Veredas Journal || ISSN:0874-5102 www.veredasjournal.org

The Renaissance of Women’s Participation in Indian Higher

Education (2015-2025)

Naveenkumar R.,! Dr. Santhosha C.?
Abstract

This study examines how female enrollment in Indian higher education changed
structurally between 2015 and 2025, a time when steady expansion gave way to an exponential
"renaissance." While gender inequality and historical patriarchal traditions historically impeded
growth, new data shows a paradigm shift: female enrollment hit a record high of 2.07 crore in
2021-2022, a 32% rise from 2014—15. By 2024, the number of women attending universities had
increased by 26% annually, much above the 3.6% increase in male enrollment. The Gender
Parity Index (GPI), which has been continuously above 1.01 since 201718, indicates that the
gender gap is closing. This study also examines the increase of intersectional mobility, as
Scheduled Tribe (ST) female enrollment has increased by 80%. The study finds a continuing
"leaky pipeline,” with women making up only 27% of the STEM workforce and holding fewer
than 7% of senior academic leadership positions, despite India producing the greatest number of
female STEM graduates in the world (42.7%). After analyzing policy accelerators like NEP
2020, digital learning models, and targeted programs like Vigyan Jyoti, the article comes to the
conclusion that, although the fight for "access" to classrooms is mostly being won, converting
academic achievement into economic agency will be the next hurdle. In order to unlock India's
full socioeconomic potential, the report suggests institutional reforms such as 'returnship"
mandates and industry-aligned apprenticeships to close the gap between high educational

attainment (97.1%) and lower female labor force participation.
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1.1 Introduction

All people need education to be empowered and advance, yet women in India especially
those from underprivileged groups continue to fall behind in attaining educational equality. The
study emphasizes that although women's enrollment in higher education has increased,
increasing their social standing requires both familial support and financial assistance. The
Twelfth Five Year Plan is one of the major government initiatives aimed at increasing
educational access, particularly for women. When compared to male literacy, differences persist
even when female literacy rates increased between 1951 and 1991. Although laws such as the
Right to Education have increased female participation, there is still a significant gender gap in
higher education. India's progress is hampered by the underrepresentation of women in higher
education, despite the fact that they make up 48% of the population. For equitable progress,

addressing this mismatch through focused initiatives is essential.

Empowerment and freedom are largely dependent on education. Women's involvement in
higher education in modern-day India has increased to all-time highs. Female enrollment in
higher education increased by 32% from 1.57 crore in 2014—15 to 2.07 crore as of the 2021-22
AISHE report. Even more startling is the fact that, according to 2024 data, women's university
enrollment increased by 26% annually, significantly exceeding the 3.6% growth in male
enrollment. With a 124% increase in female participation in work-linked and direct admission
programs, this spike is especially noticeable and indicates a significant move toward flexible and

industry-aligned learning methods.

1.2 Objectives

The main objectives of the paper are:
1. To analyze the longitudinal trends and regional shifts in female enrolment and
Gender Parity Index (GPI) from 2015 to 2025.
2. To evaluate the "STEM Paradox" and the "Leaky Pipeline" between educational

attainment and workforce participation.

1.3 Methodology
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A methodical strategy to examining women's involvement in Indian higher education
between 2015 and 2025 is described in this research technique. With an emphasis on quantitative
examination of secondary data from AISHE reports and projections, it employs a descriptive and
analytical design. Metrics like the Gender Parity Index and Gross Enrollment Ratio are used in
the study to assess structural changes and longitudinal trends in female enrollment; regional
comparisons show differences between states like Sikkim and Tamil Nadu. Growth among
marginalized groups is evaluated from an intersectional viewpoint; enrollment in Scheduled
Tribes has increased by 80% and Scheduled Castes by 51%. In addition, the study examines
discipline trends associated with the "STEM Paradox," integrating a policy assessment of the
National Education Policy 2020 and government programs to enhance women's economic and

academic engagement.
1.4 Constitutional provisions

According to the Indian Constitution, women are considered an essential resource for the
advancement of the community and the state, and as such, they must be protected and educated.
Despite the persistence of gender discrimination, women's rights are protected under the
Fundamental Rights and Directive Principles of State Policy, which emphasize gender equality.
Special provisions and obligations for education are made possible by affirmative action, as
stated in Articles 15(3) and 51A(k). Equal livelihood rights are required under Article 39(a),
while early childhood care and education are governed by Article 45. Together, these provisions
seek to promote women's growth and guarantee children's access to education, so promoting

social justice.

Women's rights and interests are safeguarded by the National Commission for Women
(NCW), which was founded in 1992. Through targeted initiatives, the Ministry of Women and
Child Development is in charge of the welfare, advancement, and empowerment of women and
children. Cultural views of women as inferior to males are greatly influenced by religion, with
major religions failing to provide full equality. Within the same religious groupings, there are
differences in the living situations of women, influenced by things like education and work.
Despite the Constitution's support for gender equality, societal norms frequently run counter to

this idea, impeding the achievement of equal treatment and labor divides.
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All Indian citizens, regardless of socioeconomic background, are guaranteed educational
opportunities under the country's "Right to Education" law. Higher education budget allocations
historically declined until the Eleventh Five Year Plan (2007-2012), which gave education a
higher priority and substantial financial increases. Although it has been steadily increasing,
women's enrollment in higher education has always lagged behind men's. States like
Lakshadweep and Goa have greater enrollment rates than Bihar and Madhya Pradesh, indicating
that the gender gap in enrollment varies by area. From 2001 to 2015, the Gross Enrollment Ratio
(GER) for women improved, especially from 2013 to 2015, suggesting that women are
beginning to recognize the importance of higher education. However, there are still significant
gender disparities, particularly in technical sectors that are generally thought to be dominated by
men, like engineering and medicine. In order to dispel preconceptions and make significant
contributions to society, it is imperative that women be encouraged to pursue a variety of areas in
higher education. Support from family and society is crucial in influencing women's educational

decisions.

1.5 The Gender Parity Index (GPI) and Regional Performance

The Gender Parity Index (GPI) has been steadily over 1.01 since 2017-18, indicating a
substantial change toward gender fairness in India’s higher education system. Compared to their
male counterparts, a greater percentage of eligible females are currently enrolled in higher
education, according to this trend. Although regional differences persist, the country's female
Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) reached 28.5 in 2021-2022. Southern and Western states
continue to lead the nation, with Sikkim and Tamil Nadu reporting remarkably high GERs of
76% and 51.4%, respectively. Additionally, as evidenced by the spike in enrollment among
excluded social categories, this growth is incredibly inclusive. Significantly, during 201415,
female enrollment from Scheduled Tribes (ST) has increased by 80%, indicating a revolutionary

period for women's education nationwide.

1.6 Longitudinal Enrolment Trends (2014—-2024)
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Higher education in India is changing dramatically as a result of female students' growth
trajectory greatly surpassing that of their male counterparts. Female student enrollment has
increased by almost 50 lakh, or 32%, since the 2014—15 school year, and by 2021-2022, it will
number 2.07 crore. This trend has changed from a gradual increase to an exponential jump; by
2024, female university enrollment has increased by an astounding 26% annually, significantly
outpacing the 3.6% growth rate observed for males. Women now make up 48% of all students,

indicating that Indian campuses are moving closer to gender balance.

Women are actively seeking dynamic and unconventional career paths in greater
numbers. In the 2024 academic cycle, enrollment in previously male-dominated fields such as
work-linked and direct admission (DA) programs more than doubled, increasing by an
astounding 124%. Additionally, this change is a significant force behind intersectional mobility
and social equity. Scheduled Tribe (ST) women's enrollment has increased by 80% since 2014,
while Scheduled Caste (SC) women's enrollment has increased by 51%. These numbers
demonstrate how important higher education is becoming in India for societal advancement and

empowerment for people of all identities.

1.7 The Quantum Leap: Enrolment Trends (2014-2024)

In Indian higher education, the years 2014-2024 mark a "quantum leap" marked by a
swift and inclusive increase in the number of students enrolled. 2.07 crore of the 4.33 crore
students enrolled by the 2021-2022 school year were female. Not only is this rise consistent, but
it is also becoming disproportionate; just from 2023 and 2024, female enrollment increased by

26%, much exceeding the 3.6% growth observed among their male peers.

This change represents a significant decadal shift in societal goals. Female enrollment has
increased by 32% since 2014—15, adding 50 lakh new female pupils to the school system.
Marginalized communities are where this empowerment is most noticeable. The gender and
social divide in higher education has significantly narrowed over the past ten years, as seen by
the astounding 80% rise in enrollment for female students from Scheduled Tribes (ST) and the

51% increase for female students from Scheduled Castes (SC).
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1.8 Intersectional Growth: Social Category Analysis

The advancement of underprivileged socioeconomic groups, where the "double burden"
of caste and gender is gradually being lifted through targeted subsidies and reservation laws, is
where the democratization of higher education is most noticeable. Enrollment has increased by
44% for SC women and an astounding 80% for ST women since 2014-15, making this
momentum especially noticeable among Scheduled Caste (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST)
populations.

In the Other Backward Classes (OBC), where female enrollment has increased by 45%,
growth is equally strong and has contributed significantly to the current total of 2.07 crore
women enrolled in higher education. But the data shows that not all demographics are equally
represented. Muslim female enrollment has demonstrated a more conservative growth rate,
despite the general trend being favorable. This underscores the urgent need for focused,
community-based interventions to guarantee that no group is left behind and to bridge the last

mile of inclusivity.

1.9 The Digital Leap: Breaking Geographical Barriers

Although states like Bihar and West Bengal used to lag behind educational leaders like
Goa and Kerala due to regional differences, the post-2020 picture has changed due to an increase
in Online and Distance Learning (ODL). Especially in conservative or rural areas where "safety
in transit" and "domestic responsibilities" were historically major obstacles to higher education,
this change has emerged as the main factor driving female enrollment. Women are now able to
overcome traditional mobility restrictions by utilizing digital infrastructure, which has resulted in

a substantial 15% increase in ODL participation between 2022 and 2024.

The National Education Policy (NEP 2020), which created frameworks like the "National
Digital University" and the "Swayam" platform, is a significant contributing factor to this 2024
enrollment boom. Through these efforts, women in Tier-3 cities and rural areas like Bhandara or
Kurnool may now pursue specialized skills and top-notch curricula from the comfort of their

homes, democratizing access to high-quality education. Ultimately, this digital revolution is
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closing the gap across regions, allowing women to overcome long-standing socioeconomic

barriers and balance their academic goals with their home lives.

1.10 Discipline-Wise Dynamics and the STEM Paradox

The traditional preponderance of women in "soft" fields like the arts has given way to a
more varied and specialized profile in the academic environment. Even though 51% of female
students choose to major in the arts, women are currently making significant progress in the
sciences. Women now make up nearly equal numbers of undergraduate students in fundamental
science programs (49.8%), and they actually outnumber males in the entire science category at
the undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral levels (29.8 lakh women versus 27.4 lakh men). In
Medical Science, where women currently make up the majority of students (57.6%), this trend is
even more noticeable and indicates a definite shift toward high-stakes, career-oriented career

options.

At the postgraduate level, where women have outperformed males in fundamental fields
like science, social science, and commerce, this rising trend is most evident. There are 170
women enrolling in M.A. programs, 157 in M.Sc. programs, and 174 in M.Com. programs for
every 100 men. However, a sizable "STEM challenge" still exists in technical areas, even though
India has one of the highest rates of female STEM graduates in the world (43%). Only 29.1% of
available seats are occupied by women, indicating their continued underrepresentation in
engineering and technology. In these high-tech professions, however, there are clear indications
of resilience and change. For example, as of 2024, female involvement in cutting-edge fields like

data science and artificial intelligence increased by a healthy 20% year over year.

1.11 Advancements in Research and Ph.D. Participation

The striking doubling of Ph.D. enrollment over the past ten years is one of the most

important signs of female empowerment and agency in India. With a significant increase in the
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number of women pursuing PhD degrees, from 47,717 in 2014—15 to 98,636 in 2021-22, the
"bleak picture" of the past was essentially replaced by a strong pipeline of female scholars,

scientists, and economists.

Women now make up 47% of all Ph.D. candidates in the nation, indicating a shift toward
gender parity in specialized academic positions and high-level research. Although this change
indicates a breakthrough in the traditional "glass ceiling" in research, there is still a significant
"administrative glass ceiling"; in central universities, women currently hold only 20% of dean

positions and 6.7% of vice-chancellor roles, despite their strong presence in doctoral studies.

1.12 The STEM Paradox and the "Leaky Pipeline"

A chronic "leaky pipeline" exposes a glaring discipline-specific gender discrepancy
despite India's position as a worldwide STEM powerhouse, with the largest percentage of female
STEM graduates in the world at 42.7%, greatly surpassing the US (34%) and Germany (27.6%).
The transition from school to the working world is where this discrepancy is most noticeable;
whereas women make up nearly 43% of STEM graduates, they only make up 27% of the STEM
workforce overall, and as of 2024, only 39.6% of women with postgraduate degrees were
employed. With women comprising only 18.6% of R&D scientists and 13.5% of STEM
professors across 98 major universities, the issues facing the research and academic sectors are
even more severe. Women make about 42% of regular teaching personnel, while their

representation in senior academic leadership falls to just 6.67%.

Less than 7% of senior management and vice-chancellor positions in India's 1,100+
universities are held by women, further reflecting this institutional inequity. Additionally, a
worrying pattern in specialization has surfaced: postgraduate enrollment in IT and computer
science has decreased by 27.4% while undergraduate enrollment has increased by 23.4%. This
suggests that there are substantial obstacles to pursuing higher education. Ultimately, the Female
Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR) is stuck at about 37% as of 2024, despite the fact that
female literacy and the Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) are both increasing. This implies that

attaining a real economic dividend calls for more than just academic success; it also calls for a
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deliberate move toward industry alignment and the elimination of structural barriers that keep

women from advancing to positions involving a lot of research and leadership.

1.13 NEP 2020: The "Flexibility" Catalyst

Important institutional changes are introduced in the National Education Policy (NEP)
2020 to address the particular attrition points that have historically impeded women's academic
progress. The Multiple Entry and Multiple Exit (MEME) approach, which gives women a
flexible framework to manage employment interruptions or domestic transitions without
compromising their degree progress, is a key component of this strategy. The "all-or-nothing"
mentality of traditional education is eliminated by this system, guaranteeing that prior academic
endeavors are maintained even in cases where life circumstances necessitate a little break.
Additionally, the policy makes use of a "digital dividend" by increasing chances for Online and
Distance Learning (ODL). Geographical and mobility constraints, which were frequently made
worse by safety concerns in rural and semi-urban areas, have been successfully eliminated by
this change. Greater flexibility and digital accessibility are crucial for closing the gender gap in
higher education, as demonstrated by the 15% increase in female enrollment in areas like

Bhandara and Mouda as a result of these reforms.

1.14 Regional Analysis: The North-South Enrolment Divide

Even though India's national Gender Parity Index (GPI) has been consistently over 1.01
for the past five years, the country's higher education system presents a complicated picture of
both systemic challenges and regional brilliance. The country is currently led by the Southern
and Northeastern states; Sikkim has an impressive female Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) of
76%, while Tamil Nadu and Kerala have already exceeded the 50% national goal. With ST and
SC female enrollment increasing by 80% and 51%, respectively, since 2014, this trend is
becoming more intersectional and indicates that education is increasingly serving as a major
driver of social mobility. Intriguingly, the "Heartland Challenge" in areas like Bihar and

Jharkhand contrasts significantly with the growth in Northern states like Nagaland, where
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women currently make up 54% of overall enrollments. These areas are currently seeing the
biggest year-over-year improvements as they close the gap with the rest of the nation, although

still hovering around 15% to 20% GER.

A significant movement toward "work-linked" education occurred in 2024, as seen by a
124% increase in female enrollment in direct admission and apprenticeship programs. With the
15% growth of flexible models like Online and Distance Learning (ODL), women now have the
necessary resources to overcome safety and geographic constraints while juggling household
duties. In spite of these academic achievements, India is confronted with a major "STEM
Paradox." Despite having the greatest ratio of female STEM graduates in the world (42.7%),
only 27% of these women enter the workforce. Although women make up about half of science
enrollments, they only hold 7% of senior academic leadership roles and almost no head positions
at prestigious research institutes, making this "broken rung" even more apparent in leadership.
Closing the enormous gap between educational achievement and labor force participation is the
main economic need for 2026. India's education score of 97.1% puts it close to parity, but the
country's female labor force participation rate (FLFPR) is still only 32.8%, far lower than the
global average of 51.1%. The "motherhood penalty," which refers to career pauses for caregiving
as a significant leak in the professional pipeline, is primarily to blame for this disparity. India
must go beyond classroom parity and concentrate on institutional "returnship" initiatives and
structural reforms that encourage the retention of women in high-value economic roles if it is to

fully fulfill the potential of its highly educated female population.

1.15 Bridging the ""Graduation-to-Workforce" Gap (2025-2030)

India has a "participation paradox" in which the female labor force participation rate
(FLFPR) is disproportionately low at 32.8%, even though the country has achieved a near-parity
educational attainment rate of 97.1%. A significant loss of highly educated female talent,
especially in STEM sectors, is represented by this gap. A "Returnship" rule that sets aside a 5%
quota for female scientists in federal R&D and financial incentives for private companies that
create bridging programs for women reentering the workforce are the first steps in a multifaceted
strategic approach needed to close this gap. Important measures toward structural transformation

also include linking industry with academics through subsidized apprenticeships and digital
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mobility credits for rural women, as well as changing academic leadership to guarantee gender-

diverse candidate pools.

Increasing the number of women in engineering by 25% by 2026, reducing the STEM
"Leaky Pipeline" gap by 10% by 2028, and achieving a target of 20% female leadership in
universities by 2030 are all ambitious and time-bound goals stated under the suggested
implementation roadmap. India can overcome the structural obstacles preventing its workforce
from achieving sustained employment by reorienting the country's attention from basic
enrollment. In the end, attaining gender parity in the workforce is not just a humanitarian

necessity but also a financial one, as it might generate an estimated 770 billion in GDP by 2030.

1.16 Policy Catalysts and Socio-Economic Support

In India's educational system, the shift from "access to agency" is being driven by
focused government initiatives aimed at tearing down long-standing obstacles. By promoting
girls as early as class 9, initiatives like Vigyan Jyoti are laying the groundwork for a strong
STEM pipeline, which has resulted in a 15% increase in female STEM majors across 100
districts. The Savitribai Jyotirao Phule Fellowship gives single girls and people from
underrepresented backgrounds pursuing PhD studies vital financial agency to maintain this
impetus into further study. On top of these are regional programs like Tamil Nadu's "Vanavil
Mandram" and Haryana's "Main Bhi Curie," which encourage early scientific curiosity at the
school level, and initiatives like WISE-KIRAN, which has assisted over 2,153 women scientists

in returning to mainstream research after career breaks.

These changes are sparked by the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, which calls for
major structural improvements in order to achieve a 50% Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) by
2035. The PM Vidya Lakshmi Scheme (2024), which provides over 22 lakh students at
prestigious universities with collateral-free loans, has strengthened financial inclusion by
guaranteeing that academic potential is not determined by financial status. Additionally, the
Academic Bank of Credits (ABC), which is backed by more than 30 crore APAAR IDs, and the
Multiple Entry and Multiple Exit (MEME) paths have given women the flexibility they need to
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fulfill household or health obligations without sacrificing their academic progress. By
successfully bridging the gap between "access" and "agency," these methods enable women to

pursue their educational goals at their own pace.

1.17 Remaining Barriers and Future Trajectory

India scored 97.1% on the 2025 Global Gender Gap Index, achieving near-parity in
educational attainment; nevertheless, this academic achievement has not yet closed the gap to
economic empowerment. The country is now ranked 131st in the world for gender parity, mostly
as a result of high rates of education not translating into proportionate involvement in the
workforce. The "graduation-to-employment" transition is where this disparity is most noticeable;
even though female enrollment hit a record high, the Female Labour Force Participation Rate
(FLFPR) 1is just 41.7% as of 2024. Additionally, although this percentage has increased
dramatically from 23% in 2017, the majority of the expansion is focused in unpaid family labor,
self-employment, or rural areas rather than in formal, compensated professional sectors.
There is a continuing "glass ceiling" in specialized fields as a result of this inequality, which also
affects leadership and high-level professional positions. Women currently make up just 18.6% of
professional R&D scientists, and the leadership gap in academia is considerably more severe just
15 of India's more than 900 universities are led by women. These numbers highlight the fact that
the issue for the next ten years is not only to get women into the classroom but also to make sure

they have an equal and transparent route to leadership positions and the official global economy.

1.18 Strategic Recommendations for 2030

A number of focused "Utility-Based" reforms must be put into place to close the gap
between female education and labor force participation in order to convert the 26% growth rate
for 2024 into observable increases in the country's GDP. First, the establishment of Industry-
Academia Creche Facilities is essential. The system can actively reduce "Maternity Drop-outs"
among PhD scholars and faculty members by requiring childcare facilities within institutions. In

addition, tax advantages for tech companies that aggressively hire from the sizable pool of
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female STEM graduates which now stands at 43% should encourage gender-neutral STEM
hiring. Last but not least, formalized mentorship networks that allow older female scientists to
offer undergraduates organized guidance are necessary to support the transition from school to
the workplace. When combined, these changes turn untapped scholarly potential into a major

source of economic output.

1.19 Conclusion

The shift from academic achievement to economic independence is still a significant
obstacle, even though India has successfully narrowed the enrollment gap in higher education
and maintained a Gender Parity Index above 1.0 for five years in a row. Many women still
pursue education to increase their chances of getting married rather than for professional agency,
despite the fact that 2.07 crore women are currently enrolled in classrooms and laboratories,
marking a substantial shift. Given that women make up 48% of the population, reaching the NEP
2020 target of a 50% Gross Enrollment Ratio by 2035 necessitates going beyond "access" to
promote "agency" in specialized disciplines like STEM and advanced research. India must enact
institutional reforms, such as mentorship and gender-neutral hiring, to close the "graduation-to-
employment" gap and remove social barriers that keep educated women from taking the lead in
the workforce and technological innovation, in order to turn this quantitative surge into a catalyst

for a 5 trillion economy.
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