedure. Semi-structure interview was used as the tools of data 

collections because since this interview gives rich and original voices for research narratives. 

Then the collected data were analyzed and interpreted based on social and economic theories.  
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Translation and transcribing into written summaries of the interviews were the beginning of 

the analysis. Then themes or patterns were discovered. Furthermore, validity and reliability of 

the study, ethical issues, and the limitation of the study are discussed. 

The following chapter presents the data and draws the findings of the study based the theories 

previously presented. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



40 

 

5  PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS  

This chapter deals with the presentation and analysis of findings of the study. Although data 

collection and analysis often go side by side in qualitative research, in this study most of the 

data were analysed after returning from the field work. The interview transcripts and the field 

notes were analysed based on the theories. In addition, the data were supported by 

government documents and several other sources retrieved from the websites.  

5.1 Respondents’ stories 

At the beginning, stories of each respondent are presented. These are arranged from oldest to 

youngest by age. Pseudonyms have been used to maintain the confidentiality of the 

respondents. 

Pratima  

Pratima comes from Kathmandu. She is the oldest child in her family of two children and she 

attended government/ public school (in Nepalese context, government/ public school or 

universities are considered to be cheaper in terms of cost and low quality education)  

throughout her education, from school level to university level. She is the only child in her 

family to pursue university level.  

The very first experience Pratima shared was about a primary school and its physical  

infrastructures and the courses taught. The school building had a roof of corrugated sheets 

and they used to sit on straw-mats in classes up to standard III since there was no facility of 

desks and benches. In standard IV, for the first time she got chance to sit on benches in class. 

That was wonderful experience in her student life. Further she talked about standard IV 

where she got English courses for the first time and learned English alphabets: ABCD… and 

she was very happy. When Pratima was in Standard IX/X, she was quite serious in her study 

because she had to pass the S.LC. examinations (School Leaving Certificate) in a single 

attempt and with a good result. According to Pratima she was very lucky that her parents 

always encouraged her, especially her mother. So, Pratima credits her mother for educational 

achievement first and the others in her life. She revealed that her motivating factor for her HE 

was her own interest and the required academic qualifications for jobs. 

At the time of our interviews, Pratima was 35 years old and unmarried, and pursuing a  
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Masters in Gender Studies. It was her second Masters since she had another Master’s 

degree in Food and Nutrition from the same university. She expressed gratitude for her   

family members who always supported her financially and emotionally for her education 

before she started to earn for her own. She still thinks that education is more important than 

marriage. When she was asked about women’s access in HE in Nepalese context she claimed 

that there is a problem and she asserted “even if there is no problem of access to HE in the 

city areas, there are difficulties in the rural areas such as Western, Mid-western and Far-

western hilly regions where students have to walk on foot several hours to reach school/ 

college”. She further explained that parents are uneducated and they think that daughters 

leave natal house after marriage, whereas sons live with parents and also earn and look after 

parents in old age. This concept is deeply rooted in the societies and it has created barrier in 

women’s access to HE. 

Shreya  

Shreya is from Kathmandu. Family, specially, her mother inspired her for education. Now her 

younger sister and younger brother are pursuing HE as well.  

While I asked Shreya about her primary school days, it was normal because she was from the 

capital city. Although she is from the city, she remembers her childhood school-days that 

there was huge gap between opposite sexes. They used to sit, eat and play separately. There 

was a kind fear of the male children. Along with the maturation, while Shreya was in 

Standard IX/ X, they developed a kind of friendly environment with the male students. They 

used to share ideas and there was mutual co-operation between male and female students.   

Shreya is 30 years old and married. She has a daughter now. She has already done one 

Master’s in Home Science and she is pursuing second Master in Gender Studies. Currently 

she is writing thesis. While I asked her the reason for second Master in Gender Studies, she 

said, “When I started working in research area, I found myself very inferior to my colleagues 

because all of them were highly qualified but I had very little knowledge about research. So I 

joined the second Master’s in Gender Studies”. Shreya further explained the reason for HE 

was that to keep up-to-date her, and to adapt with the new technology. In answer to a 

question, she claimed that it is harder for females than the males to pursue higher education 

because of the patriarchal norms and values in Nepalese society. It is even more challenging 

for the married women because they are supposed to fulfill household works such as look 

after children, elderly members and other all sorts of work along with their study. 
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Dilita  

Dilita is another respondent from Kathmandu. She is the fourth or last of four children in her 

family. She has two elder brothers and an elder sister. They are just literate. She is the only 

one to attend HE from her family. She had completed all her school level study at public 

school in Kathmandu and she is pursuing her HE also in Kathmandu. Her father and mother 

both are illiterate. However, her mother is the source of inspiration for Dilita. Dilita 

remembers an incident of her childhood “once my mother had to endorse a paper but, since 

she was illiterate, she couldn’t read the terms and conditions written on the paper and she had 

to ask me to read the paper which made my mother understand the value of education”. Since 

then she always encouraged/ inspired Dilita for her further education. 

Dilita talked about her primary education that as she was from capital city, she did not face 

much hardships during her childhood school days. She pursued all her education in public 

school and colleges/ university. She did not experience highly sophisticated student life like 

in private boarding school and colleges. She shares her knowledge about the struggles of the 

students in primary school “actually I’m from capital city. I don’t know much about school 

life in remote areas but I’ve seen many documentaries that shows the children going school 

by swimming across the rivers”. In such scenario, she thinks herself to be very lucky person. 

When Dilita was in secondary level, one thing she did not like was that her mother’s 

surveillance on her (Dlita) because she was little grown up daughter. Another thing, she 

started to understand the value of education that unless she is educated, she has to face hard 

times like her mother. Also an ambition of being highly educated person germinated in her 

mind. Finally, those things encouraged her for further study.  

Dilita is 29 years old and unmarried. She is pursuing M. A. in Gender Studies. Currently she 

is writing thesis. Also she has a job in a private company. It is helping her HE and also she 

supports her family. Dilita thinks HE as future security in one’s life. Her primary reason to 

join the university is to be independent in her life. 

Maya  

Maya is permanently from Sindhupalchok. It lies in the hilly region to the east of Kathmandu 

city. She is the first of three children in her family. She has a younger brother and a younger 

sister. They are studying at school level. According to Maya, her parents are just literate but 

liberal regarding daughters’ education. Talking about inspiration for HE, Maya said, 
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“Nobody inspired me but I was mentally prepared to pursue HE after my school’s study”.  

She has not faced any kind of obstacles from her family till to date while pursuing HE.  

Maya completed her school level in a public school in her home-district and has come to 

Kathmandu for her HE. In primary level she had had normal school days. According to her 

she used to be introvert by nature and she did not have any special memorable days. It was 

same in the secondary level as well since she was still introvert. 

During the interview, Maya was 29 years old and unmarried. Currently, she is doing M. A. in 

Gender Studies. Also she has job in a private company and managing her expenses. 

According to her, HE is an effective means through which people can become independent.  

So, she noted that her primary reason of pursuing HE is to become an independent. 

Sita  

Sita is permanently from Kavre district which lies in the central part of Nepal and to the east 

from the capital city. Sita has two elder sisters and she is the youngest of three children. She 

is only the daughter to attend HE from her farming family. Her two elder sisters are just 

literate and already married. According to Sita, her parents are the source of inspiration up to 

secondary school level although they are illiterate. While I asked about encouragement for 

HE, Sita said, “Since I’m the one with the opinion / tendency that domination over women 

shouldn’t be tolerated, and voice should be raised against it, I was encouraged myself for 

HE”. She further added that the people highly educated and contributing societies in the 

country are the source of inspiration. 

Sita explained her primary school days that she spent her childhood days in a low-land and 

isolated house. It was about 5/6 minutes’ way from the village. Since there was hardly 

interaction in the society, she used to get scared with other people. She mentions her two 

uncles form the village who played role to admit her at school. She further remembers that 

her first school was like cottage where Sita first learned alphabets. After a year, she was 

transferred to Brahmayini Secondary School, Deukhur, and started her standard one where 

they used to sit on jute-sacks and study. “The days when we used to write on slates (black, 

plane and smooth stone on which people used to write) with lime-stone are also still fresh in 

memories” Sita added. Later when she was in Standard III/ IV, she got chance to sit and 

study on bench and desk that further encouraged her for the study.  
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By the time when Sita was in secondary level, she had already developed a kind of 

revolutionary thought that there should not be discrimination between males and females. 

Also she used to write songs about violence against women.  

Sita is 28 years old and unmarried. She is pursuing M. A. in Gender Studies and currently 

writing her Master’s thesis. In Sita’s view, HE is a part of competition in the job market. So, 

her primary reason for attending university is intellectual curiosity and to be independent. Her 

career goal is to dedicate herself for social change that ensures equal opportunity (in terms of 

economic, decision making power, equal position with male) to males and females. 

Deepshikha  

Deepshikha is permanently from Pokhara, Kaski district which lies in the Western part of 

Nepal. Deepshikha is first child and she has a younger brother. She is only one member to 

attend university from her family till now. Her mother is just literate and father has not 

attended any formal education (illiterate). The source of inspiration for Deepshikha is her 

mother although she is just literate. Deepshikha credits all kind support of her mother that led 

her up-to this stage of life and further she added “my mum struggled a lot when I was young 

and she always gives examples of her struggle and she says, you have to do this and that and 

says if you are not well-educated”. 

Deepshikha remembers primary school days of standard IV/V and says “it’s very nostalgic… 

my parents didn’t have enough money to enroll me in a good school. So my school was 

government school. Moreover, I didn’t use to have money for tiffin in the school and I used 

to take from home whatever was ready at home”. She further noted that she used to be a little 

girl with runny-nose and filthy/ dirty looking. Since she had very little knowledge, she used 

to be happy with whatever she had at that time. While talking about Standard IX/X, 

Deepshikha shared that she was a bit matured by then and had already developed a kind of 

feeling that she had to do herself for her. She was serious towards her study. After returning 

home, she had to do all sorts of household works first and she had a little time for study. She 

had rare chances for hang out with friends.  

At the time of interview, Deepshikha was 27 years old and unmarried. She is doing her 

Master thesis now. Meanwhile, she has also a job in a private company and maintaining her 

HE expenses. She thinks that education is the future security because it brings money, name 

and fame at the same time. Deepshikha noted that these things made her decide to go to 
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university. She added that she wished gender discrimination be uprooted from the society so 

that everything would go fine. She believes in hard work, and argued that reservation quotas 

for female hinder females’ creativity, hard work and potentiality. Deepshikha’s primary 

reason of attending HE is to be independent person. 

Sital  

Sital is from Dhading district. She is the third of four children in her family. She has an elder 

brother, a sister and a younger brother. She is only the member to attend HE from her family. 

Although her parents are uneducated, her mother has a passion for education, and she is the 

source of inspiration for Sital. Sital wants to live independent life and in her opinion 

education is the key that opens the path of independent life. She completed her primary and 

secondary level education in Dhading and came to Kathmandu for her HE. 

While talking about her primary school days, she explained that she had a typical village life. 

It would take her about an hour walk from home to school. There was no facility of 

transportation. She hardly had school-tiffin and pocket money. She had to do all sort of 

household works before and after school. She remembers a traditional way of teaching and 

learning environment. All the classes were taught in mother tongue (Nepali) and form 

Standard IV, she started to learn English alphabets: A B C......  

For secondary level, Sital changed her school because her first school was only up to primary 

level. According to her, in the secondary level, she had broader circle of friends. 

Comparatively she enjoyed a bit more her student life.  

Now Sital is 25 years old and unmarried. She is pursuing her Master level in Gender Studies 

and recently doing her thesis. At the same time she has job in private company and also she 

has invested some in income generating sector. In response to the question: what makes it 

harder for first-generation female students in pursuit of HE, she stated that, regardless of 

other hurdles, lack proper guidance while choosing the courses of further study is a major 

problem. Even though patriarchal norms and values prevails in Nepalese society, she wants to 

lead independent life and she relates it to HE and claims “this is what I learned from my very 

early age like women should be educated and then only they will be independent”. So her 

primary reason to attend HE is to live independent life ahead. 
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Mahima  

Mahima is from Gorakha district which lies in the western part of Nepal and the oldest child 

in her family of three children. She has been studying in the government school and college/ 

university from her very beginning of schooling. Currently her younger sister has also joined 

master’s degree. Although her parents did not have experience of HE, they are the source of 

inspiration for Mahima in her education.  

Regarding her primary school days (standard IV and V), Mahima said, “I’m from village … 

our school’s distance is about 30 minutes from our home … we used to go on foot. We didn’t 

carry any tiffin”. She further added “after we returned from school, we specially used to cook 

food, collect grass for cattle, wash clothes and dishes … sometimes we played and read”. 

After she finished her standard V, she changed her school for secondary education. It was 

even farther and she had to walk more than an hour. There was no any facility of vehicles. 

According to her, the most challenging situation in her Standard IX/X was to cross the 

distance between her home and the school during the rainy season. The main reason for 

Mahima to attend HE is to be independent. She has chosen Tribhuvan University located in 

Kathmandu because it is the oldest and renowned university in the country and cheaper in 

terms of cost. In addition, she can interact with the students from all over the country. 

Mahima is 24 years old and unmarried. She is pursuing a Masters in Gender Studies. At the 

same time, she has a job in a private sector as well. She manages most of the cost her study 

herself, and occasionally she needs support from her parents. Her parents always encourage 

her for education. Regarding importance of HE, she gave her opinion that education helps to 

change the concept of family and society, and also people have high trust on educated person. 

Regarding women’s right in Nepal, she wants to see gender-equality in every sector. 

5.2  Socio-cultural factors  

Social factors such as age, population, employment, income, education and career, religious 

beliefs, cultural and social conventions play crucial role in one’s life. From primary school to 

higher education, these factors influence in one way or other way in the journey of education. 

During the study, several themes emerged regarding first-generation female students and their 

access to HE in Nepal such as women right, gender, marriage, motivation, inspiration, school/ 

college environment, and job and study. These concepts are discussed here based on the 

objectives of the study.  
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5.2.1 Women’s rights and respondents’ view 

While discussing about women access to higher education in Nepalese context, it is important 

to raise issue of women right as ensured by the constitution of the country and its situation in 

practical life. According to the constitution of Nepal (2015), women have the equal right to 

access in all state structures and bodies such as education, health, employment and social 

security on the basis of the principle of proportional inclusion. It further mentions that there 

shall be no discrimination based on origin, religion, race, caste, tribe, sex, economic 

condition, language or geographical region, ideology and so on. In this scenario, therefore, an 

attempt was made to discover the current situation of women right in Nepal and respondents’ 

experience on this issue.  

During the communication regarding the situation of women right in Nepalese society and 

what kind of change she would like to see, Deepshikha presented her opinion, “... women’s 

right, … um … first thing is that I feel a bit partiality; everywhere that is let it be job or 

education or let it be in the society or in decision making. I wish that partiality would abolish. 

As soon as partiality is abolished, everything goes fine”. She meant that gender 

discrimination has been a great challenge in every sector even though there is provision of 

gender equality in the law of the land. Shreya contended: 

“… policy has given lots of rights in Nepalese context … but in de jure and de facto 

(meaning legal provision and in practical life) is different. It’s only in written form 

but in real life we’re still dominated … it’s written that we have access … we’re 

equal, female, male or female child born can get property of ancestors. But it’s only 

in law/ policy, not in practical”. 

From Shreya’s experience, it is revealed that the implementation of policy for women right is 

very weak. By the law, women have equal right of their parents’ inheritance and the right to 

keep their property after marriage. Dilita was in line with Shreya and argued “gender equality 

is only in policy, but not in the implementation”. Pratima also had similar experience and 

claimed that right only in policy is not enough. There should be right and access. She 

illustrated “there is policy of parental property right of daughters but after getting property, 

the daughters should have right to use it too”. In most of the cases, when the parents are too 

old or after parents’ demise, the parental property is transferred to sons as socio-cultural 

practice. This practice makes females economically dependent on males affecting their 

education. Her argument is that there is provision of women’s right but it just for the name 

sake when it comes in practical life. Many women, on the other hand, are not aware of their 
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rights, and others are afraid to challenge existing practice. Pratima further raised the issue of 

decision making power and claimed:  

“… there is women right in our country but only in policy. There isn’t in practical 

aspect. For example, in the rural areas we call meetings and there is provision of 

women participation, but this participation is just for name sake, and decision making 

power is in males. So, women too should be ensured the right of decision making and 

passing it on any issue”.  

Her argument shows that there is very weak implementation of the policy made by the 

government and her demand is the right implementation of those entrusted women rights.  

From the above experience of the respondents, it can be noted that the condition of women 

right in Nepal is strong in the written form but, unfortunately, the implementation is very 

weak in every sector of life. In the practical life, it is just for the sake of name. Another 

problem is gender discrimination in Nepalese culture. Social capital theory claims that 

societies to be equal in terms of of income distribution, there should also be equal access to 

education and learning outcomes. Weak implementation of policies and gender 

discrimination, therefore, are the major challenges for first-generation female students in 

access to HE.  

5.2.2 Gender and higher education 

Although the constitution states that there shall not be gender discrimination in achieving 

education, it is one of the determining factors for the access to higher education in Nepalese 

context. As Gerda Learner (1986) argues, male domination over women (patriarchy) in 

Nepalese society is the product of a historical development, and a system of organizing 

society. Therefore, under this sub heading, gender role and its impact on female students in 

higher education is explored.  

In a context, Pratima talked about gender discrimination in educating sons and daughters in 

remote areas. According to her, even if they (parents) educate daughters, there is severe 

discrimination in schooling. There is a tendency of sending daughters to government schools 

(relatively less expensive and lower quality education) whereas sons are to private boarding 

schools (more expensive and relatively higher quality education). Sons are sent to school 

well-dressed and neat and clean while daughters are sent carelessly. In a context, she argued 

“even if they have money, they do not want to invest it in daughters’ education because they 

think it is a waste of money”. Deepshikha further added “lots of parents think that their 
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daughters do not stay with them. So, it’s wastages of money, wastages of time to give them 

higher education”.  

Pratima and Deepshikha’s opinion reflect the real situation of investment in daughters’ 

education in Nepal. Human capital theory, on the other hand, claims that the investments 

made by human beings on education at primary, secondary and tertiary levels should be 

regarded as a form of capital accumulation (Fennell, & Arnot, 2008). In such situation, how 

can one expect capital accumulation in females or women in Nepalese context?    

Regarding this issue, Mahima compared the difficulty of pursuing higher education from 

gender’s point of view and stated “it’s harder to females to pursue higher education because, 

in our society, there is discrimination between males and females. Males are to get more 

chances than females”.  

Discrimination is common even in the educated parents. Regarding this issue that females 

have to face in the family, Dilita contends:  

“… it is very much difficult because even though we are saying like male and female 

same. Both should be given the same opportunity. It is not started from the home. … 

even if son and daughters are studying together, parents call and make daughter do 

the things like to go for shopping. Even some of my peers have kids and they involve 

daughters with household chores but they don’t with the sons. So, how is it possible 

higher education for the daughters?”. 

Social capital is built in families, communities, firms and national and international 

administrative units and other institutions are responsible for building social capital but the 

given story shows that discrimination begins at home resulting in additional risks of 

unemployment and social exclusion of girls/ females. Such situation is seen even in the 

educated family. 

According to OECD (2007), HE gives individuals both financial security and a sense of 

identity, belonging and self-respect. But, inequity in access for women and disadvantaged 

social groups, the lack of access in remote areas, and disparities between rural and urban 

areas are among the key issues in Nepali higher education (ADB 2015, p. xi). As Clarke, 

Hyde & Drennan (2013) argue, in patriarchal Nepalese society, that women are represented 

with the works that have fewer prospects of mobility where family and social responsibility 

could constrain the geographic mobility of women that leads relatively less access to HE and 

less mobility in their career than their male counterparts.  



50 

 

Pratima put forward similar opinion while talking about schooling and higher education and 

explained the situation beyond the capital city regarding gender discrimination and higher 

education problem in Nepalese context. She argued:  

“… in the remote rural areas like Mid-Western and Far-Western Development 

regions, there is problem of higher education, especially for daughters because 

parents are uneducated and they think no need to educate daughters as they go to 

their husband’s families after their marriages but sons stay with parents, earn and 

provide security in their old age. Also parents believe that sons open the gate of 

heaven by performing rituals”. 

First-generation and social capital theory claim that parental education is associated to 

educational persistence of students. In addition, education of girls or mothers leads to 

sustained increases in educational achievement from one generation to the next. Likewise, “in 

comparison to their peers, first-generation students have significant obstacles in their path to 

retention and academic success” (Higher Education Research Institute, 2007, p. 1). The above 

narrative depicts the link between these theories and the situation in Nepal. Uneducated 

parents are unwilling to invest in daughters’ education. It is also revealed that, as Johnson 

2011 mentions, family seem to be applying a cost-benefit analysis considering that the profit 

margin differs based on whether sons or daughters are educated. 

While talking about marriage and higher education in Nepalese context, Sita asserted “some 

people in the society have concept that daughters should not study. They wish they could get 

their daughters married as soon as they complete 10+2 (higher secondary school)”. But the 

average age of the students to complete 10+2 (higher secondary school) is 18. It shows that 

some parents do not think of higher education for daughters. She further argued “even if both 

sons and daughters are given chance of higher education, in our society there is a 

discriminating tendency of bearing relatively more financial burden for sons than for 

daughters”.   

Maya stated “in different ethnic groups like Brahmin, and in Brahmin culture it is difficult to 

achieve higher education in comparison to the males because they (females) are bound to the 

household works and also they are forced to marry in early age”.  

Gender discrimination goes beyond the educating sons and daughters. It is seen, in some of 

the cases, during marriage or after marriage. Dilita revealed that after being highly educated, 

it is hard to find the compatible life partner for female or women in Nepalese context. Further 
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she added  “I came across so many marriage proposals but what I learned is that even if a 

girl/ woman is well educated, the woman should be under their (males’) domination”.  

The reason of gender discrimination in Nepal in terms of education and investment is that 

many parents prefer sons and perceive girls as good wives and housekeepers whereas sons 

are expected to be of greatest economic values to their parents later –by providing security 

for them in their old age. This socio-cultural construction of gender has forced girls into a 

pre-chosen role and has limited their opportunities to further their education. Also, girls’ 

education is viewed as additional burden for their parents. Gender discriminating culture is 

main reason of gender disparity in Nepal. As Miriam (2015) argues, the study, therefore, 

reveals that gender discrimination and patriarchal norms and values are deeply rooted and 

have been great challenges in individual and structural level (as earlier discussed) for females 

in the pursuit of higher education. In other words, in most of the cases, gender is the 

determining factor of power, property, prestige, and educational and employment 

opportunities in Nepalese context.  

5.2.3 Marriage and higher education  

Legal age of marriage for male and female is 20 in Nepal. According to Adhikari (2013), in 

Nepalese societies, marriage is as a social contract between clans rather than a personal affair 

between individuals, and then females are expected to perform domestic duties including 

child bearing and caring. In such scenario, under this heading, the relation between marriage 

and higher education in Nepalese context has been discussed. 

During the discussion regarding the relation between marriage and higher education, Sita, 

asserted: 

“… after marriage, some (females) do not show interest in study … in Nepalese 

society, to be a daughter and a daughter-in-law is extremely different. There is a 

concept that the same daughter at natal home should study whereas the same 

daughter while comes as daughter-in-law, shouldn’t”. 

To be a complete woman marriage is a necessary condition in Nepalese culture. But, after 

marriage, except in few cases, further study is hardly possible. In such context, regarding 

marriage time and higher education, Sita argues: 

“… the concept for marriage age, though the concept is being changed than in the 

past, also affects higher education. Once while there was a concept that the daughters 
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should get married before menstruation, let’s say, at around the age of 10/ 12, and get 

involved in married family life, higher education was beyond the imagination. 

In the contemporary society too, there is a concept that daughters should get married 

after SLC (School Leaving Certificate) or 10+2 (Higher Secondary Education). 

Therefore, the age of marriage time has great effect on higher education. Next, to talk 

representing Nepalese society, the ideal age for daughters to get married is only 20, 

21, and 22. From the view point of the society too, and from the age as well, after 

10+2, it’s time for daughters to get married. It means, the age for marriage and 

higher education enrolment overlap and marriage hampers higher education because 

after marriage, even if daughter and daughter-in law are both are females, the view of 

the society on them are different”. 

In Nepalese culture, except in rare cases, a husband considers his wife for caring and nursing 

his family. Her role is just as bread maker, but not bread winner. They are limited within the 

four walls of a house. As Acharya (2015) mentions the main reason for drop out of females 

students from studies among 15 to 19 year old is marriage because after marriage, for a 

woman, chance of further education almost ends. 

In the recent trends in Nepalese culture, according to Pratima “while it comes the matter of 

selection of daughter-in-laws/ wives, education and even the job of the daughters plays vital 

role. An educated male seeks equally educated female partner, and job holder if possible, as a 

wife”. Most of the parents, in the one hand, are not willing to invest much on daughters’ 

education and on the other hand, while seeking daughter-in-laws, they need educated and job 

holder ones. It is, in fact, a paradox in Nepalese context. With regard to this situation, Sita 

commented: 

“… while it comes to the matter of choice of daughter-in-law, they demand educated 

one. Moreover, nowadays, educated plus jobholder daughter-in-law or wife is sought. 

On the other hand, most of the societies have tendency that continuation of daughters’ 

higher education is considered as burden for the family. Here lies discrimination. It 

is, indeed, controversial matter. At least, the same daughter-in law can also be made 

educated and job holder. But it is not found that the society has paid attention to this 

issue”. 

Following Sita and Pratima’s points, gender discrimination has been a barrier in equal access 

to higher education. In addition, disparity between daughters and daughter-in-laws is another 

push factor that keeps females from opportunity of higher education. In other words, early 

marriage is one of the push factors in both individual and structural level in Nepalese society 

but the society has failed to understand such simple but serious matter. 
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Since Shreya was only one married respondent in the study, she shared her experience 

relating higher education and societal role of married female students and stressed “it’s very 

hard for female to pursue higher education … after marriage, pursuing higher education is 

very difficult because we have to see our home, family, children. Our society is patriarchal 

society”. 

In another context, Pratima claimed that marriage and higher education are closely related 

and she stated that an educated woman can easily handle family life well after marriage. She 

further added: 

“ … if a woman isn’t educated, she has to face a lot of ups and downs in her life. She 

can’t solve those problems. Moreover, educated wife can understand well her 

husband, and even if she doesn’t earn, she can manage well her husband’s earning. 

Education, thus, plays vital role in married life”. 

From the above narratives regarding relation between marriage and higher education, it is 

reflected that the age for marriage and higher education is overlapped. When the daughters 

complete higher secondary level, it is time to get married for them. Many of the parents want 

them to be complete woman based on the Nepalese culture by getting married. After 

marriage, on the contrary, they are expected to be good wives. It means, performing domestic 

duties such as child bearing and caring children and elders. Therefore, there is rare chance of 

higher education for most of the girls/ daughters due to early marriage. Another point is that 

many people treat daughters and daughter-in-laws differently. They think that daughter-in-

laws do not need any further education. Next interesting thing is that educated males seek 

educated females partner as wives but social tendency is that not to educate daughters beyond 

the higher secondary level. In this way, there are several controversial issues in Nepalese 

context regarding marriage and higher education. In short, early marriage and patriarchy are 

found as push factors in both individual and structural level regarding women access and 

higher education.  

5.2.4 Emotional and financial support  

Gender discrimination is considered to be the great hurdle while pursuing higher education 

for first-generation female students in Nepal. However, each respondent revealed that they 

had support either it is in the form of emotional or financial right from the beginning of their 

primary and secondary school. As a supporter, respondents often referenced family member, 

and in some cases it was a relative/teacher. Here, therefore, the respondents’ view on how the 
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emotional and financial support they got helped them to pursue higher education has been 

discussed. 

Regarding emotional support or inspiration, most of the respondents mentioned their mother 

as the source of inspiration whereas very few of them stated their parents. Five of eight i.e. 

Pratima, Shreya, Dilita, Deepshikha and Sital pronounced mother, and Maya, Sita and 

Mahima pointed out their parents as the source of inspiration for their education.  

While talking about the organizations providing support to the female (first-generation) 

students, Sita noted “there are some scholarships from the government but most of the 

students lack information about this. Next thing, many of the scholarships are not distributed 

fairly”. On the same topic, Pratima expressed her ignorance and said, “I’ve not much idea 

about this. May be I’ve heard government scholarship”. Likewise, Dilita also shared the 

similar experience in terms of other source of financial support except from the family and 

self earnings. While she was asked about organizations providing support to female students, 

she had no idea about them. Rather she laughed and stated “I’ve to say that I’m looking after 

my family. They supported me in my school days and now I’m supporting them. I mean those 

students are earning themselves”.  

From the above narratives, family member, and in some cases it was a teacher as source of 

emotional and financial support. Such support has played the role of pull factor in individual 

level. Further it is discovered that most of the students even in higher education lack 

information about the external financial support from the government or other organizations 

such as religious or NGOs. Moreover, such support is beyond the access of targeted students 

too. The lack of information about external financial support is a kind of push factor in the 

journey of HE for female students. 

5.2.5 Motivation and higher education 

Motivation is the intrinsic and extrinsic force that stimulate desire and energy within a person 

that cause to be dedicated to attain desired goal. So, under this heading, the internal and 

external factors that motivated the respondents to decide the journey of higher education are 

discussed. 

In the discussion of motivating factor for higher education, Shreya noted “first of all, I want 

to get knowledge, to update myself. Secondly, I want to have good career”. For her, passion 
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of knowledge and career played the role of motivation for higher education. Regarding this 

topic, Deepshikha put forward slightly different stimulating/ pulling factor for her higher 

education:  

“…one thing is we just want to secure our future and another thing is we want name, 

fame and everything. So, the last but not least is obviously my mum because my mum 

did so hard work when I was young and every time she gave her example. If you 

aren’t literate, then you have to do this, you have to do that. And that work was not 

easy. These are things that motivated me to go to college”. 

In Deepshikha’s case, future security and hardships that an uneducated woman has to face 

were the motivating (push) factors in pursuing higher education. Dilita also shared almost 

similar causing factor in the discussion:   

“… it began to sprout in my mind that I’ve to study more; otherwise, I have to face 

hard times like my mum … she used to say me that if I studied, I’d make my future 

secure. And also by seeing my lady teachers, I used to think of being a teacher like 

them and teachers uniform. These things always encouraged me for study even if it 

was hard”. 

Dilita presented her mother’s hardships for being uneducated, future security and career in 

teaching (although she has a job in another field) as source of motivation for her education. 

Likewise, Sital stated her reason for attending higher education was to be independent in life, 

“Um… independent. This is what I learnt from my very early age like women should be 

educated and then only she will be independent … and education is the core of that”. Sita had 

slightly different reason for her higher education and asserted “self-motivated ... first due to 

the concept that I should be educated and next, because of the changing society, and demand 

of the job market because we can compete according to our qualification and capability”. 

From the given narratives, future security, career, intellectual curiosity, updating knowledge, 

independence, demand of the job market and changing concept in the society were found to 

be the motivating/ pulling factors for the respondents in pursuing higher education. 

5.2.6 Higher education and respondents’ perception  

Many female students continue with their higher education despite several challenges in the 

family, society and academic institutions. Behind this all the effort they make for education, 

there could be various motivating factors so that they want to put their time and energy in 

education. Under this heading, therefore, how the respondents perceive higher education in 

their life is explored. 
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According to Sita, gaining higher education is the way of gaining respect in the community 

and it would also be a reason of encouragement for other and she assreted “in the present 

context, there is no alternative of higher education … because of my achievement and 

society’s positive point of view towards me, I’m happy. And I think my struggle and 

achievement could be source of inspiration for others”. Regarding importance of higher 

education in one’s life, in another context, Sita further shared her experience: 

“ … in my perception, whatever I have been doing, I’m relatively in higher position 

than my peers who discontinued their study because I have created my own platform 

in art and literature. And relatively, I have earned more fame. Moreover, in terms of 

study, I’m relatively in higher position. Next, my point of view towards society and 

theirs (those who discontinued study), and also regarding social change, their view 

and my view are different. As a whole, I have been in further position from every 

angle such as in terms of opportunity, prestige, communication and manner, in terms 

of freedom, in decision making capacity”. 

Steedman’s idea that is based on social capital theory supports Sita’s experience that with 

regard to employment in the adult population, persons with low skills or levels of education 

are exposed to additional risks of unemployment and social exclusion (1996). Because of her 

level of education and skills, Sita has deserved all life chances, respect, and decision making 

power, and relative freedom in her life.  

Dilita also expressed more or less similar reasons for using her time and money in her 

education and gave an instance:  

“I have a friend since my childhood but she stopped her study after 10+2 and she 

started doing job. I did my graduation and also did job. Sadly, her earning and life 

standard is always lower than mine, and often regrets for being unable to continue 

her study. Also she feels humiliated seeing my earning, prestige, and overall my life 

standard”.  

Deepshikha’s perception on the role of higher education is in line with Sita and Dilita.  She 

shared her feelings that her friends who were unable to pursue higher education feel a bit 

humiliated and hesitated. Deepshkha added the issue of freedom and area of responsibility 

and stated that those friends are devoted to their family and enjoying within it. Their 

responsibility is relatively restricted. Human capital is “the knowledge, skills, competencies 

and attributes embodied in individuals that facilitate the creation of personal, social and 

economic well-being” (OECD 2001, p. 18). Deepshikha, further recalled her ambition 

germinated in her mind while she was in secondary level and noted “after higher education, I 

have to get a good job so that I can earn money and I have to give some happiness to my 
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parents in return”. Whatever ambition she had in her mind as a school student, has somehow 

been achieved now because she has a good job in a company and earning well. She has been 

able to manage her study and support her family with her earning as well. 

Regarding the role of higher education in one’s life, Pratima explained giving example of her 

friends in secondary level that she had some friends who couldn’t continue their study after 

SLC or 10+2 due to various reasons. Most of their important time is being wasted in 

unproductive work such as in family, children and so on, whereas her (Pratima’s) is in 

productive way. There was difference between them and in her in the level of discourse and 

in the way of viewing the world.  

The essence of human capital theory is that the investments made by human beings in on-the-

job training, education at primary, secondary and tertiary levels, informal learning and 

vocational training is the form of capital accumulation (Fennell, & Arnot, 2008). So, 

Pratima’s argument is supported with this theory that her time is now being used both in 

income and knowledge generating work. Her friends who discontinued their study are limited 

within household chores whereas her concern is beyond than that.  

As Kwesiga states, a mother’s lack of education has an adverse effect on girls’ access to 

schooling” (2002), Shreya went beyond the other respondents and raised the issue of raising 

family and importance of higher education and claimed “higher education definitely changes 

the way of raising family. If mother is educated, whole family is educated. If father is 

educated, only father is educated … she can better take care of all members: younger to 

elderly … she can manage food for all timely”. Her argument is supported by first-generation 

theory as Grown, Gupta, & Kes (2005) state that education of girls and mothers leads to 

sustained increases in educational attainment from one generation to the next. Shreya’s 

opinion can also be related to social capital theory that children of parents with upper 

secondary attainment are themselves more likely to complete upper secondary than are 

children of less well educated parents (OECD 2001). A mother’s education, therefore, is 

directly linked to the education of coming generation as well.   

Sital associated the role of higher education with job and independence, and reasoned “due to 

higher education, I’m getting more independence than those of my friends who couldn’t 

continue their study after SLC/ 10+2. Also I’m getting good job”. She expressed her 

satisfactions with the return of her investment of time, effort and resources in higher 
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education. In response to the question what changes the higher education has brought in her 

life, Mahima shared her experiences:  

“There are lots of friends we studied together at school level but they left their study… 

lots of friends have got married. They have babies also. They are fully dependent on 

their husband. But I’m still unmarried and I’ve a job. They’re enjoying in their family 

and also limited within it but I’ve freedom and have been able to be independent. 

Comparatively I’ve more freedom than them”.  

In another context, Mahima further added that education helps to change the concept of 

family and society. So, in her perception, investment in higher education increases job 

opportunity, independence and level of freedom. Moreover, HE is an agent for social change. 

Ample evidence indicates that having a university degree is an important factor in increased 

lifetime income and quality of life (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014). So, the female 

students in Nepal, despite the several challenges, decide to make their way to higher 

education because they perceive/ view education as a long term investment to benefit their 

futures. They have also postponed marriage and dedicated in pursuing higher education. Out 

of the eight respondents, only one (Shreya) was married and others were not. It was, 

therefore, found from the respondents’ perspective that they consider/ perceive HE as a 

source of independence, freedom, prestige, satisfaction, freedom and future security. In other 

words, these are the pulling factors for the female first-generation students towards HE. It 

also widens the world view of people (females). So, the respondents seemed to be investing 

their valuable time, resources and effort in HE. The women having higher education seem to 

be eager to enroll their children in higher education since all the respondents in the study 

were unarguably positive to educate their offsprings.   

5.3  College/ University Environment  

Physical infrastructure and lecturers and professors’ (including teachers) attitude towards the 

students have very close connection with the students’ experience while pursuing education. 

The location and the physical environment of an academic institution also plays significant 

role for the students as they are directly associated with students’ experience, achievement 

and health. Likewise, the relation among the students also leaves imprints in the students’ 

experience. Under this heading, therefore, an attempt is made to reflect the respondents’ 

experience from secondary level to higher education (in TU) on the following important 

issues.  
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5.3.1 Physical infrastructure  

The physical infrastructures such as location, library, canteen, restrooms, and furniture and so 

on are the parts of an academic institution. So, under this sub-heading, an attempt was made 

to explore physical environment and the respondents’ experience in Tribhuvan University.   

During the discussion regarding the physical infrastructure in TU, Sita complained: 

“… as I’m a student of Gender Studies programme, while talking about toilets in the 

university, there is no water supply. Also, due to the common (for male and female) 

toilets, for female students, it’s very difficult. Let’s forget other universities/ colleges, 

even in TU, where Gender Study programme is being run, there is no even single drop 

of water in toilets and it’s been clogged for a long. During menstruation time, the 

situation is even more worsening. This also can be a cause of drop out for females in 

many of the cases. Such situation is there even in the biggest university of the country. 

I think it’s a burning issue”.  

According to her TU is one of the representatives of physical environment government/ 

public campuses in Nepalese context. She went beyond the condition of capital city and 

talked about the college/ university in the remote areas. She reasoned that the physical 

condition of campuses/ colleges play vital role, especially for females, because there are 

common toilets for male and female students, and also there is lack of water supply. In such 

situation, Sita asserted: 

“… there is even greater impact of physical condition in the rural areas. There is 

facility of sanitary pads in the city area, but they are not available in the rural areas. 

During the menstruation, one often has to go to toilet, and often has to clean up. On 

the other hand, there is no water. Female students are compelled to be the victim of 

drop-outs in several cases”. 

Her explanation exposed one of the common problems in Nepalese government/ public 

campuses, the poor condition of physical infrastructure, mainly restrooms. The condition is 

pitiable even in TU, the largest university of the country. We can easily imagine the condition 

in other government college/ campuses. The situation is the same in the most of the 

government schools as well. On the one hand, there is no water supply, and on other hand, 

there is lack of sanitary facilities for females.  

As result of this complexity, many female students, especially, in the rural area often miss the 

classes. It results in poor performance or failure. Ultimately, it leads to drop out. 
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Sital stated the similar issue regarding physical infrastructure of college and complained that 

“they have at least prioritized like males and females restrooms like that but sanitary and 

water supply are not supportive. I think colleges should consider all the importance of 

sanitary”. Mahima also contended the same situation and said, “I’m not satisfied with 

restroom. Especially, we don’t have water … we have water problem”. Dilita added her 

criticism on this topic that in the government colleges, infrastructure is not as per their 

thought. There is toilet but no water.  Especially, the female students face greater problems.  

During the discussion about physical infrastructure of the colleges/ university, all respondents 

complained about the condition of toilets and lack of water, the most important thing. On the 

other hand, according to Adhikari (2013), in rural Nepal, menstruation is still not perceived 

as a common biological process. So, there are several socio-cultural and religious perceptions 

and taboos concerning menstruation, mainly in Brahmin culture. Female is considered to be 

impure during this period.  

Therefore, in the absence of very basic physical infrastructure in the schools and higher 

education institutions, female students are facing several challenges. The physical 

infrastructures such as limited access to colleges, overcrowding classes, the poor condition 

and inadequate toilet facilities discourages the female students from the chances of higher 

education.  

5.3.2 Teachers’ attitude  

We cannot imagine an academic institution without teachers and students, and the interaction 

and sharing experiences between them is necessary condition. So, under this sub heading, an 

effort was made to find out the attitude of teachers towards students and the experience of 

female (first-generation) students from secondary level to higher education.  

While talking about the teachers’ attitude towards female students, Sita stated that secondary 

school teachers were not equally fair and she had bitter experience that even the female 

teachers dominating females. In answer to the question whether her (Dilita’s) school teachers 

had equally been fair to male and female students, Dilita noted that they were not fair. She 

further illustrated:  

“I’ve a typical experience that once I participated in race competition with male 

students and was running like the boys but one of the female teachers stopped me and 
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said that I was a female and I couldn’t do like the males. So, I had to stop. There were 

no any other games for females either. There was gender discrimination”. 

From their experience, it is revealed that many of the secondary level teachers are not fair to 

female students. They expressed the bitter experience that even the female teachers were 

unfair and promoting gender discrimination. On the same topic, Deepshikha claimed that they 

were not fair and she argued: 

“…lady teachers are like a kind of kind to lady students but the male teachers are not 

that kind. I don’t mean to say partial but their attitude towards female students is 

different. They want to get some advantages in the name of be kind to them because 

I’ve experienced in my life”. 

It can be interpreted from Deepshikha’s expression that even if the female teachers were 

friendly and helpful, some male teachers were of dual characters. They behaved as if they had 

been kind but their hidden desire was not dependable. She indirectly indicated that they 

harassed female students in the name of being supportive and kind to them.  

The above narratives shows that in most of the Nepalese academic institutions (secondary 

level to higher education), the behavior of teachers/ lecturers towards students, especially 

female students is not fair. It means, as Acharya (2015) states, there is gender insensitivity in 

academic institutions and classroom practices in Nepal. As a result of these complex 

situations, many female students become the victims of failure or drop out while they reach at 

the secondary or higher education level.  

5.4  Higher Education and Challenges 

Higher education is expected to play a transformational role in addressing Nepal’s various 

developmental challenges, and in realizing Nepal’s development goals (ADB 2015, p. xi). So, 

the government has responsibility to ensure the equal access to higher education to all its 

citizens regardless of gender, various social groups, and rural-urban areas. Although higher 

education enrolment is expanding primarily in the private sector, this is likely to restrict even 

more the access to higher education for the poorest part of the population (Simkhagda and 

Teijlingen 2010). Higher education in Nepal is, therefore, beyond the access of many people 

of the remote areas. Gender discrimination and disparities between rural and urban areas are 

the key challenges in Nepalese higher education system. Under this heading, however, 

endeavor was made to explore the situation of policy regarding pregnancy and higher 

education, and the relation between higher education and job. 
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5.4.1 Higher education and job  

In the present context, education is the first condition in the job market. Even for the 

unskilled jobs like peon and gatekeeper are supposed to have certain academic qualification. 

So, to get skilled or high skilled job either in the government sector or in the private 

company, higher education is necessary. On the other hand, to continue higher education, job 

serves as the source of income for the students who come from lower or even middle 

economic class family background. Also, some of the students, who want to stand on their 

own, and also want to further their education, job is the only one alternative of earning. In 

this sense, higher education and job are related and dependent on each other. But under this 

heading, the study aims to find out through the respondents’ experience whether job always 

supports higher education or it creates challenges for the students (first-generation female) 

while pursuing education.  

During the discussion regarding the relation between higher education and job, Shreya 

mentioned the importance of higher education and claimed “it helps a lot … there is 

condition only Masters can apply or only Ph. D.s can apply. For the job it (HE) is very 

necessary”. She noted the importance of academic qualification in the job market. Pratima 

also shared similar version and argued “if we lack education, we have no value in the job 

market. Nowadays, even for a general sales person or peon or sweeper, academic 

qualification is required. Education is the main key to open the job market”. Sital’s view also 

was in line with Shreya and Pratima. She stated that it was impossible to get good job without 

education. 

Maya put forward almost similar view but from different way and she generalized her 

experience in the other students like her and noted “in my case, I completed my Bachelor’s 

and continuing master’s through my own earning. So, I think, most of the female first-

generation students have like my own situation. They continue their study and job side by 

side”. Maya and Deepshikha were in the similar position and while discussing about 

financing higher education, Deepshikha said, “To talk about mine, me myself earning for my 

higher education. Also after being educated, we do part-time, full-time jobs. This goes with 

education side by side”. 

Sita talked relatively in broader sense regarding higher education and job and claimed:  
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“Some students manage finance by balancing both study and job side by side whereas 

some students who have support from family do not have jobs. On the other hand, 

some of the students who want to be independent, even if they have economically 

sound family, they earn and study. So, there are of two concepts in this matter”. 

According to her, for the students having no financial support from family due to lower 

socio-economic status, there is no alternative of job for managing expenses. Some other 

students from well off family also run job and study hand in hand for the reason of 

independence. Pratima’s view is also somehow similar to Sita’s in terms of higher education 

financial management. But she further raised the issue of security reason as well. According 

to her, family or parents manage finance for the students in the case of well off family while 

in the case of middle class and low class family background, students themselves are 

managing expenses by earning. They go to college in the morning and in the job at the day 

time. Further, she added, even if there are facilities of morning and evening colleges, due to 

the security reasons, female job holders often choose morning colleges because female 

students have to face relatively more security challenges in Nepalese context.  

When the respondents were asked about the relation between higher education and job, they 

disclosed the difficulties or challenges they have to face while balancing study and job. Dilita 

shared her experience on this matter and elaborated: 

“It’s very hard to maintain the job and study together. On the one hand, we get 

several assignments and presentations in the college, and we have many meetings and 

seminars in the job on the other hand, and they coincide … sometimes, we have to 

choose either of the two: study or job. Also, it’s hard to get job for running students 

because the hiring companies think that we cannot give full time to the job”. 

While talking about effect of job in higher education, Pratima explained “job definitely 

affects study because due to the whole day’s work, we get mentally tired and study is also a 

kind of mental activity. In addition, we cannot manage time for study. Due to this, obviously 

effect goes to in quality of our education”. On the same topic, Sital shared her experience. To 

put in her own words: 

“It’s very tough. So, of course, being student and we have to pay for our education. 

And then we are doing our our job for our study. It’s really challenging because 

we’re studying different thing and we’ve to choose different thing as a job (because 

it’s hard to find our course related job). But that job is hampering our education. … 

like us, first-generation students who are achieving higher education ... we are facing 

many problems”. 
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The respondents’ opinion and experience shows that balancing higher education and job is 

not an easy task. The students face several challenges such as time management, risk of job, 

quality of output of the study and security. Moreover, the field of their study and job they do 

are not related in many of the cases. The problem of running study and job is common for all 

the respondents but beyond than that Dilita revealed hurdles have to be faced for being 

females in the job and expressed her dissatisfaction: 

“… still there is a tendency of categorizing job like for males and females. Even the 

females want to go to higher posts but there are so many obstacles created by the 

society for females. There is a concept in the society that females are weak and 

inferior to males. Gender equality is only in policy, but not in implementation”. 

The stories revealed that all the respondents were found to be workers or job holders. Most of 

the respondents noted only the importance of higher education for job, whereas other 

respondents shared the obstacles to be faced while maintaining study and job side by side. It 

is seen that higher education is the necessary condition in the job market. Job, on the other 

hand, also helps to those students who do not have enough resources but have will power to 

continue their higher education. According to the respondents, in many of the cases, job 

hampers the study and students are deprived from the expected results. Another barrier the 

respondents noted is that due to the job, female (first-generation) students are forced to 

choose morning colleges because of the security reasons. Gender discrimination is another 

problem they have to face in the job market. In pursuit of higher education, therefore, job 

both supports and hinders. Gender discrimination in job market and security reason are also 

another challenges or problems for female students regarding HE and job. 

5.4.2 Policy regarding pregnancy and higher education 

Pregnancy in a female is a vulnerable stage of life. So, in the developed nations, special 

policy such as maternity leave has been formulated regarding this case for the students and 

job holders. But in the developing countries, there is not effective policy addressing this 

issue. 

The topic of pregnancy and maternity leave was not seen or heard on the social media. Nor 

was it discussed in policy making level in Nepal. Only the respondents raised this issue and 

argued about its necessity for women’s retention and persistence in higher education. During 

the discussion of current policy regarding pregnant students and facility in Nepalese context, 

Deepshikha was unknown about such policy and asserted: 
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“I don’t think there is anything special for the pregnant women in the college or in 

the school or anywhere except in job, government job and in some renowned 

organizations. Further, she argued “pregnancy is very tough period in women’s life. 

So, some policy has to be there like some maternity leave policies or something like 

that organizations or colleges have to give them extra facilities in this duration. Some 

provisions of separate exams whenever they feel comfortable but pity is that the 

events of delivery during the exams are common”. 

Shreya also presented similar opinion “I haven’t heard any policies regarding the pregnant 

women/ students in higher education. If they are pregnant during the exams, there is no any 

provision like maternity leave, etc. They have to wait for the next semester or year”. 

Likewise, Shanti also was unknown to this issue and demanded that there should some 

policies regarding the pregnant students like maternity leave or facilities so that they can have 

easy access to higher education. One after another respondents stated that they were unknown 

to the policy. Sital also gave similar opinion that she had no idea about that. Regarding this 

situation she asserted “it’s really sad. Still like we’re unaware of that … policy makers are 

still failing to address this important issue”.   

From the participants’ responses, it is discovered that many of the female students have no 

idea about the policy addressing pregnancy in the higher education. The respondents revealed 

that the pitiable conditions of the pregnant students in the higher education system in Nepal. 

In the absence of separate policy regarding pregnancy, many female students have to face 

critical times. Another participant, Sita also had similar opinion regarding pregnant students 

and maternity leave and she claimed: 

“… I have no idea regarding policy for pregnant students. It is, indeed, a serious 

issue. There is no any provision in our context whether it is in the matter of class 

attendance or in determination exam centers. Therefore, serious thought is necessary 

in policy making level focusing on the mental and physical condition of pregnant 

students … there is no provision of maternity leave in case of students. So, in several 

cases, the condition of facing exams just after an hour of delivering baby; and 

moreover, in some of the cases, there are the cases that babies are delivered in the 

exam halls. Hence, given that there was provision of special exams, probably it would 

not be so”. 

It does not seem to be gender friendly policy regarding pregnant students in Nepal. For 

married women, higher education is rather challenging; either they have to choose higher 

education or delivering babies. But both study and having babies at the same time is almost 

impossible. If they try to balance both, the situation is very complicated because sometimes 

pregnant students happened to deliver baby in the exam centers and in some cases, they have 
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to rush to examination halls casting aside newly born babies. The situation seems that the 

pregnant students in higher education are deprived from fundamental human rights. Pratima, 

assumed:  

“I think there is nothing till to date. … some of the NGOs/ INGOs working in Nepal 

have been granting six months as maternity leave. But policy hasn’t been formulated 

for pregnant students. This affects in students’ study because this critical, vulnerable 

stage. Due to this, many of the students cannot focus on study, and there are the cases 

that they have left the college. Some of the students don’t face the exams in their last 

stages of pregnancy. And for them there is no any other provision. It isn’t found that 

anybody has thought properly about pregnancy. So far I’ve heard, there hasn’t been 

made any lobby either”. 

Dilita put forward her opinion regarding lack of certain policy for pregnancy and demamded 

“they need to change the policy regarding pregnant students and the student who has just 

delivered the baby. Due to lack of policy, some females are unlikely to have babies after 

marriage for the fear of quitting their studies”.  

The narratives show the situation of policy regarding pregnant students and the problems they 

have to face while pursuing higher education. All the respondents were from MA in Gender 

Studies and moreover, they were from the largest university of the country but none of them 

had heard about the policy regarding pregnant students in the country.  As consequences, the 

cases of delivering babies in the exam halls, facing exams with newly born babies and 

quitting the studies after marriage are common cases in Nepal. Some of the women studying 

in higher education are unlikely to have babies for the fear of drop out. According to the 

respondents, although the policy regarding maternity leave is of serious concern at the policy 

making level, it has not been discussed yet and even the lobby has not been made.  

5.5  Opportunity of Higher Education  

The distribution of HE institutions is not equal in different regions in Nepal. The trend of 

distribution of HE opportunity is city centred. Nepal itself is an agricultural country and most 

of the parents in the rural area are not well educated and lack information about higher 

education and its importance. Those parents do not let their daughters go far away from home 

for higher education. In such scenario, under this heading, an endeavor is made to explore 

opportunities of higher education for female (first-generation) students through the 

respondents. 
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Pratima explained the opportunity of higher education in present context “relatively speaking, 

the opportunity has been increased nowadays due to the increase in the number of higher 

education institutions, the change in the concept of higher education that it is necessary 

condition for competition in the market”. But still females do not have equal access to it. On 

the same topic of discussion, Sita put forward her opinion regarding urban-rural disparities in 

Nepalese higher education system: 

“To talk overall in Nepalese context, even if the number of HE institutions has 

increased, they are beyond the access of female students because they are city 

centered. On the other hand, government higher education institutions are not in the 

access of the female students due to geographical and physical distance of them”. 

Her opinion is in line with other respondents such as Shreya, Maya, Sital, Dilita, Mahima, 

and Deepshikha also shared more or less the similar opinion on higher education and women 

access in Nepal. 

From the discussion, it is discovered that the opportunity of higher education has relatively 

increased due to the increase in the number of institutions and change in the concept of 

people that it is necessary for all. In fact, HE is still beyond the access of female students 

(mailnly first-generation) because of HE institutions’ city-centeredness or geographical and 

physical distance. Inappropriate location of HE institutions, therefore, is a push factor 

because many families do not let their daughters stay away for education. 

5.6 Summing up  

To sum up, the findings of the study shed light on the challenges the first-generation female 

students have to face and the way they have to struggle while pursuing education from 

primary level to higher education in Nepal. The respondents readily shared their  

backgrounds, information about their families, and their educational experiences. Despite the 

several challenges, the respondents mentioned the certain strategies for continuing their 

higher edcation such as maintaining balance between domestic and academic roles side by 

side focussing on study, avoiding early marriage, developing self-confidence, and viewing 

higher education as long-term investment and so on.  

Further, the respondents discussed about women right and its implementation and stated the 

poor condidition implementation although they are well written. They also mentioned socio-

cultural factors that create barriers for higher education such as gender discrimination, early 
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marriage, insufficient support from family, lack of motivation, poor implementation of 

women rights, and the security reasons. They further shared that they view higher education 

as a source of independence, freedom, prestige, freedom and future security.  

The respondents also raised the issue of poor condition of physical infrastructures in TU and 

other higher education institutions and teachers’ unfair attitides towards female students. 

Likewise, another difficulty the female students have to face is the lack of maternity leave 

policy in higher education system in Nepal and that complicates the situations of the female 

students in HE. Finally, the respondents shared their view on job and its role in higher 

education and HE opportunities for female stdents. They claimed that job ofthen hampers 

study, and opportunity of higher education has seemingly been incresed but not in reality due 

to gender disparity and geographical diversities. In short, the respondents mentioned both 

push and pull factors they experienced in the course of pursuing HE. The following table 

presents the push and pull factors for female (mainly first-generation) students in pursuit of 

HE in Nepal: 
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Table 4 Push and pull factors based on the interviews 

 Individual Structural 

Push Factors - intellectual curiosity/ capacity 

- hardships 

- poverty 

- encouragement 

- support (emotional and financial) 

- get away from patriarchal norms 

and values 

- early marriage 

- commitment 

- motivation 

- son preferring tendency 

- early marriage 

- patriarchy  

 

Challenges - hardships 

- poverty 

- side jobs 

- illiteracy 

- gender insensitive academic 

environment/ sexual harassment  

- security reason 

- lack of gender friendly environment in 

academic institutions 

- poor condition of physical infrastructure 

of the academic institutions 

- caste system 

- very limited scholarships and education  

loan 

- lack of information about scholarships 

and education loan 

- lack of provision of maternity leave in HE 

system 

- disparity across the regions 

- security reason 

- illiteracy 

Pull Factors  - laws securing girls’ education 

- benefit from their intellectual 

capacity 

- independence 

- financial security 

- self-confidence 

-job opportunity 

- prestige 

- improving financial capacity 

- self-satisfaction 

- opportunities of HE with possibility of 

different programmes  

- job market 

- education loans and scholarships (very 

limited) 

- laws/ equal rights 

- social capital 

- human capital 

Next chapter is the discussions of the findings of the study in relation to the research 

questions. 
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6 DISCUSSIONS OF FINDINGS 

The aim of this study was to find out the answer questions about the challenges the first-

generation female students have to face in the pursuit of higher education in Nepal and the 

way they cope with those challenges. Most of the respondents (five of eight) were grown up 

and had studied up to 10+2 (higher secondary level) in the rural areas and entered Kathmandu 

in pursuit of higher education. This study is based on only the experiences of the eight female 

respondents. However, their story of struggle and experiences could be useful resources on 

how women experience push and pull factors associated with the successful pursuit of 

education in Nepal. This chapter discusses the findings of the study.  

6.1  Challenges of the first-generation female 
students in HE  

The respondents in this study were asked questions about their views of various personal, 

cultural, social, and policy related push and pull factors that stimulated them pursuing higher 

education. They shared their experience regarding the role of peers, family members, and 

their overall educational experiences while they progressed from primary through secondary 

to higher education.  

Regarding the research question: What are the challenges the first-generation female students 

have to face in Nepal in pursuit of  higher education, the study revealed that weak 

implimentation of women rights, gender discrimination, early marriage, lack of motivation 

and financial support, poor condition of physical infrastructure in the academic institutions, 

lack of maternity leave, and the side jobs are the major challenges for the first-generation 

female students in higher education of Nepal. 

Although the constitution of Nepal (2015) states  under the right and equality of citizens that 

“there shall be no discrimination in the application of general laws on the grounds of origin, 

religion, race, caste, tribe, sex ... (p. 6)”, in practice, males often get more chances than the 

female counterparts. The parental property is transferred to sons as socio-cultural and 

religious norms in most of the cases making the females economically dependent on males. 

Moreover, even if both sons and daughters are given chance of higher education, there is a 

discriminating tendency of bearing relatively more financial burden for sons than daughters. 

In fact, “for gender equality to be meaningful, mechanisms for ensuring equality of treatment 
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as well as equality of opportunity for men and women are important” (Subrahmanian 2005, p. 

397). In addition, in the rural areas there is greater problem of higher education, mainly for 

the first-generation female students because they do not get proper guidance about the 

courses and their scope in the future. The reason is that the parents are uneducated.  They 

(parents) also have a concept of not educating daughters as they go to their husband’s family 

after their marriage, but sons stay with them, earn and provide security in their old age.  

The study showed that the level of gender discrimination differs from one ethnic group to 

another. In Brahmin culture, it is relatively difficult to achieve higher education for 

daughters/ females in comparison to the males because they are bound to the household 

works and also they are forced to marry in early age. Gender discrimination, therefore, has 

been a great challenge in every sector of females’ life even though there is provision of 

gender equality in the policy. 

The study further depicted that the age for marriage and higher education enrolment overlap 

and marriage creates hurdles in pursuit of higher education in Nepalese context because, even 

if daughter and daughter-in law are both females, the perception of the society on them are 

different and for a woman, opportunity of further education, after marriage, is hardly 

possible. In this sense, early marriage is another challenge for females in pursuit of HE. There 

is another controversial issue regarding marriage and higher education that educated males 

seek educated female as spouse but social tendency is that not to educate daughters beyond 

the higher secondary level.  

Further it was discovered that most of the students even in HE lack information about the 

scholarship (external financial support) from the government or other organizations such as 

religious or NGOs. It is due to lack of effective system of information circulation about the 

scholarships. Also they mentioned that there is no fair distribution of scholarships and it 

hardly reaches to the target groups. Likewise, there is no provision of education loan from the 

government. Only some commercial banks provide education loan to very limited students 

(only engineering students) at high interest rate. Such ineffective provision scholarships and 

very limited education loan system are also the push factors for the students, mainly for first-

generation female students.  

The study also revealed that future security, prestige, career, accumulating knowledge or 

intellectual curiosity, updating knowledge, independence, demand of the job market and 

changing concept in the society were the motivating/ pulling factors for the respondents in 
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pursuing higher education. The respondents further added that they were eager to enroll their 

children in higher education because all the respondents in the study were unarguably 

positive to educate their children. So, a mother’s education is linked to the education of next 

generation. 

Another important thing is that the respondents viewed higher education as a long term 

investment in the form of human capital or cultural capital, and they made their way to it 

despite several challenges. They perceived HE as a source of independence, freedom, 

prestige, satisfaction, and financial security and they were personally attracted to it. 

The respondents also raised the issue of physical infrastructure and teachers/ lecturers attitude 

towards female students and argued that due to the lack of very basic physical infrastructures 

such as limited access to colleges, overcrowded classes, the poor condition and inadequate 

toilet facilities in the schools and higher education institutions, female students are facing 

several problems and are discouraged from persisting HE. The impact is even greater in the 

rural areas resulting poor performance or failure of the students in the exams and finally, it 

leads to drop out. Also in many of the cases, attitude of teachers/ lecturers towards students, 

especially female, is not fair. The respondents’ experience showed that often female students 

have to face the problem of gender discrimination and sexual harassment in the school and 

colleges which discourages the female students in higher education. The poor condition of 

physical infrastructure of academic institutions and teachers’ attitude were found as push 

factors in persisting HE. 

The study further revealed that there is a reciprocal relation between higher and job. Higher 

education is the key to open the job market, on the other hand, serves as the source of income 

for the students to persist their higher education. But it was found that in many of the cases, 

job hampered the study and students were deprived from good results. Gender discrimination 

is another problem they had to face in the job market. It was also discovered that, due to the 

security reason, job holder female (first-generation) students could not make choice of 

colleges. They were forced to choose morning colleges even if there are day and evening 

colleges. In this condition, job and security reason were also found to be challenges while 

pursuing HE for females. 

Moreover, the discussion on higher education policy in Nepal, particularly on pregnancy and 

maternity leave, revealed that although the policy regarding maternity leave was of serious 

concern at the policy making level, it had not been discussed and even the lobby had not been 
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made. As consequences, the cases of delivering babies in the exam halls, facing exams with 

newly born babies and quitting the studies after marriage are common cases in Nepal. The 

mothers and newly born babies are deprived from the fundamental rights. Some of the 

women studying in higher education are unlikely to have babies for the fear of drop out. 

Therefore, pregnancy and baby-delivery cases are often the challenges in pursuit of higher 

education for females. 

At last, the study revealed that even if the opportunity of higher education has relatively 

increased, socio-cultural factor is the cause of gender disparity because poor and uneducated 

population still holds traditional concept that daughters do not need higher education and are 

unlikely to invest on it and gender disparity still excludes female students, especially first-

generations. Lack of education in parents and poverty are another cultural capital related 

factors pushing the first-generation female students away from HE.  

6.2 The ways they cope with the challenges  

Regarding the research question: How do they (first-generation female students) cope with 

the challenges, the study revealed that, despite the several challenges, first-generation female 

students persist their higher education with certain strategies sucha as maintaining balance 

between the household chore and study side-by-side, being focused on the study and escaping 

early marriage, finding jobs to maintain expenses, instilling sel-fconfidence, and viewing/ 

perceiving higher education as long-term investment. 

The respondents mentioned familial financial support during the primary and secondary 

education and encouragement from relatives and teachers throughout their study. In most of 

the cases, mother played dominant role as the supporters for daughters for education. At 

higher education level, they found their own financial resources. None of the respondents 

mentioned financial support from others or sponsors for their education. One of the 

respondents (Deepshikha) expressed her wish to pay back her family and community after 

being capable of earning since they played significant role for her education. 

According to the respondents, the reason of their success was the investment in terms of time, 

available resources and effort. Of eight respondents, seven were unmarried. They revealed 

that they had used certain strategies to cope with the challenges such as postponing marriage 

and balancing household roles, official (job) roles, societal roles and study at the same time. 
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This strategy helped them in persisting HE. The respondents often stated that they struggled a 

lot for higher education with the expectation that they would get good earning jobs, happiness 

in future, prestige, and they would be able to lead independent life.  

6.3 Summing up 

This chapter discussed the findings of the study in relation to aims of the study and the 

formulated research questions. The questions were related to the challenges the first-

generation female students have to face in pursuit of HE, and the way they cope with the 

challenges. The challenges were related to policy, socio-cultural values, information 

circulation, finance, infrastructure of academic institutions, and teachers/ lecturers’ attitude 

towards students, especially female. The respondents could overcome challenges by 

postponing early marriage, maintaining balance among family role, sociatal role and study at 

the same time. They also mentioned that their familial finacial support and encouragement 

from relatives played vital role for their success. At last, the participants noted that their 

success in achieving HE was result of their investment in terms of time, resources and 

personal effort. 

The following chapter presents the conclusion of the study and also makes some 

recommendations and also gives suggestions for future research. 
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7 CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter presents the conclusions based on the findings of the study and makes some 

recommendations to the government, school and college/ university adminstrations and to the 

stakeholders, and also mentions suggestions for future research. 

7.1 Conclusions 

The findings of this study reveal the experiences and successes of first-generation women and 

their struggle to pursue education in Nepal. The respondents shared their experiences how 

they moved from primary school through secondary school to higher education. They further 

shared about their family-backgrounds, and their educational experiences. Their experience 

revealed that both push and pull factors had played role in personal and structural level in one 

way or other way.  

The ideas they shared can mainly be categorized into socio-cultural factors, school/ college/ 

university environment, higher education and challenges, and opportunity of higher 

education. These main categories further encompass other sub-categories such as women’s 

rights and respondents view, pregnancy and higher education policy, gender discrimination, 

marriage and higher education, emotional and financial support, physical infrastructure, and 

so on.  

The weak implementation of women rights guaranteed by the law is the major challenge for 

the first-generation female students. Early marriage, patriarchal norms and values, gender 

discrimination, lack of proper guidance for HE, poor condition of physical infrastructure of 

academic institutions, lack of provision of HE policy for pregnancy and maternity leave, and 

regional disparities are found as other challenges. In short, gender inequalities in access to 

higher education is due to political, socio-cultural and geographical/ regional factors. 

The respondents mentioned family as the financial source in the early stages of their 

education. In most of the cases mothers were the source of encouragement and inspiration. 

After completing 10+2 (higher secondary level), they stated that they navigated job as 

financial source that supported their education and also reciprocated emotional and financial 

support back to their home and community. They also emphasized that educational 



76 

 

attainment in one generation has positive effects on the educational attainment of the next 

generation. A noteworthy point is that the concept of people towards higher education has 

been changed and the new generation women seemed to be eager to educate their daughters. 

It indicates the possibility of better educational opportunities and empowerment of females in 

near future. Moreover, they shared their perception/ view on higher education as long term 

investment of time, energy, patience and the available resources.  

According to the respondents, motivation and emotional support stimulated to progress from 

primary school to secondary school through higher education. Despite several challenges, the 

reasons for respondents’ success in pursuing higher education were hard work, familial 

support and escaping from early marriage. Further, they shared their skill and capabilities to 

balance the societal roles as a child or an adult in their families and communities, and their 

academic sectors at the same time.  

7.2 Recommendations 

Based on the findings, the study makes the following recommendations to the government, 

school/ colleges and university administrations and to the parents emphasizing on their role in 

reducing gender disparity, mainly focusing higher education for female (first-generation) in 

Nepalese context.  

The constitution of Nepal 2015 has mentioned several women rights such as right to 

education, parental property, citizenship in mother’ name, and 33% of reservation quotas for 

females in every layer and organ of government. However, the study showed that the 

implementation aspect is not as expected. Women right is only in policy but women have 

little access to resources and in policy making level. So, it is recommended that the 

government has to strongly implement all women rights mentioned in the constitution in 

practical life. 

The present study showed that gender discrimination is the main barrier in equal access to 

higher education in Nepalese context. So, it is strongly recommended to the government to 

ensure access to higher education for all females through strategic planning, and every hurdle 

that hampers their active participation should be eliminated. 

The study also found that in the absence of effective education loan system, many students 

are forced to balance study and side job. The consequence is that they end with poor results 
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or failure and in some cases drop out. It is, therefore, recommended that the government 

should manage effective study-loan system for the needy students so that they would 

accomplish their study with expected result and would contribute in their respective field.  

Regarding information about government scholarships for female students in higher 

education, most of the respondents were unknown about it and also claimed that such 

scholarships are beyond the access of the target groups. So, it is highly recommended that 

concerning departments should circulate the information effectively so that all the target 

groups benefit from the opportunity. It is also recommended that there should be fair 

distribution of scholarships and none of the target groups should be deprived.   

Although the opportunity of HE for female has been somehow increased recently, the main 

barrier in access to HE is the centralization of higher education institutions in certain cities. In 

fact, most of the poor and uneducated population lives in the rural areas where there are very 

few higher education institutions and the students (especially females) from the area are 

deprived from the chance of HE. In such situation, women access to HE is not possible 

because of socio-cultural and security reasons because they have to travel alone long distance 

crossing the hills, woods and rivers. So, it is also highly recommended to the government to 

formulate and implement the decentralization policy of higher education system so that all 

the citizens will have equal access to higher education.  

The study also revealed that there is poor condition of basic physical infrastructure such as 

poor and inadequate toilet and water supply in the government schools and colleges/ 

universities and the students (mainly the female students) have been facing serious 

challenges, and they are discouraged from persisting their HE. The impact is even pitiable in 

the rural areas, and it has been a cause of poor performance, irregularity of the many female 

students and even leading to drop out. To increase their access female students in higher 

education, it is, therefore, recommended that the government should take immediate step to 

improve the conditions of those basic infrastructures and manage gender friendly physical 

infrastructure in academic institutions. The government should mange separate budget to 

address this issue.  

The study further revealed that the topic of pregnancy and maternity leave in higher 

education system was not heard in Nepal, and it hasn’t been discussed yet in policy making 

level. Only the respondents raised this issue and argued about its necessity for women’s 
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retention and persistence in the HE. The cases of delivering babies in the exam halls, facing 

exams with newly born babies and quitting the studies after marriage are common cases. 

Some of the women studying in higher education are unlikely to have babies for the fear of 

drop out. Furthermore, pregnancy and baby-delivery cases are often the causes of 

discontinuation of higher education for female. To overcome these problems, it is, therefore, 

strongly recommended that immediate policy has to be formulated and implemented in higher 

education system. 

The study also showed that female students often had to face the problem of gender 

discrimination and sexual harassment in the school and colleges which discouraged the 

students from higher education. So it is recommended that schools/ college/ universities have 

to manage- secure and sexual harassment free (gneder sensitive) environment for female 

students.  

7.3 Suggestions for future studies 

The study was concerned with women because of male dominating socio-cultural situation in 

Nepal where higher education for women is still considered to be luxury in many cases. 

Higher education and access in Nepal, in fact, is a rich topic on which wide range of studies 

can be carried out in the future applying several approaches for deeper understanding the 

experiences and perception of access to higher education.  

Since the study focused only on MA in Gender Studies, the respondents could be gender-

focused and they might have seen the world only through gendered lens. So, the future 

research can be an in-depth look at first- generation students from other programmes, or it 

can be on first-generation male students. Furthermore, the study could be on gender and 

higher education, and higher education policy and so on.  

Since the respondents perceived higher education as a long-term investment, studies could 

also be carried out on how guardians/ parents perceive higher education would be informative 

to both students pursuing higher education and the other parents who are to invest on their 

son/ daughters’ higher education. A comparative study could also be done on the perceptions 

of parents/ guardians in rural and urban area.  

The policy regarding pregnancy and maternity leave was not seen or heard by any of the 

respondents and also it has not been discussed in policy making bodies. So, the research on 
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the views of women who have experienced the pregnancy stage while pursuing higher 

education or pregnant students would provide an understanding of how this issue influences 

higher education and the lives of female students during this stage. In higher education 

system of Nepal, therefore, numerous studies could be carried out on the policies and 

practices that influence the access to higher education.  
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Appendix - Interview Guide 

This questionnaire has been prepared to elicit/ draw information for the research work 

on “Higher Education and Women's Access in Nepalese Context: A Qualitative Study” 

which is being carried out under the supervision of Tove Kvil, a lecturer in the 

University of Oslo, Norway, in the department of educational sciences, in the partial 

fulfillment of the requirement for the degree of M. Phil. in Higher Education. I hope 

that you co-operate me giving authentic and reliable information that will be invaluable 

contribution to accomplish this research work. 

Researcher 

Dil Kumar Subba 

University of Oslo 

Norway 

Family Background and Career 

- What is the total number your siblings (brothers and sisters) in the family?   

- What is the number of family members who are currently in university?  

- What is your mother’s highest level of education?  

- What is your father’s highest level of education?  

- What is your primary reason for attending university?  

- What is your career goal? 

- Why did you decide to attend Tribhuvan University? 

Social Factors 

- Who inspired to attend higher education? 

- What does family think about (someone) attending Tribhuvan University, a well-known 

university, Nepal?  

- Who encourages to pursue higher education? 

- Who are some successful women in Nepalese society? What kind of occupations do 

they have? What was their path to “success”? 

-  How many people from your extended family have attended higher education? 
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-  What motivated to go to college? 

-  What do peers think about higher education and how it relates to marriage prospects? 

- Is it harder for females to pursue higher education than males? Why? 

Cultural Factors 

- How was a typical school day like in Standard IV or V? 

-  How was it changed in secondary level? 

-  Does higher education change the way of raising a family? 

-  Is the college environment supportive for female students? 

-  Is there any particular support for a first-generation female student? 

-  What kind of change would female students like to see regarding women’s rights in Nepal? 

-  How does higher education help women in the job market? 

-  Do female students expect their children to go to college/ university? 

Economic/ Policy Factors 

- What made (a first-generation female student) decide to go to college? 

- What organizations provide support for those students? (Religious organizations? 

Government Scholarships? NGO’s?) 

- How do they feel to be the first female in the family to go to college? 

- Are there now more opportunities for women to participate in higher education than in the 

past? If yes, what could be the reason behind this?  

-  What is the current policy regarding period and pregnant students in higher education? 

-  What do they think about this policy? 

-  Were secondary school teachers equally fair to male and female students? 

- Can you think of a young lady whose background was very similar to yours (those attending 

higher education) who did not study further? What differences can you see in present life 

standard?  

- How are they financing their higher education? 


