Climate change's overlooked toll on girls' education in vulnerable communities
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Talking about climate change often begins and ends with a familiar string of buzzwords — rising temperatures, heat wave days, and net zero ambitions. Yet, this narrow focus neglects the profound everyday impact of climate change on the most vulnerable populations, particularly children. Among them, adolescent girls from marginalised communities frequently bear the brunt of educational disruptions linked to environmental crises. These girls, whose daily lives are shaped by the repercussions of climate change, often find themselves caught between the demands of their families and the pursuit of their academic ambitions.
Take Maithili, an adolescent girl from the Mawaasi community in Madhya Pradesh. Now pursuing a Bachelor of Arts degree, her educational journey has been severely compromised by the necessity of fetching water. As she notes, “I had to walk three kilometres daily to fetch water, through forest paths that take up four hours of my day, leaving almost no time for me to go to school. Sometimes I wondered — was I studying, or just surviving?” According to her, the dire situation stems from a significant decline in rainfall and the depletion of local water sources, a reality that many in her community face.
The increasing ecological stress due to climate change complicates life for myriad tribal communities, including the Kol and Gond, who historically depended on forest resources and subsistence farming. With reduced rainfall and diminishing forests, these communities confront further degradation of their livelihoods. The expectation that women and girls should take on the responsibility of water collection exacerbates this issue, not only denying them educational opportunities but also perpetuating entrenched gender norms. In drought-prone regions, it is girls who must trek far for water, sacrificing their time for studies—a tragic example of how climate vulnerability intersects with gender discrimination.
The lost hours spent collecting water translate to declining academic performance and increased dropout rates among girls. A report by UNICEF highlights the widespread disruption caused by extreme weather events, noting that 242 million children faced educational interruptions in 2024 alone, disproportionately affecting low-income nations in Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. This illustrates how climate change creates cascading vulnerabilities, and the consequences are felt acutely by those like Priya and Suhani, who regularly navigate unreliable water sources amidst the pressures of academic life.
Yet, some efforts to mitigate these challenges have emerged. In Padho village, where girls historically walked long distances for water, a recently installed borewell marks a significant stride towards alleviating their burden. As a result, students can now devote their time to schoolwork rather than long treks for water. While the Indian government has included the village under the Nal Jal Yojana, which aims to improve drinking water access, the need for infrastructure improvements is clear. Community-driven initiatives can serve as templates for sustainable change at the grassroots level, wearing away the challenges posed by climate change.
Despite these small advancements, broader questions about the future looms large. As climate change continues to threaten educational frameworks globally, the urgency for resilience in educational infrastructure escalates. Research indicates that inadequate facilities exacerbated by climate extremes lead to significant educational challenges. This is evident in countries like Bangladesh, where flooding has already caused considerable school closures, a harbinger of future disruptions unless urgent interventions are made.
Critically, the global response to climate change should not merely be about environmental sustainability but equally about ensuring that the rights of children are upheld. This includes addressing the unique needs of girls whose educational opportunities are perilously at risk. The need for systemic change is urgent. Delaying necessary adaptations in educational structures and climate-resilient frameworks may entail not just environmental decline but a generation of lost potential. The imperative is not only to fight for the planet but also for the futures of those who will inherit it, ensuring they equitably share in the benefits of sustainable development.
In this context, it is time to ask not whether frameworks that prioritise child rights in the face of climate change are crucial but how swiftly we can implement them. Each step towards mitigating water scarcity and enhancing educational resilience strengthens the foundation for a more equitable future. As we confront the realities of climate change, the stakes are high: education, safety, and well-being of millions hinge on our current actions. The conversation must evolve beyond the metrics of environmental impact; it must grapple with the collateral damage inflicted on children's lives and futures.
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