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Educating Asian Women in Women’s Colleges and

Universities: A World Perspective

Louise (Lucy) KNIGHT

To view Asian women through the lens of a recent international
conference on women’s higher education is to see them as part of an
aspiting global sistethood. During the conference, which took place in
Western Massachusetts, US.A. in June 2004, rich cultural differences
formed subtle harmonies around a single melody—that women’s
wotldwide revolution to achieve full personhood, though not yet
complete, is well under way.

The event was an historic first. The conference, “Women’s
Education: An Unfinished Agenda,” convened by neighboring Mount
Holyoke and Smith Colleges, drew fifty presidents and academic
deans of women’s colleges and universities from 29 institutions and
six continents. As co-host Joanne Creighton, president of Mount
Holyoke, noted in her welcoming remarks, “Advancing educational
opportunities for women across all ethnic, racial, age, and
socio-economic groups within each of our countries and across the
world continues to be the great unfinished agenda of the 21st
century.” Carol Christ, the other co-host and president of Smith
College, asked what could be done to address the problem of
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“asymmetry” in the availability of women’s education aro.und tl*.le
\vo;ld. For three days those attending discussed common issues in
small groups and attended two keynote lectures. Although onl,y
leaders of single sex institutions attended, the focus was women’s
i enerally.
educat’ﬁi g;ituatioil of Asian womnen was only partially reflected .by
the countries represented at the conference. Korea an.d ]apa.n, which
have extensive opportunities for women to pursue either single sex
education or coeducation, were represented at the conference by ﬁve
institutions that ranged in size from Kobe College in Japan, with
3,600 secondary, undergraduate and graduate students, to Ewha
Womans University in Scoul, South Korea, one of the largest
women’s universities in the wotld, with 21,000 students, graduate and
i
te.

under%fu;e other hand, another Asian country, India, although it
has a growing system of higher education for wo’rncn, had no
institution at the conference. In India, many women’s colleges are
state-funded and most, if not all, are affiliated with coeducatdonal o,r
single sex universities that serve their regions. At pr?sent, womern’s
education in India is expetriencing rapid growth. During the last 15
years, the number of women’s colleges has steadily increasec‘l, as has
the number of statewide women’s universities with which they
sometimes affiliate (especially in the predominantly rural states). In
1987, there were 780 women’s colleges. By 1997, there were 1,195,
an increase of 65 percent in ten vears (UNESCO, 1998). In 2001
there were only three women’s universities in the count.ry; by 2093
there were seven, each serving a different state. While there is
pressure in-the urban centers, such as Delhi, for WOI‘H.CH’S colleges to
“go coed,” women’s colleges in the rural parts of India ?re the'la}test
innovation and greatly needed to provide cons'ervanve rehgipus
women apptropriate conditions under which to receive an education.
Bangladesh, which has a number of women’s coll.eges an.d at
least one women’s university already, will gain its first mter}nauonal
university in 2006, when the Asian University for \).(/omer.l, which sent
a representative to the confetence, opens its doors in Chittagong. The
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Government of Bangladesh has donated a 125-acre site for the
campus and groundbreaking ceremonies were held in January 2004.
The university, the idea for which was spatked at an international
meeting on higher education convened by UNESCO and the World
Bank, will be a privately funded, residential institution offering a
five-year BA/MA degree that combines the liberal arts with
pre-professional training. Courses will be taught in English to an
enteting class of 400 women drawn from 20 Asian countties
(http:// www. Asian-university.org/).

Among the other Asian countries not represented at the
conference but which hopefully will be represented  at  future
conferences were Pakistan and the Philippines. A publication just out,
Women'’s Universities and Colleges in International Perspective: An Overview,
lists two women’s universities in Pakistan and five women’s colleges
and universities in the Philippines, but thetre are likely more (see the
end of this article for more information about the Overvien).

Also not represented at the conference was China. As a
Communist country, its government has emphasized coeducation; in
the realm of single sex education it has concentrated its efforts on
educating women at secondary vocational schools and at g tiny
number—three—of womien’s vocational colleges. Perhaps the most
exciting development in women’s education in recent years has been
the transformation in the mid-1990s of the national women’s training
institute in Bejing into the China Women’s College, the first women’s
institution for (non-vocational) higher education in China, With the
help of grants from the Ford Foundation and with the advice of the
Women’s Studies Program at the University of Michigan, the College
now offers a Ph.D. in Women’s Studies and hopes to nurture the
spread of women’s studies in China.

Asian women are world travelers, secking higher education
thousands of miles from home. US women’s colleges, twelve of
whom attended the conference, enroll many Asian women as foreign
students. Single sex American institutions have felt embattled in the
last 30 years, as their numbers have dwindled from 276 in 1945 to
66 today. But pride in the value of a women’s education is high
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among the remaining stalwarts, which includes five of t;he g:gl;}ial
seven sister colleges of New England. They wete e oS tfl
institutions for women’s education at the end of the nmetclilen
century and remain so today. Administrators from these ﬁve7 ilo fgej
-*Smitl"l, Mount Holyoke, Bryn Mawr, Barnard, and Wellesley Ny
attended the conference. In the wake of the second women’
movement of the 1960s and 1970s, these colleges and 9tlle'r wo?:list
colleges around the world have develoged rea.l o:xperusc}n;vTheir
takes to fully educate women in a still patnarc}.lal somel?. o
expertise is needed. For example, while coeducauona.l co egc\jl ato
universities in the United States have r-evarr}ped their curricula ®
incotporate the study of women, the-socml lives 'of stu.der;ltzorzn;aCk
highly sexualized and disempowering for women. Ihc':re 115' ek
of ferale mentots and male mentors who are consgous \] sué)é)o
of women’s full development is also a problem (Tidball, 19 .). |
Mainland Europe, Great Britain, Canada, and Australia, also
educate many Asian women and were reptesented at.the lcon’fetrenr(l:f1
by eight women’s educational institutions. The E)otenu’allyI arges aof
n;ost ambitious is also the newest. The Women's Insttute "
Technology, Development and Culture, whose headq.uarter.; alr)e '
Bremen, Germany, is in the plarming stages. ms wi ' een’g
partly-private, partly-state-funded international qmsomum, wornan;S
grad;late school specializing in short, inten.se topical master.s fprogrﬁon
in topics like water management, Pubhc bealth and. in Og:mm
technology; courses will be taught in Enghsh .at vatious s
member universities. The consortium has university partners vmh.ou .
Africa, Korea, and the Sudan. Courses will be offered partly t 1ougt
intense campus-based programs and partly on the interne
(http:/ /www.wit-edu.de/e-index html). ‘ -
Education is first and foremost about what is taught 1n t e1
classroom. Historically, education at the post.secondary lc?\re
worldwide has primarily focused on pre—p.rofessmnal educa.uor,l.
Wormen’s access to such education is crucial to evety nau.on :l
economic, social, and political strength, as many Internation

development repotts now acknowledge. Yet, as the spread of
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women’s studies programs around the world suggests, a liberal arts
education is also important. Studying women and gender helps
women everywhere to fathom their own potential; they also gain
from studying history, literature, the arts, and the sciences in their
basic  disciplinary contexts. At the conference, the emphasis,
appropriately, was on the overlap between the liberal arts curriculum
and the pre-professional curriculum—that is, encouraging women to
study in the nontraditional fields of technology, science, and
engineeting. Pethaps the relevance of a liberal arts education for
women’s full development will be explored at a future conference.
One reason educators of women focus on pre-professional
education was another theme of the conference: the role that
educated women play in the development of their countries. In the
past, experts argued that a nation committed to growth needed to
strengthen its educational offerings in technology, science, and -
engineering, which generally meant providing such education to men.
Today there is a new insight on the table—that the key to increased
productivity and social and political national health is the education
of women (Coleman, 2004). A foremost spokesperson for this
viewpoint, Amartya Sen, was a keynote speaker at the conference.

Sen told attendees he finds powerful evidence in research that
women’s education plays a “crucial role . . . in facilitating radical
social and economic changes that are so badly needed in our
problem-ridden wotld.” Studies show, Sen noted, that educated
women speak up in their families and communities for the interests
of their childten, for reforms that advance justice, for their own land
ownership rights. They push for better schools, better health clinics,
for economic development practices that give women a chance to
earn income, to work outside the home. The implied conclusion of
Sen’s analysis is compelling: women’s education is a powerful tool for
transforming the wotld into a place of ptrosperity, peace, cultural
accomplishment, and individual happiness (Sen, 2004: 2-3).

Thanks in part to Sen’s efforts, recognition of this truth is
building among international organizations. Under UNESCO’s
guidance, a campaign worldwide to educate a// people has been
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gaining strength in recent years. Crucial to its case is Article 26 of
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United
Nations in 1948, which reads, “[H]igher education shall be accessible
to all on the basis of merit . . . . Education shall be directed to the
full development of the human personality.” The international
commitment to women’s education was affirmed at the Education for
All Conference in Thailand in 1990, at UNESCO’s World Conference
on Higher Education in Paris in 1998, at the World Education
Forum in Dakar, Senegal in 2000, which launched the formal
Education for All (EFA) Campaign, and at United Nations Girls’
Education Initiative (UNGEI), in Paris in 2002. In response to the
EFA campaign, which focuses on ptimary and secondaty education,
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund are both
targeting funding towards achieving the goal of gender equity in
education worldwide by 2015. When the campaign turns its attention
to higher education, women’s colleges and universities, unnoticed in
their current discussions, should emerge as of particular interest.
Another significant trend apparent in the discussions at the
conference is the huge potential of cyberspace education for the
advancement of women, Asian institutions are playing leadership roles
in this revolution of access to knowledge. It is the means to
accomplish many goals—to strengthen student sclf-confidence, to
educate students distant from campus and students whose life
responsibilities make full-time education impossible, to provide
graduates with a set of skills they can put to good use in the job
market around the world, and to create strong alumnae networks. A
leading practitioner of the uses of information technology for gender
equality is Sookmyung Women’s University in Seoul, South Korea, a
public institution founded by the government in 1906 with a current
enrollment of 10,000 undergraduate women and 2,500 graduate
women. In 1988, it launched what has become the Asian Pacific
Women’s Information Network Center (APWINC; see http://apwinc.
sookmyung.ac.dr/ehomez/), with the support of UNESCO, to offer
web-based education to women throughout the Asian Pacific region
and to host pefiodic wotkshops. SNDT [Shreemati Nathibai Damodar
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Notes

1. Shreemati Nathibai Damodar Thakersey (SNDT) Women’s
University in Mumbai and its three other campuses entolls 45,000
undergraduate and graduate women, is possibly the largest women’s
university in the world. It also has affiliated institutions in two other
states and has national jurisdiction. It was the first women’s university in
India and South Asia

2. For a study of best practices at women’s colleges in India, see
Jaya Indiresan (2002).
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