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Introduction

Education in Nepal is a dynamic and multifaceted landscape, shaped by centuries of
cultural heritage, periods of political upheaval, and a steadfast national commitment
to progress. From the ancient gurukuls to the burgeoning digital classrooms of today,
the journey of learning in this Himalayan nation reflects both enduring traditions and
the relentless pursuit of modernity. This book, Education In Nepal: A Comprehensive
Overview from Early Childhood to Higher Education, embarks on a detailed exploration
of this vital sector, offering readers an in-depth understanding of its evolution, current
status, and future trajectory.

This comprehensive overview aims to illuminate the intricate layers of Nepal's
educational system, providing insights into its foundational philosophies, structural
frameworks, and the everyday realities of students and educators across the country.
We delve into the critical stages of learning, beginning with the crucial formative years
of early childhood education and tracing the path through primary and secondary
schooling, technical and vocational training, and culminating in the diverse offerings of
higher education institutions. Our exploration is not merely a descriptive account but
also an analytical one, examining the interplay of policy, practice, and the socio-
economic factors that continually shape educational outcomes.

The value of this book extends to a broad audience, including policymakers,
researchers, educators, students, and anyone with a vested interest in the
development of Nepal. For those seeking to understand the historical underpinnings of
Nepali education, we trace its roots and pivotal moments. For development
practitioners and international partners, the book offers a nuanced perspective on the
challenges and opportunities within the sector, particularly regarding funding,
governance, and international cooperation. Moreover, parents and students will find
valuable context regarding the educational pathways available, while educators can
gain insights into ongoing reforms and professional development initiatives.

Beyond the structural elements, Education In Nepal critically examines key thematic
areas that are central to the quality and equity of learning experiences. We address
the persistent challenges of access, particularly in remote and rural areas, and explore
the vital role of inclusive education in addressing diversity and special needs. The
book also confronts the impact of societal factors such as gender dynamics, the
profound effects of conflict and disaster, and the complex issue of brain drain on
human capital. Furthermore, we shed light on curriculum development, assessment
practices, and the burgeoning role of digital transformation and e-learning in shaping
the future of education in Nepal.
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In essence, this book is an invitation to engage deeply with the story of education in
Nepal—a narrative of resilience, innovation, and unwavering aspiration. It promises to
deliver a holistic perspective, acknowledging both the remarkable achievements and
the formidable obstacles that lie ahead. By offering a meticulously researched and
thoughtfully presented account, Education In Nepal seeks to foster a deeper
appreciation for the profound impact of education on national development and to
contribute to informed dialogue about its future directions, ultimately empowering
stakeholders to work towards a more equitable and prosperous educational landscape
for all.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Nepali
Education

Nepal's educational journey is as rich and layered as its mountainous terrain, a
tapestry woven from ancient traditions, spiritual wisdom, and responses to shifting
political landscapes. Before the advent of modern schooling, learning in Nepal was
deeply entwined with religious and cultural practices, primarily Hinduism and
Buddhism. These traditional systems emphasized a holistic approach, focusing not just
on the acquisition of knowledge but also on moral and ethical development.

The earliest forms of education were largely informal, taking place within homes,
temples, and village-based learning systems. For Hindus, the Gurukul system was
paramount, where students, or 'batu,' lived with a guru and received instruction that
covered religious texts like the Vedas and Upanishads, philosophy, and practical life
skills. This method relied heavily on oral transmission, recitation, and memorization,
fostering a deep engagement between teacher and student. Access to this form of
education, however, was often limited to specific castes, notably Brahmins and
Chhetris, who were groomed for roles in religious rituals, administration, or warfare.

Buddhist education, while also deeply religious, tended to be more institutionalized
and, in some ways, more democratic. Monasteries, or 'gompas' and 'vihars,' served as
centers of learning where both monks and, at times, lay householders could receive
instruction. The curriculum in these monastic schools encompassed Buddhist
philosophy, meditation, and ethical training, alongside secular subjects. The goal was
not merely academic achievement but also the preservation of Buddhist teachings and
the preparation of monks to serve their communities. Early Buddhist education in
Nepal flourished, with institutions offering formal and non-formal learning
opportunities.

During the Licchavi period, roughly from 400 to 750 AD, education continued to be
closely tied to religious institutions. This era is often regarded as a golden age for
Nepal, with a notable focus on arts, culture, language, and education. Kings during this
period, such as Manadev, Jayadev, and Anshuverma, championed education, including
for women and the elderly. Sanskrit was the court language and also popularized
during this time, alongside Hindu mythologies. Public institutions like 'agrahara' - tax-
free properties for Brahman scholars or Buddhist monks - were vital in promoting
learning and cultural development.

The Malla period, spanning from the 12th to the 18th century, saw a further
consolidation of Nepal's cultural and educational traditions. While religious institutions
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remained central to learning, there was an increased emphasis on arts, literature, and
architecture, which experienced a significant boom. Education during this time
became more formalized within royal courts, where scholars delved into Sanskrit,
astrology, music, and traditional medicine. Despite these advancements, formal
education remained largely the preserve of the royal family, nobility, and religious
institutions, leaving the general populace with limited access.

A significant shift in Nepal's educational landscape occurred with the rise of the Shah
dynasty in the 18th century, followed by the more impactful Rana regime from 1846 to
1951. The Rana rulers, who held absolute power for over a century, maintained a tight
grip on education. Their primary concern was to prevent public enlightenment, which
they feared would threaten their authority. Consequently, access to education was
severely restricted, largely confined to the ruling elite and wealthy families. This
period is often referred to as a "dark era" for public education in Nepal due to the
pervasive nepotism and limited opportunities.

Despite the general suppression, the Rana regime did introduce a form of modern,
English-based education, albeit for a very select few. Jung Bahadur Rana, the founder
of the Rana regime, was particularly impressed by the British education system during
his visit to the UK. This led him to establish Nepal's first formal school, Durbar School,
in 1854. Initially, this institution was exclusively for the children of the Rana family and
other elites, taught by an English tutor. This move marked a pivotal moment, signaling
the supremacy of English education over the traditional Sanskrit-based learning for the
privileged class.

In 1901, Prime Minister Dev Shumsher Rana attempted to introduce sweeping
education reforms, including a proposal for universal public primary education with
Nepali as the medium of instruction, and opening Durbar High School to non-Rana
children. However, these progressive policies were met with strong opposition and he
was deposed within a few months, highlighting the deep-seated resistance to
widespread public education among the ruling class. Despite this setback, the idea of
broader access to education had been sown.

Later, Prime Minister Chandra Shumsher Rana, while sharing the general fear of an
educated populace, established Tri-Chandra College in 1918. This institution, the first
of its kind for higher education in Nepal, was named in part after himself and King
Tribhuvan. Initially, Tri-Chandra College was affiliated with the University of Calcutta
and later Patna University in India, offering courses in subjects like Mathematics,
History, and English. However, much like Durbar School, access to Tri-Chandra College
remained largely restricted to the elite until the democratic revolution of 1951.
Ironically, Chandra Shumsher himself is said to have lamented that the opening of Tri-
Chandra College would be the "ultimate death knell to Rana rule," a prophecy that, in
retrospect, proved remarkably accurate.
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The period leading up to World War Il saw the establishment of some English middle
and high schools, primarily for Nepal's Gurkha soldiers. These soldiers, exposed to the
importance of education, helped spread awareness in their villages, which in turn
encouraged more high-caste families to send their children to university. These
educated individuals ultimately played a crucial role in forming the Nepali Congress
and fostering anti-Rana sentiment, leading to the collapse of the Rana regime.

Beyond these formal institutions, other forms of traditional education persisted.
Sanskrit education saw institutionalization with the establishment of Sanskrit schools
in Dingla, Bhojpur, in 1875 and 1932 BS (1875-76 AD and 1875-76 AD respectively).
These schools, and later institutions like Nepal Sanskrit University (established in
1986, originally as Mahendra Sanskrit University), aimed to preserve and promote
Sanskrit language and literature, offering degrees from intermediate to doctoral levels.
Similarly, Buddhist monastic education continued in gompas and monasteries across
the country.

By the end of the Rana era in the early 1950s, Nepal's educational landscape was
stark. There were only 310 primary and middle schools, eleven high schools, two
colleges, and a few specialized technical schools. The national literacy rate hovered
around a dismal 5 percent, with female literacy being less than 1 percent. Only one in
a hundred children attended school, underscoring the severe limitations imposed by
the autocratic regime. The transition to democracy in 1951 heralded a new dawn for
education in Nepal, setting the stage for significant reforms and an expansion of
access that would redefine the nation's commitment to learning.
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