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WS52: English as a Bridge to Higher Education: Women’s Academic Inclusion in Post-NEP
2020 India — A Qualitative Secondary-Data Review
Dr. Payal Trivedi
H. A. College of Commerce

Abstract: The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 emphasizes inclusivity, multilingualism, and
equitable access to education. In this context, English continues to function as a key medium for
higher education, academic mobility, and employability in India. This paper examines the role of
English in enhancing women’s participation in higher education in post-NEP 2020 India. The study
adopts a qualitative narrative review approach based on secondary data from policy documents,
AISHE reports, academic literature, and gender-focused educational studies. The study finds that
English proficiency significantly improves women’s access to academic resources, digital learning,
communication skills, and employment opportunities. However, rural-urban disparities, socio-
cultural restrictions, unequal digital access, and limited exposure to English education continue to
create barriers for many women learners. AISHE 2021-22 data show that women constitute nearly
48% of higher education enrolment, while the Gender Parity Index (GPI) reached 1.01, reflecting
gradual progress in educational inclusion.

The paper argues that although NEP 2020 promotes multilingual education, English remains central
to higher education and global engagement. The study recommends strengthening gender-sensitive
language education, digital infrastructure, teacher training, and institutional support systems to
ensure equitable academic inclusion for women across socio-economic backgrounds.

Keywords: English Proficiency, Women’s Higher Education, NEP 2020, Academic Inclusion,
Gender Equity, Multilingualism, Employability, Digital Divide

Introduction

Higher education plays a transformative role in women’s empowerment, economic participation,
and social mobility. In India, however, women’s access to higher education continues to be
influenced by socio-economic inequality, gender norms, regional disparities, and language barriers.
English occupies a significant position in India’s higher education system as a medium of
instruction, research communication, and professional interaction. Most academic resources,
entrance examinations, and digital learning platforms are largely English-oriented, making language
proficiency an important factor in educational success.

NEP 2020 attempts to balance multilingualism with global competence by promoting regional
languages in foundational education while recognizing the continued importance of English in
higher education and employment sectors.

Existing studies on NEP 2020 mainly focus on multilingual education, policy reforms, or gender
inclusion separately. Limited research specifically examines the intersection of English proficiency,
gender, and women’s academic inclusion in post-NEP India. This paper addresses that gap by
analysing how English functions both as an opportunity and a barrier for women’s higher education
participation.
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In this study, “post-NEP 2020 refers to the educational and policy developments following the
implementation of the National Education Policy in 2020.
Objectives of the Study

e To examine the role of English in women’s access to higher education.

e To analyse the impact of NEP 2020 on women’s academic inclusion.

e To explore the relationship between English proficiency, employability, and empowerment.

e To identify linguistic, socio-cultural, and digital barriers affecting women learners.
Research Methodology
This study follows a qualitative narrative review approach based entirely on secondary data. The
analysis is derived from NEP 2020 policy documents, AISHE reports and educational statistics,
Peer-reviewed journal articles, Studies related to gender, language, and higher education.
The narrative review method enables an interdisciplinary understanding of language, gender, and
educational access in post-NEP India.
However, the study has certain limitations. Since it relies on secondary data, it does not include field-
based research or primary interviews. Regional variations, publication bias, and differences in
institutional implementation may also influence the findings. Future research may focus on state-
wise comparisons, discipline-specific analysis, and first-generation women learners.
NEP 2020, Language Policy, and Women’s Inclusion
NEP 2020 promotes multilingual education while acknowledging the importance of english for
higher education and global engagement. It emphasizes communication-oriented language learning
instead of rote memorization. Key policy mechanisms of language & gender inclusion include:

o Digital learning platforms such as DIKSHA and SWAYAM

e Teacher education and multilingual pedagogy reforms

e Gender Inclusion Fund

e Scholarships and financial assistance

e Flexible and multidisciplinary learning structures

o Institutional support for blended learning
Despite these reforms, English continues to dominate higher education, academic publishing, and
professional employment sectors, creating challenges for women from non-English-speaking
backgrounds.
English as a Bridge to Higher Education
Access to Knowledge and Academic Resources: English proficiency enables access to textbooks,
research journals, online databases, and international academic content. It also helps women learners
participate in digital and global learning networks.
Medium of Instruction and Academic Participation: English remains the dominant medium of
instruction in universities, particularly in science, technology, medicine, and management education.
Limited proficiency often affects classroom participation, comprehension, and academic confidence
among women learners.
Communication Skills and Empowerment: English communication skills improve confidence,
classroom engagement, public speaking, and leadership participation. Language proficiency
therefore contributes directly to women’s educational empowerment and self-expression.
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Employability and Economic Mobility
In India’s globalized economy, English proficiency is closely linked with employability. Women
with strong communication skills gain better access to professional opportunities, financial
independence, and career advancement.
Digital and Global Connectivity
The expansion of online education after the pandemic has increased the importance of English in
digital learning environments. English proficiency supports women’s participation in online courses,
virtual classrooms, and global academic communities.
Women’s Participation in Higher Education
NEP 2020 emphasizes equity and inclusion for women and marginalized groups. AISHE 2021-22
data show that female enrolment in higher education reached approximately 2.07 crore, accounting
for nearly 48% of total enrolment in India.
The Gender Parity Index (GPI) in higher education reached 1.01 in 2021-22, indicating gradual
progress in women’s participation. However, regional disparities, unequal English exposure, and
digital inequality continue to affect educational access for women from rural and economically
disadvantaged backgrounds.
Challenges Faced by Women Learners
Linguistic Barriers: Women from regional-language backgrounds often struggle to adapt to
English-medium higher education environments.
Socio-Cultural Constraints: Traditional gender norms and unequal educational priorities continue
to limit women’s academic participation in many communities.
Educational Inequality: Rural institutions frequently lack trained English teachers, digital
infrastructure, and academic support systems compared to urban institutions.
Digital Divide: Unequal access to internet connectivity and digital devices restricts women’s
participation in online learning and language development.
Key Findings and Contributions

o English functions both as an educational opportunity and a structural barrier.

o NEP 2020 promotes multilingualism but English continues to dominate higher education.

e Women’s enrolment in higher education has increased significantly in recent years.

o English proficiency improves communication skills, employability, and digital participation.

e Rural-urban disparities continue to shape unequal educational outcomes.

o Effective implementation of NEP 2020 requires stronger institutional and language support

systems.

Discussion
The study highlights the dual role of English in post-NEP India. While English enables academic
mobility, employability, and global participation, unequal access to English education can deepen
educational exclusion for marginalized women learners.
NEP 2020 attempts to balance linguistic inclusivity with global competitiveness. However,
challenges such as teacher shortages, uneven digital infrastructure, and institutional disparities may
limit effective implementation.
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The findings suggest that educational equity requires not only policy reforms but also structural
support in language education, digital accessibility, and gender-sensitive institutional planning.
Conclusion

English continues to serve as a critical bridge to higher education and women’s academic inclusion
in post-NEP 2020 India. It supports access to knowledge, communication, employability, and digital
participation. At the same time, unequal access to English education remains a significant barrier for
many women learners.

To strengthen equitable educational participation, the study recommends:

o Improving English language teaching in rural and government institutions

o Expanding multilingual and communication-based teacher training

o Strengthening institutional language-support programmes

e Increasing women’s access to digital infrastructure and online learning

e Promoting gender-sensitive educational policies and support mechanisms

Policy effectiveness may be assessed through measurable indicators such as female enrolment rates,
language proficiency outcomes, retention rates, and digital access statistics.

Future studies should focus on empirical fieldwork, regional comparisons, and the experiences of
first-generation women learners in English-medium higher education institutions.
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