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ABSTRACT Girls’ education is important for women empowerment and socio-economic development, which is largely
ignored in the study area due to socio-cultural factors. The objective of the study is to investigate various socio-cultural factors,
which hinder girls’ access to higher secondary education in Malakand, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in Pakistan. Researchers used a
quantitative research approach with cross-sectional research design, and data was randomly collected through self-administered
questionnaire from 336 presently registered girl students in higher secondary education institutions in the projected area. In the
manuscript descriptive univariate statistics with simple frequency and percentages were used while the Pearson Correlation
test was applied to draw the strength of association between girls’ accessibility to the education institutions and socio-cultural
barriers in accessing education institutions. The Pearson Correlation result shows that sons’ education is preferred over daughters’
education in the study area. Results indicated that early girl marriage restricts girls’ access to getting formal education. Civil
society and government should raise awareness on girl education.

INTRODUCTION

Access to education is one of the basic human
rights, which are recognised by the United Nations
and other international agencies. In the 21% century
it is acknowledged that enrolled girls’ number in
education is higher as compared to prior years
while in developing world girls’ education right is
still denied and the number of total illiterate adult
women is 2/3 (two-third) in the world (Somani
2017). The Pakistan Education Statistics Report
(2018) indicated that forty-four percent of girls
and fifty-six percent of boys are enrolled in the
educational institutions of Pakistan. In Pakistan
the gender discrimination is observed at all the
levels of education. It is statistically shown that at
the primary stage only forty-five percent gitls are
enrolled. Similarly, at secondary level of education
the ratio is forty-two percent of girls’ enrolment and
fifty-eight percent is the ratio of boys’ enrolment
(GoP 2018). The inequality is highly noticed at
the level of HSE where the ratio of enrolled boys
is sixty-two percent while only thirty-nine percent
of girl students are registered. It is also shown in
the Pakistan Education Statistics Report, that there
are a total of 6.29 million school children at the
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higher secondary level in the country, and among
the out-of-school children, 3,204,111 (3.20 million)
are girls that are out of school at the age of 15-16
years. According to the Pakistan Education Sta-
tistics Report (2018), nearly fifty percent (49.0%)
of girls are not enrolled in formal schooling (from
class one (primary) to class 12% (higher secondary
education). In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province of
Pakistan nearly fifty percent (49.0%) female stu-
dents are out of educational institutes at the age of
five to sixteen (5-16) years (GoP 2018).

Many authors revealed that major barriers in
girls’access to higher secondary education are due to
poor institutional performance and lack of facilities
(Mehmood et al. 2018; Naz et al. 2012). In many
research studies it is emphasised that girls’ educa-
tional institutions are less in number as compared
to boys’ educational institutions (Naz et al. 2013).
Mostly the girls’ educational institutions are far away
from one another with no transportation facilities.
It is also shown that facilities in girls’ educational
institutions are lacking due to low priority given to
girls’ education (Suleman et al. 2018; Alam 2017).

The authors identified that very few research
studies highlighted the socio-cultural and socio-
economic barriers that hinder accessibility of girls
to HSE in the country. Many research studies
highlighted that girls are socialised to perform
the household activities and there is very limited
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scope for girls to get higher education (Alam 2017).
It is statistically shown in research studies that
early marriage among girls is a socially approved
practice and it is considered a sign of shame for
parents if their daughter remains at home without
being married. Early marriage among girls not only
causes maternal and infant mortality, but also it is
one of the major social barriers for girls in accessing
and getting higher secondary education (DeJong
2000). In patriarchal societies women are treated
as subordinates with very minimal decision-making
authority related to their education (Bhatti and
Jeffery 2012). In developing countries women are
strongly discouraged to participate in public sphere
activities and decision-making. It is revealed in
many studies that in traditional societies, women’s
outer mobility is restricted and allowed only when
the male family members permit it. It is highlighted
that due to outer mobility restriction for women,
they are discouraged to access educational institu-
tions (Asif et al. 2021). In such societies, boys’
education is preferred over girls’ education with
the perception that men are the earning hand of
the family in later stages of life while women are
the property of in-laws in later stages of life (Raj
et al. 2014). According to the feminist perspec-
tive, women are oppressed due to their gender
and gender role. In traditional and male dominant
societies women are compelled to please their male
family members and when a girl reaches the age of
15 years her parents wish to arrange her marriage
instead of sending her for attaining higher education
(Naz et al. 2013). A woman is socialised about her
role as nurse and caring for the other members of
family from a very early age. It is also highlighted
in various studies that women have to listen to
their male family members and obey their orders
and instructions in all walks of life. In traditional
societies, women involvement in decision-making
is strongly discouraged and they are bound to per-
form the activities as per the wishes of their male
family members (DeJong 2000). In many studies
it is stated that women are oppressed in decision
making related to their education, mate selection,
reproductive practices and use of family planning
methods and contraception (Alam 2017).

One of the black American African feminists, Pa-
tricia Hill Collins, presented a theory of the interlock
system of oppression. She argued that women in all
societies are oppressed due to their gender, class and
race. She further explained that one of the fundamental
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factors of oppression is gender, which prevails
around the world, and women are oppressed due to
their gender in both developed and developing coun-
tries (Collins 1990). She argues that due to her gender
awoman is restricted from getting her fundamental
rights such as access to health facilities, education,
decent employment, political participation and other
rights explained in international treaties. She argues
that the other two factors of oppression, race and
class, greatly contribute to gender as the main factor
of oppression. It is discussed that if a woman suffers
due to her gender and she also belongs to a lower
class and ethnic minority it further makes the situa-
tion worse for a woman in any society. It is revealed
in many research studies that besides the lack of
institutional facilities and schools, the major barriers
to women accessing and getting higher secondary
education in Pakistan is lack of family support and
restriction on women education and outer mobility
(Naz et al. 2013).

Objectives

The major objective of the study is to inves-
tigate the socio-cultural factors that influence
girls’ education in Malakand, Pakistan.

METHODOLOGY
Study Design

Researchers used the quantitative research ap-
proach and cross-sectional research design to collect
the statistical responses (Bethlehem 1999). In the
study area there were 15 higher secondary education
institutions.

Sample Population

Five schools and colleges were selected among
15 from the two Tehsils of Sama Ranizai (Dargai)
and Swat Ranizai (Batkhela). The total strength of
currently enrolled girl students was 2,505 among
the selected schools and colleges in which 336 girl
students were selected via the Sekaran standard
formula for sample selection.

Sampling Technique and Tool of Data Collection

The responses of selected samples were collected
through simple random sampling techniques.
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Researchers developed and pre-tested a self-
administered questionnaire. In the questionnaire,
authors covered the socio-demographic variables and
socio-cultural factors as a barrier to girl education. The
research questions in the study were:

1. What are the girls restricted from for getting
higher secondary education due to patriarchy
and men’s dominance?

2. How can early marriage and restriction
on outer mobility discourage girls from
accessing higher secondary education?

3. How does women’s gender and gender role
hinder them from getting higher secondary
education?

In the present manuscript researchers first
conducted a consultative meeting with the District
Education Office (women) and an orientation
session was held with the officials to share the
objective of the study. During orientation sessions
the district education officials were requested to
issue directives to the higher secondary education
institutions to facilitate researchers in filling the
questionnaires and collection of data. The district
education department informed all the secondary
education institutions to facilitate the research team.

In the 1% week of March 2020, the quantitative
data collection began. Unfortunately, due to the
outbreak of COVID-19, the government declared
a lockdown in the projected research area. The
government of Pakistan announced SOPs to avoid
gatherings and meeting with people, and encour-
aged people to stay at home. All the organisations
including educational institutes were closed down.
Unfortunately, the data collection process was
stopped for several months because of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, which spread widely so the
researchers stayed at home during these months.

At the end of the third week of the September
2020, the government re-opened higher second-
ary education institutes after following strict
safety precautions against COVID-19. After the
re-opening of colleges and schools, researchers
began visiting the targeted education institutions
for the collection of quantitative data from selected
women respondents.

Researchers went along with the World Health
Organisation and government of Pakistan’s safety
guidelines given for the COVID-19 pandemic while
visiting education institutes (schools and colleges).
Researchers used gloves and protective masks to
visit selected schools and colleges. Researchers
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used hand antiseptic before, then after starting to
gather data and after the collection of data from the
women student respondents’ researchers used hand
antiseptic again. Hand sanitisers and masks were
also distributed among the respondents.

Analysis

Researchers used SPSS for statistical analysis.
Researchers applied descriptive statistics to draw the
frequency and percentages of the respondents while
inferential statistics with Pearson Correlation test
was applied to draw the strength and direction of the
association in independent and dependent variables.

Ethical Consideration

In the present manuscript researchers followed
the ethical consideration and verbal consent of all
the respondents before filling the questionnaire
(Neuman and Robson 2014). The researchers also
conducted an orientation session with the principals
and head teachers, and after their verbal consent,
the responses of the currently enrolled girls were
recorded. Researchers ensured that their personal
information would be kept confidential and the re-
sponses would be used to improve the opportunities
for girls in accessing higher education institutions.

RESULTS

Table 1 described the socio-demographic char-
acteristics of the enrolled women students in HSE.
Among the total 336 respondents, seventy-four
percent of the female student respondents were in
the age category of eighteen to twenty (18 to 20)
years, and 25.6 percent of the respondents were in
the age category of fifteen to seventeen (15 to 17)
years. Table 1 described the registered class of the
female student respondents. Among the total 336
women student respondents, 54.8 percent of the
respondents were enrolled in 2™ year (second year)
of intermediate and the remaining less than half of
the respondents (45.2%) of the women enrolled
students were enrolled in 1* year (first year). Table
1 also described the respondents’ marital status. Of
the total 336 enrolled women respondents, 77.1
percent of the respondents were single, fourteen
percent of the enrolled women students were mar-
ried, and 8.9 percent respondents were engaged.
In the study area early marriage among girls is a
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Table 1: Socio-demographic characteristics of the women
students currently enrolled in higher secondary education
institutions in Malakand (N=336)

Characteristics (Students) F (%)
Age of the Respondents in Complete Years
15-17 86 (25.6)
18-20 250 (74.4)
Enrolled Class of the Respondent
1st year 152 (45.2)
2nd year 184 (54.8)
Marital Status of the Respondents
Married 47 (14.0)
Unmarried 259 (77.1)
Any other 30 (8.9)
Area of Residence
Urban 158 (47.0)
Rural 178 (53.0)

socially approved practice, therefore most of the
families engage or settle the marriage of their girl
children during the schooling age. Table 1 shows
the residential areas of the women students. In total,
of the 336 enrolled women student respondents,
fifty-three percent of the respondents were resid-
ing in rural areas while the remaining, nearly fifty
percent (47%) of the respondents, were residing in
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the city zones (Table 1). In the study, the researchers
covered the respondents from both the rural and
urban residences to draw the correlation of socio-
cultural factors influence on women education in
both the areas.

In the Pearson Correlation (Table 2) test, the
correlation between sons’ preferences over women
education is fifteen percent and the association is
highly significant at the level of 0.01. It is also shown
in Table 2 that the sons’ preference evicts daughters
from access to HSE at eighty percent and the associa-
tion is found at 0.01. Due to the patriarchal structure
of society and male dominancy in the study area,
parents prefer their sons’ education because they are
the earning hands of the family. It is also observed
that parents enrolled their son in better education
systems while they ignore their daughters’ educa-
tion. Parents perceived their daughters as members
of her future husbands’ family so there is no return
from a daughter’s education to her parents’ family.

In Table 2 the association between girls” access
to HSE and child marriage among girls is twenty-
six percent and the association is significant at the
level of 0.01. Table 2 discussed the relationship

Table 2: Socio-cultural barriers to women in accessing higher secondary education in district Malakand (N=336)

Socio-cultural determinant toward

WAHSE pPCw SPED EDME WSPE WLDM IPHWE  DIRW
women HSE
B .
£3 WAHSE Pearson Correlation ~ 1.000
E (g Sig. (2-tailed)
§ 5
PCW Pearson Correlation  0.077 1.000
= Sig. (2-tailed) 0.160
S SPED  Pearson Correlation  0.154™  0.806™  1.000
2 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.005  0.000
§ EDME Pearson Correlation  0.132"  0.586™  0.262™ 1.000
§ > Sig. (2-tailed) 0.015 0.000 0.000
§E WSPE  Pearson Correlation ~ 0.352™  0.754™  0.795™  0.091 1.000
= g Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.095
3 S WLDM Pearson Correlation ~ 0.121"  0.800”  0.819™  -225" 0.730"  1.000
kS Sig. (2-tailed) 0.027 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
$ IPHWE Pearson Correlation  0.058 0.007 0.056 0.346™  0.093 0.046 1.000
8 Sig. (2-tailed) 0.287 0.904 0.306 0.000 0.089 0.399
&3 DIRW  Pearson Correlation  0.594™  0.350"  0.467"  0.026 0.473™  0.530" 0.121° 1.000
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.638 0.000 0.000 0.026

Denotation: HSE= Higher secondary education, GHSE= Government higher secondary education, WAHSE=women are
allowed to get higher secondary education, PCW=patriarchy confine women, SPED=Sons’ preference evicts daughter
from education, EDME=early marriage deterrent to women higher secondary education, WSPE=women subordinate po-
sition affect women education, WLDM=women limited decision making affect women education, IPHWE=illiterate people
hinder women education, DIRW= distance from institutions restrict women

“Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
“Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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between girls’ access to HSE and subordinate
position of women at seventy-nine percent as
highly significant at the level of 0.01. In the study
area, child marriage among girls is a socially
approved practice because a daughter would
move to husband’s family after marriage, and
therefore their education is considered an extra
burden on the parents’ family. The parents prefer
early marriage of their daughters, which restricts
women’s access to education.

Table 2 discussed that the association be-
tween girls” access to HSE and women’s minimal
decision-making authority related to her educa-
tion is seventy-three percent and the association
is found to be highly significant at the level of
0.01. In the study area, women decision-making
is discouraged due to their illiteracy and financial
dependency on their male family members. A
girl’s choice and decision making power in get-
ting formal education is highly discouraged. The
decision about girls’ education and choice of an
education institution is completely the matter of
her parents and elder brother. It is the choice of
her parents to decide about her education and they
usually prefer girls to attain religious education in
Madarsa. Table 2 shows the relationship between
girls’ access to HSE and illiteracy among family
members is thirty-four percent and the association
is found significant at the level of 0.05. The study
is conducted in a tribal district where most of the
parents are illiterate. The illiterate parents first of
all do not enjoy the birth of a daughter and with
the birth of a daughter they start thinking about
her marriage. Parents are not willing to send their
daughters to get formal education, as due to their
illiteracy they consider their daughter’s education
to be useless. Table 2 shared that the relationship
between women’s access to HSE and distance
from education institutions is fifty-nine percent
and the association is found highly significant
at the level of 0.01. The Pearson Correlation be-
tween women’s access to HSE and the patriarchal
structure of society confining girls to the domestic
sphere has no significant relationship (Table 2).
The study area is located in the mountains where
the population is scattered. The schools and other
educational institutions are located in the city or
locations where the population is in high number
due to which the girls living at long distances are
unable to continue their education.
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DISCUSSION

The researchers stated that women’s access to
higher secondary education is not only restricted
due to supply side gaps, rather the socio-cultural
factors also hinder women access to education
(Erdemir and Wu 2021). It is stated in the study
that due to the patriarchal structure of society
women have no choice to access education in-
stitutions without the consent and permission of
their male family members (Bereng and Mutekwe
2021). It is also revealed in other studies that in
traditional societies men are dominant in decision
making related to women’s education, health
and marriage settlement (Asif et al. 2021). It is
discussed in many research studies that women
are treated as subordinate due to their gender and
their mobility is restricted due to their gender
role. It is discussed that in patriarchal societies
men define the sphere and role in the spheres. It
is revealed that men are the decision makers in
both the public and private sphere while women
are confined to the domestic sphere with very
minimal decision-making authority particularly
related to household purchase and caring of the
children (Cerrato and Cifre 2018).

In the manuscript researchers highlighted that in
the study area sons’ education is preferred as com-
pared to a daughter’s education due to the latter’s
gender and gender role. It is also stated in many other
studies that the desire for a male child is not only the
priority of parents, rather their education is preferred
in traditional and patriarchal societies as well. It is
perceived that sons are the earning hand of the fam-
ily and they are the actors to care for the parents in
their older age (Yadav et al. 2020). On the other side,
girls are considered the permanent members of their
future in-laws’ family and they have no economic
contribution to the parents’ family. In patriarchal
families it is the general perception that men are the
contributor to livelihood activities while women are
dependent on men’s earning (Atreya et al. 2020).

The researchers stated that one of the socially
approved practices in patriarchal society is early
marriage among girls. The early marriage among
girls hinders women’s access to higher secondary
education in the study area. It is also discussed in
other studies that in traditional and male dominant
societies, parents prefer the early marriage of their
girl because they are considered an economic
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burden on the family (Paul 2019; Mustafa et al.
2017). In traditional society it is a general custom-
ary practice that women of older age have less
probability to marry than women in early age. The
researchers stated that early marriage among girls
is ratified in the patriarchal structure of society.
The early marriage among girls hinders women’s
access to HSE in the projected area. Furthermore,
itis discussed in previous studies that in traditional
and male dominant societies parents prefer the early
marriage of their girl because they are considered
an economic burden on the family (Paul 2019).
The researchers revealed that women are sub-
ordinates in the family and due to their subordinate
position, their outer mobility is restricted. Their
enrolment in schooling is not encouraged at higher
secondary education level. Many other researchers
revealed that women are oppressed in the patriarchal
society and due to their gender they are restricted
from getting formal education. Women in the fam-
ily are socialised to perform the role of nursing and
caring at home (McAllum et al. 2021; Katz-Wise
et al. 2010). Due to women’s subordinate status in
household affairs their decision-making is very mini-
mal in their access to education, decent employment
and healthcare services. Women are dependent on
the men’s decision making in household affairs. It
is stated in many other studies that women are not
allowed to decide about the access to education of
their daughter and other women in the joint family
structure. In traditional and male dominated societies
men are the key decision-makers in both domestic
and public sphere affairs (Snyder 2020). The decision
related to women education and mate selection is
purely dependent on the wellbeing of the male family
members in patriarchal society. It is also stated in the
present manuscript that women are restricted from
getting education due to their parents’ illiteracy. It
is discussed in other similar research studies that in
developing countries most of the parents are illiterate
and have no formal education, and due to this reason
they have no knowledge about the importance of girl
education (Ibrahim et al. 2020). Most of the parents
are unaware about the role of an educated woman
in the individual, community and national socio-
economic development. The researchers stated that
one of the potential obstacles to women’s education
is the distance from education institutions. Due to
long distance, the parents are reluctant to allow their
daughters to get formal education. It is revealed in
other studies that in developing countries most of the
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families are living in rural areas where the schools
are located far away from each other. Due to long
distance and no transportation facility the parents
prefer their daughter’s religious education to be
completed in the local areas and early marriage is
encouraged due to no formal education (Joshi and
Ahir 2020; Jamal 2016).

CONCLUSION

The present study concluded that socio-
cultural factors, including a son’s education pref-
erence over a daughter’s, are significantly cor-
related with barriers to a girl’s education in the
study area. In the study area family structure is
patriarchal and men are the key decision makers
due to which a girl’s education is discouraged.
It is concluded that in the study area early mar-
riage among girls is a socially approved practice,
which is a social barrier to girl’s education.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is recommended that girls should be involved
in the decision-making process related to house-
hold affairs, her education and mate selection. It is
also recommended that early marriage among girls
should be discouraged at the societal level and the
government should develop rational intervention
strategies to stop early marriages among women,
which play a negative role in a girl’s access to edu-
cation and decent jobs. The civil society organisa-
tions are required to promote civic education and
highlight the importance of a girl’s education for
her family and society.

LIMITATIONS

In the present manuscript researchers only
focused on barriers to women accessing higher
secondary education and the quantitative re-
search design was used. Due to the COVID-19
pandemic and limited resources the study is con-
ducted only in one tribal district in the province
of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in Pakistan.
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