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Abstract 
This exploration of challenges and barriers to inclusion in Nepal elaborates a conceptual framework for 
education development in a diverse society. As Nepal is a highly diverse, caste-based, multi-ethnic, and 
multi-linguistic society with very low development indicators, the article focuses on barriers to education and 
related issues across different socioeconomic groups. A systematic review of the relevant literature forms the 
basis for the design of a practical approach to education development for this diverse society in light of 
education policy trends in Nepal since 1950. The five proposed steps for education policy formulation and 
implementation include an in-depth analysis of the existing situation and outcome assessments. The proposed 
approach will enable local governance institutions to design and implement pragmatic provisions for education 
development at local level in the context of a new constitution that mandates local government management of 
school education. 
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1. Introduction 
Nepal’s new constitution created a significant opportunity for education development. School-level education 
now falls under the jurisdiction of municipal government, and the involvement of local government and local 
communities can be expected to deliver better results, as the beneficiaries of education play a central role in 
school management. In a diverse society like Nepal, local government autonomy in managing local activities 
such as school education can promote more effective governance according to local needs and preferences 
(Faguet, 2013). Equally, however, this new responsibility poses challenges for local government, which lacks 
basic knowhow, expertise, and resources. According to Daly (2019), although the government is authorized to 
formulate necessary legislation according to need, the new legislative and regulatory frameworks are inadequate. 
The new highly decentralized state model represents a revolutionary process of transformation, and local and 
central government institutions must simultaneously resolve multiple existing problems. In that context, the 
present paper seeks to develop a conceptual framework that can be of practical use to policymakers and 
education practitioners at local level.  

The conceptual framework elaborated here informs the design of a practical approach to education development 
in a diverse society. Based on a comprehensive review of the related literature and an assessment of education 
policy trends in Nepal, the proposed framework encompasses three domains: (1) socio-cultural and 
developmental diversity; (2) policy formulation and implementation and monitoring of results; and (3) education 
outcomes and socioeconomic development. In the first domain, the framework proposes two steps: 
understanding local socioeconomic conditions and identifying education barriers and prospects. The second 
domain also entails two steps: analyzing education inputs and outputs and aligning these with the Education 
Production Function (Britton & Vignoles, 2017). Finally, in the third domain, analysis of the socioeconomic 
impacts of education clarifies the relationship between education and other development outcomes at local level. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1 Barriers to Education: Global Context 

Barriers to education are multidimensional. The most critical of these dimensions is gender, as significant levels 
of inequality of access and outcome persist between women and men at all levels of education and in every 
country and community (Hyde, 1993; Smock, 1981; Unterhalter, 2008). Of more immediate interest here is that 
this inequality is more pronounced in less developed countries and in less developed communities within those 
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countries. Despite the continuous advance of human civilization, women continue to encounter multiple barriers 
to educational attainment (Neupane, 2017), which also include caste/ethnicity, race, religion, disability, income, 
and location (Glewwe & Muralidharan, 2016).  

The numerous benefits of educating girls are widely documented (e.g., Slaughter-Defoe, Addae, & Bell, 2002), 
and there is strong evidence that the most effective pathway for human improvement in underdeveloped areas is 
the schooling of girls and women (R. LeVine, S. LeVine, & Schnell, 2001). Conversely, the failure to educate 
girls is clearly detrimental to the girls themselves, as well as to families, societies, and states. Uneducated girls 
are more likely to be marginalized—less healthy and less skilled, with fewer choices, and ill-prepared to 
participate in the political, social, and economic development of their communities. The children of uneducated, 
marginalized girls are also at higher risk of poverty, infectious disease (e.g., HIV/AIDS), sexual exploitation, and 
violence. Despite growing international awareness and campaigning, some governments appear apathetic 
(LeVine et al., 2001) about positive action to promote the education of girls.  

This gender disparity is embedded in economic, social, and cultural factors that together make access to 
education more challenging for girls (Kays, 2003; Unterhalter, 2005). Even those who are in school also face 
many barriers to quality education, with significant attainment gaps across socioeconomic groups. According to 
UNESCO (2010), 72 countries have huge gender gaps in primary and secondary education; of these, 63 
(including Nepal) have a significant gender gap in secondary education. These disparities are a consequence of 
multiple barriers and ultimately undermine socioeconomic development at national level, as well as individual 
health and prosperity.  

In South Asia, gender discrimination is highly cited as a source of women’s educational disadvantage 
(Bhagavatheeswaran et al., 2016). The region has the largest numbers of out-of-school children: 8.2 million at 
primary level and 23.6 million at secondary level (UNESCO, 2018), and the quality of education is very low, as 
millions of primary school graduates lack foundational literacy and numeracy. The numerous barriers include 
lack of suitable schools, unaffordable fees, unavailability of toilets, and sexual harassment. Along with 
widespread poverty and other economic barriers, early marriage and other deep-rooted sociocultural factors 
continue to undermine gender equality in South Asia, where ethnic fragmentation is more complex than in most 
other regions. For example, India is highly fragmented in terms of religion, culture, and languages (Okediji, 
2005), and the caste system practiced by Hindus, the country’s dominant religious denomination, exacerbates 
ethnic differentiation by creating a social hierarchy (Sengupta & Sarker, 2011). The recent conflict in Indonesia, 
particularly during the post-Suharto regime, has an ethno-religious dimension, as in the conflict between 
Muslims and Christians in places such as Makasar and Ambon (Buttenheim & Nobles, 2009). Similarly high 
levels of ethnic diversity have driven ongoing sociopolitical conflict in China, Vietnam, Thailand, Myanmar, and 
the Philippines (Ekeh & Smith, 2007; Gobrin & Andin, 2002).  

In a review of the relevant literature, Haider (1996) categorized barriers to education into three groups; 
traditional and attitudinal, financial, and infrastructural. Although Haider’s work dates back a couple of decades, 
it remains relevant in the current global context. Each of these barriers is discussed below. 

2.1.1 Traditional and Attitudinal Barriers 

In patriarchal societies, educating daughters is generally viewed as wasteful, as they will ultimately be married 
into another family (Raynor, 2005). This argument is often deployed to justify the exclusion of girls from school. 
Raynor (2005) and Shekh (2001) observed that parents are unwilling to invest in their daughters’ education for 
several reasons. First, the benefits of investing in girls’ education are often uncertain, as paid job opportunities 
for girls are limited. This discourages many parents from investing in their daughters’ education, as they would 
be unable to recoup that investment. Secondly—and most crucially in patriarchal societies—any income earned 
by an educated married daughter would benefit her husband’s family rather than her parents. Third, as sons 
typically take care of their aging parents in many societies like Nepal and India, educating sons is seen as an 
investment for old age. Finally, boys enjoy more job market opportunities than girls. In patriarchal societies, all 
of these factors present formidable obstacles to girls’ education. 

2.1.2 Financial Barriers 

For many low-income families in the developing world, girls’ schooling is considered a “luxury” (Haider 1996, 
p. 120). Economic hardship makes progress toward educational equity more difficult despite gender-specific and 
other targeted policy interventions and provisions. The evidence suggests that, in South Asian and North African 
countries, low levels of income in combination with low parental demand for education account for most of the 
barriers to female participation in education, especially in rural areas (Dundar & Haworth, 1993). 
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2.1.3 Infrastructural Barriers 

The literature also highlights school location as a major barrier to girls’ school enrollment and attendance, 
especially at secondary level (Dundar & Haworth, 1993; Nussbaum, 2003; World Bank, 1994). In most 
developing countries, secondary schools are generally established in relatively developed centers, and most girls, 
especially those from far-flung villages, have limited access to such schools. For instance, the World Bank 
(1994) found that distance to school reduced girls’ enrollment in Ghana as compared to boys, while paved roads 
helped to reduce girls’ dropout rates by 5% in Morocco. The inverse relationship between distance and girls’ 
school enrollment and attendance reflects culturally conservative parents’ concerns about their daughters’ safety 
when commuting to school on foot. 

In some cultures, girl-only schools have boosted enrollment, attendance and participation in school activities 
(Dundar & Haworth, 1993). According to Hamamsy (1994), conservative families favor single-sex schools that 
will maintain their daughters’ “purity,” and they may be concerned to protect their daughters from harassment or 
unwanted contact with male peers and male teachers (Haider, 1996). According to Daniel (2006) and Webster 
(1999), sexual exploitation by male peers and teachers and unexpected pregnancy have contributed significantly 
to female dropout from secondary and post-secondary education. 

2.2 Barriers to Education: Nepalese Context 

The academic literature on gender, caste, and ethnic barriers to education in Nepal is limited, and empirical 
studies are rare. However, donor-funded study projects occasionally produce reports. This section reviews these 
reports, along with relevant scholarly works. 

2.2.1 Sociocultural Barriers 

Sociocultural values and norms that discriminate against girls and women are deeply rooted in Nepali society. 
For instance, early marriage, son preference, and the traditional view of girls as someone else’s property hinder 
both girls’ education and national development (Sapkota et al., 2019). Another major obstacle is the caste 
system, which persists despite legislative countermeasures. This creates psychological and physical barriers to 
education and other services for Dalits, Nepal’s lowest caste, which are considered untouchable in society 
(DFID, 2006). The caste system also discriminates against the Janajati or indigenous peoples, creating barriers to 
their children’s education (CERID, 2005), and a majority of Janajati people are marginalized socially, 
economically, politically, and educationally (Bennett, 2008). Individual behavior, obligations, and expectations 
are caste- and ethnic group-specific, limiting access to basic social services, property, and political power 
(Lawoti, 2010). In summary, ethnicity, caste, and religious identity are major determinants of exclusion in Nepal 
(Manzoor & Govinda, 2010). 

Language represents another sociocultural barrier to education. Nepal’s National Census of 2011 identified 123 
languages spoken by various ethnic and minority groups while Nepali, the mother tongue and only official 
language, is spoken by just under half of the population (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2011). Janajati students 
whose mother tongue is not Nepali are disadvantaged, as most courses are offered in Nepali. According to recent 
data, textbooks for the basic education level are developed and published in only 24 languages (Ministry of 
Education, Science and Technology, 2017), and a lack of trained teachers means that teaching in the mother 
tongue has not proved effective (Phyak & Ojha, 2019), impacting access to education as well as quality of 
learning.  

2.2.2 Financial Barriers 

Poverty is another common barrier to education in Nepal (Bista, 2004), and girls’ education opportunities are 
further reduced when household resources are limited as a consequence of low household income, girls’ 
domestic workload, the high opportunity cost of educating girls, and the indirect costs of education (Neupane, 
2017).  

2.2.3 Infrastructural Barriers 

In Nepal, a number of minor rules and regulations, ranging from paperwork to other practical matters, undermine 
children’s education (Mathema, 2007). For instance, although many poor families do not possess citizenship 
documents or children’s birth certificates, parents may be asked to produce such documents at the time of 
enrollment (Neupane, 2017). School hours (10 am to 4 pm) do not suit most families whose main occupation is 
agriculture, as children are encouraged to engage in agricultural work rather than going to school.  

Additionally, school facilities are not sufficiently girl-friendly to meet privacy and safety needs. In most schools, 
for instance, there are still no separate latrine arrangements for girls, which discourage many girls from attending 
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school (Bista, 2004). Although the government has prioritized school water, sanitation, and health facilities, 99% 
of girls’ toilets are not suitable for menstrual hygiene management. For that reason, many secondary-level girls 
do not attend school during their menstrual period (CERID, 2012).  

In relation to school management, public schools whose pupils come from poorer households are not well 
managed (Thapa, 2013), and the lack of qualified teachers is reflected in a poor learning atmosphere and 
teaching practices that fail to engage. Public schools are seen to provide irrelevant, low-quality education, which 
has been identified as a key reason for parents’ decision to withdraw their children from public schools and to 
enroll them in private schools. This is an increasing trend, as private schools are seen to provide a higher quality 
of education and other services (Neupane, 2017).  

2.2.4 Mental, Physical, and Other Health-Related Barriers 

In Nepal, disability is viewed as reparation for sins committed by the individual in previous lives, and people 
with disabilities are often marginalized by family and society. This is especially the case for women with 
disabilities, who face multiple barriers to education and other services. Sadly, the mothers of people with 
disabilities are blamed as alachhini (bringers of bad luck) (UNDP, 2004). According to Panthi (2004), more than 
70% of people with disabilities in Nepal live with this stigma and find it extremely difficult to maintain their 
dignity. However, the data are not consistent and vary according to source (UNDP, 2004).  

Limited access to modern healthcare facilities and lower utilization of health services contribute to high maternal 
and infant mortality rates in Nepal, again creating barriers to education. In a society dominated by males, women 
do not enjoy the freedom of marital or reproductive choice, and as a result, unwanted pregnancies are widespread 
in Nepal (Bastola, Neupane, Hadkhale, & Kinnunen, 2016). 

3. Consequences and Policy Response 
As a result of the barriers to education described above, lower caste groups and the ethnic minority score poorly 
on indicators for education, as well as health and income. Lower secondary and secondary education statistics 
reveal that children from Dalits (the lowest caste) and Janajatis (an ethnic minority) are less likely to enroll than 
other castes and ethnic groups, and their dropout rate is very high (MOEST, 2017; Lohani et al., 2010). Although 
the caste issue has not received significant research attention, the few available studies suggest that caste has a 
strong effect on school participation (Stash & Hannum, 2001; Jamison & Lockheed, 1989). 

There is a high level of educational deprivation among Dalits in Nepal, with literacy rates of only 52.4%, well 
below the national average of 65.9%. Among Dalit women, the literacy rate falls to 45.5% (Nepal National Dalit 
Social Welfare Organization, 2015). With an average 2.1 years of schooling, Dalit high school and university 
graduation rates are just 3.8%, and 0.4%, respectively, as compared to national averages of 3.62 years, 17.6%, 
and 3.4%, respectively (National Planning Commission, 2008). In total, 42% of Dalits fall below the poverty 
line, which is 17% higher than the national average for poor living conditions; for Dalit girls and women, the 
situation is even worse.  

This low educational status has remained one of the major barriers to Dalits’ human development, and as in 
many other countries, Nepal’s government has declared its commitment to inclusive education. The concept of 
inclusive education first emerged during the 1960s in Europe, and most developed countries have long since 
addressed this issue. However, the issue was neglected for many years in Nepal’s education policy. Khaniya 
(2007) defined inclusiveness in education as follows: 

By inclusiveness in education, we usually understand the inclusion in student body of a full range of 
potential learners at school and college level including those with various barriers to learning like 
poverty, ethnicity, disability, gender, distance, language etc., and the provision of appropriate curriculum 
arrangements and support measures as required for effective learning resulting positive outcomes. (pp. 
65-66)  

To implement inclusive education, three main issues must be addressed: adequate school space, parental demand, 
and discriminatory treatment in schools (World Bank, 2006). Although Nepal’s government has committed to 
inclusive education, effective implementation of such a program remains a distant prospect. The government’s 
policies and priorities, especially for basic education, are set out in the EFA National Plan of Action 2001–2015. 
This rights-based approach aspires to an overall framework for school education from early childhood 
development to secondary level. However, the plans, programs, and goals identified in the EFA National plan 
have failed to address the barriers to education described above.  

Table 1 shows the evolution of inclusive education policy in Nepal. While not all of the initiatives to achieve 
gender justice have been effective, there are signs of a real commitment to greater inclusion. 
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Table 1. Education policies and programs for inclusion 

Education 

Plan/Commission Reports 
Policy Intent Proposed Programs 

NNEPC (1955) 
To improve women’s skills and knowledge to enable 

them to better perform their traditionally assigned roles
Adult literacy 

ARNEC (1960) 

• Continuation of NNEPC policy along with 

community development and basic needs 

components 

• Ensure that neither girls nor boys are deprived 

of primary education 

• Adult literacy 

• Expansion of primary schools. 

NESP (1970–1975) No segregated schools Co-education 

NHLEC (1992) 

• Increase women’s literacy 

• Women and girls assigned priority at all levels 

of education 

• Priority assigned to teacher training of women 

• Provision of scholarships for women and girls 

• Literacy and/or education for women’s 

empowerment 

• 70% of scholarships to be awarded to women 

MoE Policy 

(2003/2004) 
Provision of at least two lady teachers per school 

Ten months of pre-service training with scholarship 

for women with potential from ethnic groups and 

Dalits 

EFA Policy  

(2002–2015) 

• Gender mainstreaming 

• Training teachers to be gender-sensitive and 

socially inclusive 

Gender training for head-teachers, teachers, and 

SMC members 

SSD Program  

(2016–2022) 

Quality education for SDGs 

• Education development as a key means of 

achieving SDGs 

• Decentralize responsibility for school sector to 

local government 

• Four objective pillars: equity, quality, 

competence, and relevance 

• Focus on vocational education that is relevant to 

local needs 

• Restructure school organizations based on 

new rules and regulations 

• Enhance access to basic education, focusing 

on remote areas, gender, and ethnic minorities

• Develop model schools in all provinces and 

districts 

Note. NNEPC: Nepal National Education Planning Commission; ARNEC: All Round National Education 
Committee; NESP: National Education System Plan; NHLEC: National Higher Level Education Committee; 
MoE: Ministry of Education, EFA: Education for All, SMC: School Management Committee; SSD: School 
Sector Development, SDGs: Sustainable Development Goals. Source: Timsina (2004) in UNESCO (2005), MoE 
(2017). 

 

Inclusiveness in all aspects of development, including education, has been a significant political issue since 
1990, when Nepal became a multiparty democracy and many diverse groups began to express their opinions 
openly and to assert their identities and rights. Nevertheless, the established order remains dominated by male 
Brahmans, Chhetries (including Thakuris), and educated urban Newars. Women, Dalits and tribal indigenous 
groups like the Janajatis remain outside the mainstream political and development agenda (Bhattachan, 2003). 
Social inclusion has become a hot issue and was even included as one of the four pillars of the national 
development plan (2002-2007), widely known as the Tenth Plan. As a result, there is now a greater 
understanding that social exclusion is a structural problem that cannot be solved by welfare handouts.  

4. Framing the Education Development Model 
Based on a review of the relevant literature and policy, Figure 1 presents a framework for education development 
in Nepal. The five steps for formulating and implementing effective education policy are grouped into three 
categories. First, to formulate appropriate policy, it is essential to understand the current situation. For that 
reason, the first and second steps examine sociocultural and developmental diversity. The first step focuses on 
understanding the caste/ethnic composition of the local community, as most districts, villages, and even small 
communities within villages comprise different caste/ethnic groups. This composition contributes in turn to the 
extent of barriers to education (Neupane, 2017). For instance, in a village where they are in the majority, a 
Janajati group faces fewer barriers to education than if they were a minority. It follows that no single policy to 
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and vibrant, addressing barriers to education that are specific to the local context. 

5. Conclusion 
Based on a comprehensive review of the relevant literature and education policy trends in Nepal, this paper 
advances a framework for education development in a diverse society. After successful elections at all three 
levels of government, Nepal’s new constitution (promulgated in 2015 and implemented in 2017) presents a 
unique opportunity for education development. Municipal governments now have a mandate to manage 
school-level education, which was previously under the control of the Ministry of Education’s District Education 
Office. Together with local communities, local government institutions have become the leading stakeholders in 
transforming education, creating the possibility of rapid positive change.  

However, such changes cannot be realized automatically, and local government faces significant challenges in 
meeting this responsibility effectively. There is a shortage of experts, and local leaders are not sufficiently 
experienced to handle these challenges appropriately; more generally, local institutions have limited human and 
financial resources. Nevertheless, this is a historic opportunity to transform an impoverished nation into a 
prosperous, peaceful, and accepted member of global society. As education is widely seen as the foundation of 
peace and prosperity, achieving this goal will depend mainly on the performance of autonomous local bodies 
(Booth, 2013; Barro, 2001).  

It is argued that the conceptual framework developed here can contribute to education development in Nepal by 
assisting policymakers and development practitioners at local level. As local bodies differ in caste/ethnic 
composition, each municipality needs a unique framework for inclusive education development to inform a) 
policies that would be effective for all caste/ethnic groups; b) policies that would be effective for specific caste 
and ethnic groups; and c) policies that would be effective for communities with a specific caste/ethnic 
composition. This framework can inform the design and implementation of grassroots projects and programs 
both in Nepal and in other diverse societies in the developing world.  
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