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Abstract

Education is universally acknowledged as a driver of social and economic transformation, yet 129 million
girls remain out of school worldwide, with the largest disparities occurring in developing nations. This article
argues that the education of marginalised girls must be reframed from a philanthropic act to a strategic
imperative for national development. Using global and Indian data, it examines the economic, social, and
health impacts of investing in girls’ education, and demonstrates that education functions as a multiplier with
far-reaching benefits: accelerating GDP growth, reducing poverty, lowering child mortality, and fostering
social inclusion. Comparative evidence and case studies from India, Kenya, Bangladesh, and Afghanistan
highlight both the transformative outcomes of female education and the persistent barriers posed by socio-
cultural norms. The article concludes that neglecting girls’ education imposes a severe economic liability,
while prioritising it represents one of the highest-return investments available to developing countries.
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Introduction

Nelson Mandela once said, “Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.”
This statement resonates powerfully with the education of girls, particularly in developing nations. Despite
global advocacy and targeted interventions, 129 million girls remain out of school worldwide (UNESCO,
2022). This is not merely a moral concern but a strategic oversight with significant economic and social costs.

Investing in the education of marginalised girls is not an act of charity; it is one of the most effective
development strategies for fostering economic growth, reducing poverty, and strengthening social cohesion.
As Lawrence Summers, then Chief Economist of the World Bank, argued, “Investment in girls’ education
may well be the highest return investment available in the developing world” (Summers, 1992).

The Global and Indian Context

Globally, the female literacy rate is 79.9%, compared to 89.2% for men (World Bank, 2021). India lags further
behind, with only 62.3% of women literate, compared to 80% of men (Census of India, 2011).

Barriers are multifaceted:

e Early marriage & pregnancies disrupt girls’ education (UNICEF, 2021).
e Economic trade-offs lead families to prioritise boys’ education (Aziz et al., 2019).

e Cultural norms often discourage higher education for girls, fearing it may hinder marriage prospects
(Kabeer, 2005).
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According to UNICEF and the Right to Education Forum, 40% of adolescent girls (15-18 years) in India are
not in school, while 30% of girls from the poorest families have never entered a classroom (UNICEF, 2021).
The COVID-19 pandemic worsened these inequalities, as households under financial stress often sacrificed
girls’ education first (Azim Premji University, 2021).

Why Girls’ Education is Strategic

Education for girls goes beyond literacy; it is a multiplier that accelerates development across economic,
health, and social domains.

What One Extra Year of Girls’ Education Achieves

Impact Area Evidence / Data

Economic Growth Increases a country’s GDP growth rate by 0.37% (World Bank, 2018).

Each additional year of schooling increases a woman’s wages by 10-20%
(Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018).

Households with educated women are 30% less likely to be below poverty line
(IHDS, 2019).

Completing secondary school reduces likelihood of child marriage by 64%
(ICRW, 2017).

Women with secondary education are 50% more likely to access antenatal care
(UNICEF, 2019).

Each additional year of mother’s education reduces child mortality by 9.5%
(UNESCO, 2014).

Lifetime Earnings
Poverty Reduction
Child Marriage
Maternal Health

Child Mortality

Nutrition & Children of educated mothers are 50% less likely to suffer malnutrition (World
Stunting Bank, 2020).
Civic Educated women are significantly more likely to vote and participate in

Participation governance (UN Women, 2019).

1. Economic Growth

Education is a cornerstone of human capital formation. The World Bank (2018) shows that one additional year
of schooling raises GDP growth by 0.37%. Women with education are more likely to join the workforce, raise
productivity, and enhance household income.

Case Study — India: A scholarship program in Bihar enabled Kalpana, a girl at risk of early marriage, to
complete secondary education. Today she is employed as a teacher, her income sustaining her family and
funding her siblings’ education (Energy Factor Asia, 2021). This illustrates how investing in one girl yields
multiplier benefits for households and communities.

2. Poverty Reduction

The Indian Human Development Survey (2019) reported that households with illiterate women are 1.6 times
more likely to be deprived of basic necessities such as health, shelter, and nutrition. This risk declines
significantly when women complete even middle or secondary education.

Case Study — Kenya: A World Bank study showed that keeping girls in school during adolescence reduced
child marriage rates by 47% and early childbirth by 38%, thereby lowering poverty in participating
communities (World Bank, 2019).

3. Health Outcomes

Education directly improves maternal and child health. Educated women are more likely to access antenatal
care, ensure immunisation, and adopt healthier practices, leading to lower maternal and child mortality.
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Case Study — Bangladesh: A study revealed that women with secondary education were 50% more likely to
seek antenatal care compared to uneducated peers, significantly reducing maternal deaths and child stunting
(Asadullah & Chaudhury, 2016).

4. Social Transformation

Education fosters social mobility and challenges discriminatory norms. Educated women are less likely to
marry early, more likely to delay childbirth, and more empowered to advocate for equal rights.

Case Study — Afghanistan (Pre-2021): In provinces where girls accessed education, literacy rates rose and
communities reported reduced child marriage. Educated women also emerged as local leaders, showing how
education strengthened democratic resilience (Human Rights Watch, 2017).

The Indian Psyche: Persistent Barriers

Despite legal reforms addressing child marriage, female foeticide, and gender discrimination, Indian society
still views girls’ education as a cost rather than an investment. This cultural bias remains a significant obstacle,
reflected in the recurring preference for sons at birth and limited support for daughters’ higher education. Total
abolition of the dowry system, not just legally but socially and culturally, may help in alleviating this bias
against a girl child marginally. The real impact of girl’s education will be felt when a few girls become bread
earners of the entire family and stand as role models for the rest of the community.

The Cost of Inaction

The World Bank (2018) estimates that the global economy loses between $15 trillion and $30 trillion in
lifetime productivity and earnings due to gender inequality in education. For India, neglecting girls’ education
translates into slower economic growth, higher health expenditures, and a continuation of intergenerational
poverty cycles.

Conclusion: From Charity to Strategy

The evidence is unequivocal: educating girls leads to higher GDP growth, healthier families, reduced poverty,
and more equitable societies. While often framed as a human rights issue, girls’ education must also be
recognised as a national development strategy.

As Malala Yousafzai (2014) emphasised: “Every girl, no matter where she lives, has a right to learn. Every
leader has a duty to fulfil and protect this right.” Beyond ethics and rights, policymakers and leaders must
understand that investing in girls’ education is not just a moral imperative but a strategic necessity.

The choice is not between charity and neglect. It is between strategic investment and national decline.
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