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Abstract 

It is increasingly recognised that there is a global learning crisis. We investigate this learning crisis 

through a comparative analysis of rural India and Pakistan. Using data from each country’s Annual 

Status of Education Report, we demonstrate that socio-economic status and gender are important 

determinants of whether children are in school or not, the type of school they attend, and whether or 

not they are learning. While learning varies across the type of school attended, socioeconomic 

disparities predominate: disadvantaged children in private schools are learning less than more 

advantaged children in government schools. Gender plays an important role, with disparities between 

boys and girls being most pronounced among poorer children in Pakistan. In addition, while private 

tuition improves learning for all children, it does not resolve socio-economic and gender disparities. 

This study draws attention to the need for policymakers to focus their attention on government 

schools in both countries given that this is not only where the majority of the poorest children are 

studying, but also where learning levels are lowest. The fact that rich children in government schools 

are learning indicates that we ought not to dismiss out-of-hand the role that government schools can 

play in learning. 
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Schools and learning in rural India and Pakistan: who goes where, and how much are they 

learning? 

Introduction 

The 2013/4 Education for All Global Monitoring Report estimates that around 250 million 

children are not learning the basics, over half of whom have spent at least four years in school 

(UNESCO 2014). Such recognition of a global learning crisis is placing a spotlight on the importance 

of identifying which children are learning the basics in order for policymakers to tackle the problem 

effectively.  

This paper contributes to understanding which children are not learning the basics in two 

countries that are home to around one-fifth of the world’s population – India and Pakistan. Both these 

countries face major challenges in expanding access to good quality education for all children. While 

each has put in place a Right to Education Act, showing commitment to extending access to 

schooling, India has only recently given a focus to improving learning outcomes in its 12
th
 five-year 

plan, and Pakistan has yet to show a policy commitment in this regard.   

The paper identifies that, in rural India and Pakistan, poverty and gender influence children’s 

chances of going to school as well as the type of school they attend, be it a government or private 

school, or a madrasa. It also demonstrates that although learning is greater in private schools than 

government schools, children from more disadvantaged backgrounds are still less likely to learn the 

basics, regardless of the type of school they attend. For example, poor girls aged 10-12 years in 

private schools are less likely to be able to read a paragraph than rich boys in government schools. 

Finally, it shows that, for the small proportion of poorer children who receive private tuition, this 

tuition improves their chances of learning but does not even close the gap between them and richer 

children who do not receive private tuition. 

Recent evidence on how school type affects access and learning in India and Pakistan 

Over the past decade private schools charging relatively low fees have expanded in some of 

the poorest countries, including in India and Pakistan (Day Ashley et al. 2014). Arguments in favour 

of private provision emphasise factors such as greater cost efficiency and accountability (Andrabi et 
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al. 2013; Chaudhary et al. 2006; Kingdon 2008; Muralidharan and Kremer 2008), and that private 

schools are viewed as addressing some of parental concerns about government schools, namely 

teacher absenteeism and large class size (Alderman et al. 2001; Andrabi et al. 2008; Kremer et al. 

2005). However, the nature of private-school expansion thus far has led to a debate about whether 

these schools actually reach the poor households who are seeking alternatives to government 

provision.  

Research on low fee private primary schools in India has found that around two-thirds of 

children in urban and peri-urban Hyderbad are enrolled in these schools, for example (Tooley and 

Dixon 2006). A nationally-representative sample conducted in 2003 also shows that private schools 

are less prevalent in rural areas of India, where around 28% of children are enrolled in fee-charging 

private schools (Muralidharan and Kremer 2008). These schools are more common in areas where 

government schools are performing badly. However, the study also shows that children attending rural 

private schools come from more advantaged family backgrounds in general, even though around 20% 

are first generation learners. Similarly, data from rural Utter Pradesh identify that the poorest are less 

likely to be enrolled in a private school: only 10% of children from the poorest quintile of households 

in the sample were attending these schools, compared with 70% of the richest (Härmä and Rose 

2012). 

Private schooling has also become increasingly prevalent in Pakistan, although questions 

remain whether they are reaching the most disadvantaged. It is most prevalent in Punjab, the country’s 

wealthiest province, with 23% of 5- to 18-year olds who are attending school enrolled in private 

schools, compared with 4% in Balochistan (Ahmed et al 2013).  

There is a growing interest not only in who gets access to what type of school, but also in 

differences in children’s learning between those attending private and government schools. 

Quantitative studies thus far in Pakistan conclude that private schooling has a positive effect on 

learning in comparison to government schools, even after taking account of characteristics of children 

and households (Andrabi et al. 2010; Andrabi et al. 2011; Arif and Saqib 2003; Aslam 2009; Das et 

al. 2006). Similarly, the majority of such studies focusing on India have shown a positive effect of 

private schools in comparison to government schools (Desai et al. 2009; French and Kingdon 2010; 
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Goyal 2009; Kingdon 1996). There is, however, some countervailing evidence in India: Chudgar and 

Quin (2012) find that the improvement associated with private school attendance was no longer 

significant after controlling for observable differences. Both this study and Singh (2013) also find that 

the private school advantage is stronger in rural than urban schools.   

Learning is likely to be mediated by private tuition. Although the benefit of private tuition 

may be greatest for poorer children (Aslam and Atherton 2012; Dongre and Tewary 2014), their 

households are least likely to be able to afford its costs raising equity concerns (Bray and Kwo 2013; 

Singh and Bangay 2014). In a report on West Bengal, India, 54% of those parents who were not 

paying for private tuition said that this was primarily because they could not afford to (Sen 2009). 

Both Sen (2009) and Aslam and Mansoor (2011) further argue that private tuition imperils the basic 

right to education for all children, since it can encourage low teaching standards in government 

schools. 

Gaps in existing research on private versus government schooling in India and Pakistan – and 

focus of this paper  

Two bodies of research are apparent in the existing literature: one that explores who accesses 

private schooling, and another that focuses on the effect of private schools on learning. The first has 

demonstrated the unequal nature of access; the second has recognised and sought to account for this in 

its estimates of the effect of private schools on learning. Many studies adopt econometric methods, 

which claim to overcome the inherent biases in prior differences amongst students who do and do not 

attend these schools, although generally not with sufficient accuracy (Day Ashley et al. 2014).  

To date, such research has focused largely on relative differences in the average level of 

learning between those at government schools and those at private schools. This risks overlooking two 

important factors. First, students from different backgrounds may vary considerably in how they 

benefit from attending different types of school. Second, the relative benefits of private schooling 

should not divert attention from learning in absolute terms. As such, it is important to return to the 

policy question of whether private schools are ensuring children are learning the basics, even if they 

are doing better than government schools in relative terms.  
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More generally, while there is a growing literature on private schooling in poor countries, 

literature is scant on who gets access to, and learning in, other types of school – notably madrasas, 

which are prevalent in some parts of South Asia (Wales et al. 2014). 

In addition, despite the growing literature in India in particular, there has been limited 

comparative analysis across India and Pakistan. Such comparisons are likely to be instructive given 

both countries have a sizeable private school sector but with different policy contexts, as well as 

differences in the extent to which progress in expanding access to reach the marginalized has been 

achieved. It is also true that there are tremendous disparities across states or provinces in the 

respective countries, both in terms of school-enrolment patterns and learning outcomes (ASER India 

2014; ASER Pakistan 2013). While we recognise that within-country variations are considerable, here 

we focus on the national picture for each country so as to facilitate a broader comparative overview 

between the two countries. 

This paper aims to fill these gaps. It investigates both disparities in school attended and 

disparities in learning outcomes. Focusing on 10-12 year old children (who should be at an age of 

completing school, it begins by identifying who goes to school, and what type of school they attend 

(government schools, private schools, or madrasas) in India and Pakistan. In particular, it compares 

children from backgrounds that are identified in the data as the most advantaged and most 

disadvantaged in the rural areas of each country. The paper then examines the extent to which 

children are learning in each of the types of school in rural India and rural Pakistan, and whether this 

varies according to children’s backgrounds. Finally, it investigates the extent to which private tuition 

supplements learning in schools, and whether and any impact differs according to children's 

backgrounds. Consequently, in this paper we aim to answer the following research questions: 

1.     What are the key characteristics that predict the type of school a child attends in India 

and Pakistan? 

2.     To what extent are children reaching basic levels of learning? How does this vary 

according to the characteristics of the children, what school they are attending, and whether 

they are receiving private tuition? And how do these patterns vary between the two countries? 
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Data and methods 

To investigate the research questions, we use quantitative analysis of data from the Annual 

Status of Education Reports (ASER) conducted in India and Pakistan in 2012. ASER India, the older 

of the two initiatives, is an annual household-based survey, the primary focus of which is collecting 

information on enrolment among 5-16 year-olds, together with assessing literacy levels and numeracy 

levels (Chaven and Banerji 2013). The ASER assessment tools are designed to be straightforward for 

data collection, providing information that is easy to communicate (ASER Centre 2014). ASER 

Pakistan derives its methodology and learning assessment tools from those of ASER India (ASER 

Pakistan 2014). In order to ensure that our analyses are comparable across the countries, we only use 

variables that were included in both the ASER India and ASER Pakistan surveys in 2012. 

This paper’s focus is children whose age indicates they should be completing primary school 

and so should be expected to have learnt the basic reading and mathematical skills, and so we limit 

our sample to children aged 10–12 at the time of the survey. Both ASER India and ASER Pakistan are 

conducted nationwide, and so survey children in all of their respective states, provinces and territories.  

However, since ASER India 2012 focused on rural districts, we exclude children from ASER Pakistan 

who live in urban areas in order to make the sample comparable across the countries. Subsequently, 

our sample size is 147,651 for India and 54,066 for Pakistan.  

Our key outcomes of interest are school attendance and learning. We classify each child’s 

school attendance using ASER’s terminology: attending a government school, attending a private 

school, attending a Madrasa, having left school, or never having attended school.
1
  

For our learning outcome, we focus on literacy.
2
 The ASER surveys assess literacy according 

to which of the five levels of reading ability each child has reached (Table 1). Children are tested 

                                                           
1 We exclude children described as attending ‘other schools’ from our analyses due to small sample size and 

lack of information on the scope of types of schools that this incorporates. We also recognise that there is a 

major distinction among private schools in India, with aided schools relying on government funding, and also 

likely to be differences between schools that are registered and unregistered. However, given the design of the 

ASER surveys, we are unable to differentiate between these types in our analysis.  
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individually for their ability at each level sequentially until they reach a level they cannot read: if they 

can read letters but not words, they are not tested for the ability to read a paragraph or a story. For our 

analysis, we focus in particular on whether a child is able to read at least a paragraph because, 

although expectations of learning are nor clear in India (Banerji 2013), the ability to read a paragraph 

is implicitly expected by the end of the second year of primary schooling (Bhattacharjea et al. 2011; 

Jamil 2014).
3
 

Table 1. Learning measure used for both ASER India 2012 and ASER Pakistan 2012 surveys 

Level Reading 

Lowest Nothing 

 Letter 

Word 

Paragraph/sentences 

Highest Story 

 

Regarding child characteristics, we account for a range of factors that have been shown as 

important in past research: the child’s gender (Aslam 2009; Azam and Kingdon 2013), number of 

siblings (Härmä 2011; Srivastava 2006), whether they are a first-generation school-goer
4
 (Khan et al. 

2005; Muralidharan & Sundararaman 2013; Sucharita 2014), and whether they receive private tuition 

(Aslam and Mansoor 2011; Wadhwa 2013).  

Wealth is identified in previous research as an important factor determining the type of school 

that children attend (e.g., Chudgar 2012; Goyal and Pandey 2009; Härmä 2011). For each household 

we therefore calculate a wealth index. Following the example of Saeed and Zia (2014), we generate 

this index through a factor analysis of household indicators of wealth, based on type of house (mud, 

brick and mud, or mud and cement), whether the house has electricity, a mobile phone, and a 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
2
 We analysed both literacy and numeracy outcomes, finding similar patterns in each. 

3 The description of the reading levels in ASER India and ASER Pakistan are consistent except for Level 4, 

which is called ‘paragraph’ in ASER India and ‘sentences’ in ASER Pakistan. Despite this difference in 

classification, the two measures are essentially indistinguishable since both comprise four sentences. 
4
 We define first-generation status as occurring when neither parent has attended school. In cases where only 

one parent was surveyed, we base first-generation status on this parent alone. 
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television.
5
 In addition, we account for whether the household’s village contains a government and a 

private school. 

In our analysis, we use both descriptive and inferential analytical methods. The inferential 

method that we use is multinomial logistic regression. Multinomial logistic regression analyses the 

impact of an independent variable on the probability of a categorical outcome whilst holding constant 

the impact of the other independent variables included in the model. To illustrate, descriptive statistics 

can show whether family size is an important predictor of the type of school that a child attends, but 

any apparent relationship may be spurious unless one also accounts for additional factors that are 

linked to both the apparent cause (family size) and outcome (type of school attended). In the case of 

family size, for example, these might include parental education and household wealth. Within 

quantitative social-science approaches, these would typically be referred to as potential confounding 

factors. As such, our regression models enable us to establish whether the predictive power of each 

factor still holds once controlling for a range of other variables. 

                                                           
5 The sole difference between our index and Saeed and Zia’s is that we do not also consider home ownership, 

since this information was not collected in the ASER India 2012 survey. 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for sample of 10-12 year-olds in ASER India 2012 and ASER Pakistan 

2012 surveys 

 Country 

 India 

% or Mean(SD) 

Pakistan 

% or Mean(SD) 

School attendance   

  Government 68 60 

  Private 28 18 

  Madrasa 1 2 

  Left school 2 4 

  Never attended 1 16 

Learning   

  Nothing 5 14 

  Letter 12 8 

  Word 13 19 

  Paragraph 19 18 

  Story 51 41 

Gender   

  Female 47 38 

  Male 53 62 

Siblings 1.7(1.2) 2.9(1.5) 

First generation 24 49 

Private tuition 19 9 

House type   

  Mud 36 48 

  Brick and mud 30 30 

  Brick and cement 34 22 

Electricity 74 87 

Mobile phone 65 77 

Television 48 52 

Availability of govt. school* 95 98 

Availability of private school* 42 41 

N 147,651 54,066 

 

*Availability of govt./private school refers to whether there is a government or private school in the 

village. 

Table 2 provides descriptive statistics for the sample used at the aggregate level for each 

country. Regarding enrolment, perhaps the most notable contrast between the countries is that India 

had achieved near-universal enrolment in rural areas by the time of the survey, whereas 16% of the 

children sampled in Pakistan had never attended school. There is a government school in almost all 

villages in both countries, and just over 40% have access to private schools. However, enrolment in 

private schooling is more prevalent in rural India (28%) than in rural Pakistan (18%), as are the 

proportion of students who receive private tuition (19% versus 9%). Attendance at madrasa schools is 
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twice as common in Pakistan, although this represents fewer than two percent of the sample in that 

country. 

With respect to the characteristics of the children and their households, the proportion who 

are first-generation school-goers in rural Pakistan (49%) is twice that of rural India (24%). Somewhat 

paradoxically, while private schooling and private tuition is less prevalent in Pakistan than India, 

children sampled in Pakistan had slightly higher levels of material wealth, as measured by the 

presence of electricity, mobile phones and televisions.  

In both countries, there is a higher proportion of males than females in the sample. Parental 

preference for female offspring is a recognised problem in rural India (Jha et al. 2006; Miller 1997; 

Sen 1992), and so this may at least partially explain this imbalance. The sex ratio for the sample from 

ASER Pakistan shows an even greater imbalance, and this is consistent across ASER Pakistan 

surveys, suggesting that gender discrimination within the household could be at least as much, if not 

more of, a problem in Pakistan.
6
 It is important to acknowledge this imbalance, but it is beyond the 

scope of this paper to analyse the causes of this imbalance.  

                                                           
6 We contacted ASER Pakistan to check whether our analysis was erroneous, and so confirmed that this male-

to-female ratio (62:38) is correct for 10–12 year-olds in the 2012 sample. 
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Table 3. Characteristics of 10- 12-year-old children by provider type in India and Pakistan. 

 India  Pakistan 

 Government 

school 

Private 

school 

Madrasa Left 

school 

Never 

attended 

 Government 

school 

Private 

school 

Madrasa Left 

school 

Never 

attended 

Gender            

Female 49 42 49 52 54  34 33 20 49 60 

Male 51 58 51 48 46  66 67 80 51 40 

Siblings 1.7(1.2) 1.6(1.1) 2.5(1.5) 2.1(1.4) 2.3(1.4)  2.8(1.5) 2.4(1.5) 3.2(1.4) 3.2(1.6) 3.1(1.6) 

First generation 28 14 43 54 65  48 28 67 54 75 

Private tuition 19 22 11 1 3  7 25 2 0 0 

Wealth quartile            

  1 = poorest 33 15 39 55 62  34 14 54 41 57 

  2 24 17 30 25 22  15 17 13 19 12 

  3 27 31 22 16 12  34 33 25 28 25 

  4 = richest 15 37 9 4 4  16 37 8 12 6 

 Observations 99,973 42,009 1,094 2,612 1,963  32,285 9,624 1,278 2,281 8,598 

Note: all figures represent either column percentage or mean (standard deviation).
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Findings  

 

Who is in school, and what type of school are they attending? 

Overall, the data show that there are more similarities between India and Pakistan than there 

are differences (Table 3). While non-enrolment is substantially higher in Pakistan than in India, 

patterns among 10-12 year-olds who have never been to school in each country are broadly similar: at 

least two-thirds are first-generation school goers and more than half are from the poorest wealth 

quartile. There is a gender bias in both countries, although more dramatically so in Pakistan, where 

60% of those who have never been to school in rural areas are girls. Given that they are outnumbered 

by boys in our sample, girls are over one and a half times as likely to be out of school as boys.  

Turning to the characteristics of those who are in school, in both rural India and Pakistan 

children at private schools are the most likely to be wealthy (only around 15% of those in private 

schools are from the poorest households in both countries), and have at least one parent who has 

attended school. In addition, boys are more likely to be enrolled in private schools (in Pakistan, two in 

three of those in private schools are boys). Whereas private-school going children come from smaller 

families in Pakistan, in India this difference is indistinguishable.  

In both countries, the few enrolled in madrasa schools are from less wealthy backgrounds, 

particularly in rural Pakistan. In Pakistan, madrasa attendees have a similar wealth profile to children 

who never attended school, whereas in India (where most children are in school) their wealth levels 

are most comparable to those of children in government schools. Gender differentials are particularly 

pronounced in madrasas in Pakistan, where boys outnumber girls by a ratio of four to one. 

In addition to the type of school attended, some parents make choices about their children’s 

education by investing in private tuition. One notable difference between the countries is that private 

tuition rates are similar between private and government school attendees in rural India (19% and 

22%, respectively), whereas there is a far greater disparity in rural Pakistan, where children at private 

school receive private tuition almost four times as frequently as those at government schools.
7
  

                                                           
7
 While beyond the scope of this paper, Wadhwa  (2013) on India and Aslam and Mansoor (2011) on Pakistan 

identify that the prevalence and role of private tuition is also likely to vary by region within each country. 
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 Consistent with the past literature, our findings indicate that there are likely to be common 

trends with regards to which school type a given child attends. To extend this line of inquiry, we 

estimated multinomial-logistic regression models to establish the relative importance of different child 

and village characteristics (Appendix A).
8
 These predictive models corroborate the importance of 

characteristics emphasized in past research. Importantly also, the significance of interaction terms in 

these models show that characteristics associated with disadvantage also reinforce one another. For 

example, a child’s gender is important in predicting the type of school that they attend, but it matters 

far more within poorer households: holding other variables in the model constant, the poorest girls in 

India are 43% less likely to attend private schools than the poorest boys,
9
 and the poorest girls in 

Pakistan are 31% less likely to do so.  

By contrast, the gender gap is much smaller within wealthier households as shown by the fact 

that the interaction of wealth and gender (“Female*wealth”) is significant and greater than one in both 

countries: after controlling for all other variables in the model, in India the richest girls are 29% less 

likely to attend private schools than the richest boys, and in Pakistan this gap is 8%. Similar patterns 

of gender and wealth interactions are visible for all other schooling outcomes, with the exception of 

children in Pakistan who have left school. In this case, the non-significant “Female*wealth” 

interaction term indicates that the gender gap is the same for rich and poor households. 

Taken together, these model estimates indicate that gender disparities are far smaller in 

wealthier families than in poorer families in rural areas across both countries.  This is consistent with 

past research on both countries, which indicates that households prioritise male children in their 

educational expenditure (Aslam 2009; Azam & Kindgon 2013), with our analysis indicating that those 

households with fewer resources and so facing greater pressure to make restrictive choices are more 

likely to invest in boys’ schooling than girls’. 

 Having identified that poverty and gender interactions have a strong effect on school 

attendance and choice in both countries, we investigate the extent to which these overlapping aspects 

                                                           
8
 We provide some inferential analyses for the purposes of the present study. However, the main aim of this 

paper is to identify current conditions of access and learning inequalities comparing India and Pakistan, for 

which descriptive statistics are more appropriate. 
9
 This value is derived from the figures presented in Table A1 of appendix A; it is calculated by taking the 

difference between the relative risk ratio (0.569) and one, which gives −0.431, i.e., a 43% decrease. 
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of disadvantage influence schooling and learning opportunities in rural India and Pakistan. This leads 

us to concentrate on outcomes for four main child groups: poor boys, poor girls, rich boys, and rich 

girls. We define poor children as those in the lower wealth-index quartile among the sample in their 

country, and rich children as those in the upper quartile.   

Figure 1. Proportion of children aged 10–12 by child characteristics and type of school. 

 

 

In both rural India and Pakistan, wealth is the key determinant of whether a girl or boy goes to 

school: poorer children are many times more likely to be out of school than richer children (Figure 1). 

It is particularly striking to note that, in rural Pakistan, where around half of poor girls are not in 

school, the majority out of school have never even attended school. As such, the problem seems to be 

getting girls from poor families into school in the first place – if they make it into school, they have a 

good chance of completing.   

For those children who are in school, wealth also determines which type they attend. Of those 

poor children who are in school, over 80% in each country attend government schools. By contrast, in 

rural India enrolled richer children attend private schools at three times the rate of enrolled poorer 

children. This difference is even greater in rural Pakistan, where the proportion of rich to poor 
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children in private schools is four to one. While far fewer children are in madrasas in either country, 

those attending these schools are far more likely to be poor. 

Gender inequalities further reinforce wealth gaps for each country. The most striking gender 

difference is among poorer children in rural Pakistan: almost half of poorer girls are not in school, 

compared with one-fifth of poorer boys. Among poorer children in rural India, the gender difference 

is less notable: the proportion of poor boys and girls who are out of school is almost identical, 

although for those in school, fewer poor girls (13%) than poor boys (18%) attend private schools. The 

biggest gender disparity in school choice though is for madrasa schools in Pakistan, where poor boys 

are five times more likely than poor girls to attend. 

 

Who is learning? 

Our second research question is concerned with which children are learning the basics. We 

begin by comparing learning outcomes among children in each country according to whether they are 

in school, and which type of school they are attending (Figure 2). Similar patterns are visible in both 

countries, with the broad order of performance being, from best to worst: private schools, government 

schools, madrasas, children no longer in school, and children who have never been to school. 

Learning within a given type of school is very similar across the two countries; the respective 

proportions of those able to read a paragraph for Indian and Pakistani children in rural private schools 

are 80% and 77%, while in government schools they are 67% and 64%.  

In both countries, not surprisingly, children who have never been to school are highly 

unlikely to be able to read a paragraph. In addition, dropping out of school before the age at which 

they are expected to complete means children in both countries are unlikely to have learnt the basics. 

Children who had dropped out of school in Pakistan fared slightly better than their peers in India, with 

28% and 22%, respectively, being able to read a paragraph.  

While madrasas represent a small portion of the sample, another notable outcome is the poor 

performance of children at these schools: their learning outcomes are more similar to those for 

children who are out of the school system than for those at government and private schools. In each 
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country, learning at madrasa schools is far worse than at either government or private schools: just 

39% of Indian and 34% of Pakistani 10–12 year-olds at these schools could read a paragraph. 

Importantly, even though learning is relatively better at private schools, in absolute terms this 

is still alarmingly poor. In both countries, more than a fifth of 10–12 year-olds in rural private schools 

are unable to read a paragraph.  

 

Figure 2. Literacy learning for 10-12 year-olds by provider type. 

 

Having established that learning varies by which school type children are attending, we next 

consider whether these differences vary according to the characteristics of children in the surveys 

(Figure 3). We find that the hierarchy of learning across school types remains: within each group, 

learning is better at private schools than at government schools, which are better than madrasa 

schools. In addition, this difference is greater for poorer girls and boys (nine percentage points for 

boys and eleven for girls) than for richer girls and boys (one and four percentage points for boys and 

girls, respectively).  

Again though, it is important to pay attention to the absolute levels of learning as much as on 

relative difference. While a higher proportion of poorer children are learning in private schools this is 
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far from impressive. In India, 36% of poor children in private schools cannot read a paragraph, while 

the corresponding figure for Pakistan is 31%. 

While learning varies substantially according to the type of school each group of children 

attend, wealth is of far greater importance than whether they are in a government or private school: 

more rich children in government schools are learning than are poor children in private schools. This 

is especially true in rural India, where this gap is 19 percentage points, while in rural Pakistan the gap 

stands at eight percentage points. Wealth disparities are also considerable within each type of school. 

Within both government and private schools, rich children are around three times more likely to be 

able to read a paragraph than poorer children in the same type of school.  
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Figure 3. Percentage of 10-12 year-olds who cannot read a paragraph, by child characteristics and 

school type 
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government schools or, if attending the same schools as children from poor households, teachers 

could be giving them more attention in the class.  

Alternatively, children from rich households might receive greater support for their learning 

from their parents at home. In rural Pakistan, for example, 48% of children in rural government 

schools are first-generation learners, many of whom are likely to be from poorer households. Parents 

of these children will be less able to support the learning of their children. In addition, wealthier 

parents are in a better position to invest in private tuition to compensate for the poor quality of 

schooling, whether government or private. While we do not have sufficient information from the 

surveys to explore all these factors in detail, it is possible to explore whether private tuition appears to 

explain some of the socioeconomic gap between and within government and private schools.  

There is a marked difference between rural India and Pakistan in the extent of private tuition 

between poor and rich families: in India, not only is private tuition more prevalent, but there is less of 

a gap in those participating in it (28% of rich boys compared with 19% of poor girls). By contrast, not 

only is its prevalence lower in Pakistan, but there is also a wider gap, with 18% of rich boys having 

access to private tuition compared to just 3% of poor girls. 

We next examine whether private tuition appears to influence learning. We compare the 

percentage of children unable to read a paragraph depending on the characteristics of the child, 

whether they are attending a private or government school, and whether they have access to private 

tuition (Figure 4).10
 Despite the difference in the prevalence of private tuition, three similarities are 

apparent between the two countries. First, for children from all backgrounds, the worst learning levels 

occur among those children who are at government schools and do not receive private tuition. Second, 

the presence of private tuition is associated with larger improvements in learning for poorer children 

than richer children. Third, despite these improvements associated with private tuition, they still do 

not override wealth disparities: the poorest performing groups of richer children (those at government 

schools who do not receive private tuition) outperform the best performing groups of poorer children 

(those at private schools who do receive private tuition).  

                                                           
10

 For this analysis, we exclude children at madrasa schools, those who have dropped out of school, or who 

never attended, given the small sample sizes receiving tuition in each group.  



 

SCHOOLS AND LEARNING IN RURAL INDIA AND PAKISTAN 

 

21 

 

Figure 4. Percentage of 10-12 year-olds who cannot read a paragraph at government and private 

schools, by typology and private tuition. 
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There are also some differences between the two countries. In rural India there is a set 

hierarchy of learning that is consistent for all groups of children (from best to worst): private school 

with tuition, government school with tuition, private school without tuition, government school 

without tuition. Regardless of their background, private tuition is more important to learning than the 

type of school attended, i.e., children who attend government schools and receive private tuition 

outperform children from the same background who attend private schools but do not receive tuition. 

By contrast, in rural Pakistan, where there is a wider wealth gap in who receives private tuition, there 

is not such a clear pattern across child groups in the interaction between schooling and tuition. 

 

Conclusion 

 For any education system to be deemed successful, it must at a minimum ensure that children 

are learning the basics in numeracy and literacy. Even though the policy environments of India and 

Pakistan are very different, there are a number of strong similarities between the two countries in the 

patterns of who is getting access to what type of school, and who is learning. 

Starting with the most striking difference: access to primary school in rural Pakistan remains a 

policy concern, especially for poor girls, while in India near universal enrolment has been achieved. 

Our findings indicate that the problem in Pakistan is that a substantial number of poor girls are never 

even attending school at all – once in school, they have a good chance of completing. 

In terms of similarities, in both countries, among those children who are in school, wealthier 

children outnumber poorer children in private schools by more than two to one. Gender discrimination 

also appears to operate, particularly amongst the poor, suggesting that where parents have to choose 

between which of their children they will pay for, they are more likely to pay for their son’s 

education.  

Learning outcomes are worryingly low in both countries. In rural government schools, which 

teach the majority of Indian and Pakistani children (particularly the poorest), around a third of 

children are still unable to read a paragraph by ages 10–12. Learning in private schools is better in 

each country, but this should not mask the fact that a fifth of these children are still not reaching a 

reading standard expected of them in the second grade. While madrasas only reach a small proportion 
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of primary school children in both countries, learning among enrolled children is drastically low: for 

poor children in both countries, reading levels are more comparable to those of children who are not 

at school than of those in private and government schools. 

Our paper highlights that poverty is the main driver of poor learning, regardless of the type of 

school attended: wealthier children in government schools are more likely to be learning the basics 

than poorer children in private schools. Moreover, in Pakistan in particular, this wealth gap is further 

reinforced by gender. A key policy message is, therefore, the need to recognise that it is not the type 

of school attended per se that affects learning. As such, focusing on private schools as a means to 

redress inequalities and low levels of learning is somewhat spurious. Rather, our finding suggest that 

policymakers need to pay greater attention to identifying and fixing the problems in government 

schools – where not only are over 80% of the poorest, rural children in school in both countries 

enrolled, but is also where learning levels are lowest. Understanding why children from wealthier 

backgrounds in government schools have a greater chance of learning than the poor in private schools 

is an important aspect of this. 

One argument put forward for learning gaps between rich and poor is that those from 

wealthier backgrounds are able to invest in private tuition. While private tuition appears to narrow 

learning inequalities, it does not override them. Poorer children are less likely to both attend private 

schools and receive tutoring, particularly in Pakistan. Even when they are in private schools and 

receiving private tuition, they are still learning less than wealthier children in government schools 

who do not receive tuition. 

We hope that this study will help to stimulate further research in both countries on factors that 

influence learning inequalities, both within and outside of the school setting. Our work indicates that 

private tuition is important, and further inferential work on its impact would be welcome. A further 

step will be to take account of the diversity of conditions across the states of India and the provinces 

of Pakistan. Similarly, heterogeneity within school type is important: while we demonstrate sizable 

gaps in learning across the major categorisations of schools, the variety within each categorisation is 

of great importance. If we can develop our understanding of what makes some government or private 
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schools better than others, this will help us both to characterise the nature of inequality more 

effectively, and to move towards rectifying the considerable disparities that we have shown here. 
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Appendix A: Multinomial logistic regression models for predicting provider type 

Table A1 

Model estimates for type of school attended in India. 

 (2) (3) (4) (5) 

VARIABLES Private Madrasa Left school Never 

attended 

     

Female 0.569*** 0.379*** 0.587*** 0.604*** 

 (0.0178) (0.0543) (0.0549) (0.0742) 

Siblings 0.916*** 0.911** 0.825*** 0.870*** 

 (0.0116) (0.0396) (0.0254) (0.0313) 

First-generation 0.545*** 0.977 1.705*** 2.067*** 

 (0.0143) (0.0810) (0.0913) (0.119) 

Government  0.216*** 0.0499*** 0.115*** 0.0802*** 

  school in village (0.0101) (0.00473) (0.00783) (0.00584) 

Private school in  2.682*** 1.389*** 1.234*** 1.108 

  village (0.0833) (0.174) (0.0745) (0.0814) 

Private tuition 0.739*** 0.409*** 0.0546*** 0.0782*** 

 (0.0218) (0.0679) (0.0111) (0.0143) 

Wealth index 2.908*** 0.0895*** 0.0784*** 0.0348*** 

 (0.140) (0.0135) (0.00914) (0.00532) 

Female*wealth 1.237*** 1.982*** 1.640*** 1.879*** 

 (0.0307) (0.173) (0.107) (0.156) 

Sibling*female 1.067*** 1.581*** 1.416*** 1.525*** 

 (0.0159) (0.0900) (0.0560) (0.0704) 

     

n = 138,742     

Notes: Baseline outcome is attendance at a government school. All model estimates are presented as 

relative risk ratios. Standard errors, which are clustered at the district level, are provided in 

parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 
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Table A2 

Model estimates for type of school attended in Pakistan. 

 (2) (3) (4) (5) 

VARIABLES Private Madrasa Left school Never 

attended 

     

Female 0.685*** 0.541*** 1.284** 2.917*** 

 (0.0517) (0.0884) (0.148) (0.236) 

Siblings 0.894*** 1.096*** 1.013 1.097*** 

 (0.0149) (0.0303) (0.0286) (0.0214) 

First-generation 0.574*** 1.353*** 1.064 2.575*** 

 (0.0242) (0.104) (0.0608) (0.114) 

Government  0.105*** 0.0764*** 0.0885*** 0.131*** 

  school in village (0.0110) (0.0104) (0.0129) (0.0129) 

Private school in  4.273*** 0.677*** 1.040 0.463*** 

  village (0.255) (0.0776) (0.0730) (0.0287) 

Private tuition 3.050*** 0.322*** 1.04e-08*** 5.84e-09*** 

 (0.191) (0.0902) (6.25e-10) (3.43e-10) 

Wealth index 2.410*** 0.239*** 0.421*** 0.391*** 

 (0.256) (0.0413) (0.0615) (0.0454) 

Female*wealth 1.349*** 1.424*** 1.092 0.780*** 

 (0.0809) (0.143) (0.0747) (0.0411) 

Sibling*female 0.995 1.008 1.138*** 1.051** 

 (0.0231) (0.0468) (0.0394) (0.0239) 

     

n = 52,638     

Notes: Baseline outcome is attendance at a government school. All model estimates are presented as 

relative risk ratios. Standard errors, which are clustered at the district level, are provided in 

parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 

 


