Poverty and Primary Schooling
Field Studies from Mumbai and Delhi

A new and flexible approach to the schooling of children of the urban poor is
imperative. Field studies in Mumbai and Delhi have yielded the insight that the reason for
so many slum children not being in school has less to do with their families' economic
circumstances than with the school system's shortcomings. The available evidence also
suggests that the amount of learning the average slum family pupil in India acquires in
primary school falls far short of what may legitimately be expected.

ne of the directive principles of

state policy of the Constitution of

India is that "the state shall
endeavour to provide, within a period of
10 years from the commencement of this
Congtitution, for free and compulsory
education for al children until they
complete the age of 14". Although the
number of primary schools in the country
and enrolment into primary school has
increased dramatically in thelast 50 years,
uccessvegovernmentshavefailedto make
‘education for al' a redlity.

Universa primary educationimpliesthat
every childlaststhrough theprimary school
stage and that every child learns. 'Every
child' includes the children of the poor.
This paper is about educating children of
the urban poor. Based primarily on recent
fieldwork inlow-incomelocalitiesin Delhi
and Mumbai, thepaper seekstounderstand
and analyse the hurdles that will have to
be crossed if universa primary education
is to be achieved.

Three sats of empirica observations
motivate the discussion. Each dedls with
a basic question confronting primary
education in India today: (1) Why are s0
many children out of school? (2) Why
don't children last through the primary
school stage? (3) What dothey learn?Each
of the findings discussed here is
unexpected. By concentrating onsurprising
findings generated by fidd investigations,
the paper will attempt to bring new
perspectives in dealing with old but
persistent questions.

The firgt section seeks to understand
why children are out of school and not
working. The evidence from household
surveys in urban dums shows that the
common explanation - children are nat in
school because they are working - is not
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aufficient. The analyss suggests that the
inadequate of the school system to attract
and keep children is more crucid than
households economic circumstances for
explaining why so many children are not
in schoal.

The second section discusses why
different cohorts of children in the same
school have different experiences as they
move through the primary school stage.
Again, the data indicate that rather than
household economic forces 'pulling’
children out of school, school factors may
be more important in "pushing’ children
from school.

Thethird section focuseson achievement
levelsin primary school and andyses why
there is little difference in learning levels
between standard 111 and V. Thediscussion
highlights the need for innovative and
consstent strategies to deal with children
who are lagging behind academically.

The paper concludes by suggesting that
without a new and flexible gpproach to
cope with the schooling problems of the
children of the urban poor, universa
primary education is unlikely to be
achieved.

I
Child Labour and Schooling

"Children arenot at work but they are
not in school"

Why are so many children not in schoal
in Indiatoday? The dominant explanation
hinges on poverty. Scholars and policy-
makers often arguethat children'searnings
are necessary for supplementing family
income, and therefore children do not come
to school at al or leave school to work.
What is the evidence that supports this
point of view?
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All-India Data: Data from the recent
50th round of the National Sample Survey
(1993-94) suggeststhat thisexplanationis
insufficient (Table 1). Based on anationa
sampleof households, the survey indicates
that out of 185 million children in the age
group 5 to 14 nearly 58 million (about a
third) are not in school.! Of the children
aged 5to 9 (roughly standard | to 1) who
are not in school, a very large fraction is
not working outside the home or in the
household. Such children have been
labelled 'nowhere children' [Chaudhri
1997]. Among the older children (aged 10
to 14) who are not in school, there are as
many childlabourersasthereare 'nowhere
children. Even a quick glance a these
figures suggests that non-attendance in
schoal is not merely due to child labour,
at least for the primary school age group.

For urban children, the NSSfigures show
that in the 59 age group less than 1 per
cent is working full time, while a much
larger fraction (15 per cent of boys and 18
per cent of girls) is neither in school nor
working. Asexpected, older childrenwork
morethan younger children. Incities, 6 per
cent of the boys in the 10-14 age group
work and are not in school; however,
another 6 per cent of the boys are neither
inschool norworking. For girls, thepicture
is alittle different: over 10 per cent of the
girlsare working either at home or outside
and only 5 per cent are neither a work nor
in school. The NSS dataclearly show that
there are alot of children who are not in
school in Indig, and that a sgnificant
proportion of these children are not a
work either.

Loca-Level Data What evidence is
available at the local level in urban areas
that throws some light on the relationship
between child labour and children's
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schooling ? The discussion in this section
isbased on primary dlatafrom a series of
recent household and school surveys in
dumareasinDelhi andMumbai. Although
the data were collected at different times
and for a variety of purposes, the basic
intentwastoreach adetailedunderstanding
of the problems faced by children of the
poorest in the two cities.

The Delhi study focused on Ambedkar
Nagar - alarge low-income resettlement
colony on the southern rim of the city. A
comprehensive data-collection effort was
made in 1994-95 to get a better grasp of
the issues related to primary education
faced by families and schools in the area.
Thisincludedinterviewswithteachersand
principas, surveys of households and
compilation of school enrolment and
attendance data. There are 30 municipal
primary schools in the area, and a large
and growing number of private schools.

In Mumbai, the focus was on specific
populations and areasthat wereconsidered
particularly difficult in terms of economic
circumstances and stability in living
conditions. Conductedthrough 1998, these
surveyswerefor the purpose of estimating
the numbers of out-of-school children
planning their integration into the
maingtream school sysemthroughavariety
of programmes. These' difficult’ pockets
include pavement dwellersin Kamathipura
(not far from Mumbai Central railway
gation), adivas households in Goregaon
to the north-west, and a number of large
unauthorised dums near Chembur, to the
north-esst.

Evidence from the poorest areas of both
cities revedls that a substantial number of
primary-school-age children are not in
schoaol. Although enrolment in Std | is
generdly very high in urban areas and
most children have been enrolled at some
time, many do notfinishtheprimary school
stage. In Delhi, the primary stage is from
Sd | to Std V, whereas in Mumbai it is
from Std | to Std 1V.

The Mumbai data indicate that in the
threelarged um pocketssurveyedrecently,
almost one-third of al children in the
6-10 and 11-14 age groups were not in
school (Table 2). This number does not
include enrolled children who are
chronically absent.? Children notin school
includes children who have dropped out
of the school system as well as children
who have never been enrolled. The ratio
of “drop-outs to 'never-enrolled' varies
condderably by locality. IntheRafigNagar
area (near Chembur) where most families
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are Hindi- or Urdu-speaking, over 80 per
cent of theout-of-school childrenhad never
been to school (Table 3). In Sathe Nagar,
which has aMarathi-speaking population,
there are more 'drop-outs than 'never-
enrolled'.

Figures from Dehi show that despite
high enrolment in Std I, a substantial
proportiondoesnotlastor 'survive' through
the primary stage. Thistrendisvisibledll
acrossthecity'smunicipa schools. There
isaclear declineinthenumbersof children
who move through the system from Std |
to StdV (Table4). The samephenomenon
is visihle in Ambedkar Nagar, in a more
acute form (Table 5).

Overwhelmingly in both cities, teachers
attribute non-attendance and dropping out
to family economic compulsions and cite
childlabour asthemainreasonfor children
not continuing in school. The argument is
that as the opportunity cost of children's
timeishighin poor families, poor children
must leave school to work. This view is
echoed by officids at different levels in
the school bureaucracy as well. But our
observations from the field and analyss
of primary data collected in poor

communities leads us to argue that this
explanation is not sufficient.

(2) TheMumbai dum surveys show that
athough alargefraction of primary school
age children are out of school, very few
childrenwork full time(Table2). Notethat
the surveys targeted some of the poorest
households in the city. In three localities
near Chembur, over 1,200 childrenbetween
the ages of 6 and 14 were not enrolled in
school; however, less than 100 children
worked full time. Almost al the children
who worked were morethan 10 yearsold.

(2) The opportunity cost of children's
time should increase with age; a 12-year-

Table 3: Past School Experience of
Qut-of-School Children,
Rafiq Nagar (Mumbai), 1998

(Per cent)
Age Total Qut- Drop-Out  Never
Group of-School Been to
Children School
Gtolessthan 10 331 24 (7.3) 307 (92.7)
10 to less 14 222 B0 (36.1) 142 (63.9)
Total 553 104 (18.8) 449 (B81.2)

Source: Field survey.

Table 1: Population, Activities of Indian Children (1993-94)

Age/Gender Groups Tolal Percentage of Age Group Total Child
Population In School Notin School MNotin School Population Not
(Millions) and Working and Mot in School
Working (Millions)
Rural males 5-9 38.7 67.2 1.0 31.5 13.02
Rural females 5-9 35.7 56.2 1.8 40.8 15.63
Urban males 5-9 11.3 B4 0.5 152 1.79
Urban females 5-9 10.2 80.1 09 18.6 2.02
Rural males 10-14 36.1 76.6 1.7 10.6 8.44
Rural females 10-14 30.3 55.7 20.4 14.0 13.42
Urban males 10-14 137 87.2 6.3 5.8 1.50
Urban females 10-14 10.5 81.6 108 53 1.93
Total 185.5 57.75
Source: 50th Round National Sample Survey (1993-94), 'Usual Stalus Activity'
Table 2: Household Surveys (Selected Areas) Mumbai 1998
Child:ery Rafiq Nagar Zakir Hussain Annabhau
Nagar Sathe Nagar
Survey date February 1998 September 1998 Oclober 1998
Number of household surveyed 11511 718 1274
Total number of children (3 to 14) 2452 1511 1748
Age group: 610 10
Total number of children 964 672 B28
Tolal number of children currently in school 633 475 533
Tolal number of children currently not in school 331 197 295
Percentage of children not in school 33.5 per cent 29.3 percent  35.6 per cent
Percentage of children who work 0.10 per cent 0.00 per cent na
Age group 11 to 14
Total number of children 657 a 396
Total number of children currently in school 435 267 227
Total number of children currently not in school 222 74 169
Percentage of children not in school 33.7 per cent 21.7 percent  42.7 percent
Parcentage of children who work 7.8 per cent 3.4 per cent na

Source: Pratham M/East ward field surveys.
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old can be much more useful doing
household chores or market work than a
child aged Sx or seven. Therefore, itisnot
clear why ahigher proportion of Std | and
Sd 11 children than Std 1V and V children
leaves school (Tables 4 and 5).

(3) Thereis agreat ded of variation in
primary school 'survival' rates across
municipa schoolsinthesamelow-income
locality - Ambedkar Nagar (Table 7). The
'household poverty' argument does not
provide a compelling explanation of this
variation. This propositions is reinforced
by the facts that different schools operate
in the same buildings (girls atending in
the morning and boysin the afternoon) and
that children are drawn from the same
familiesandthesamecatchment area. Thus
thehousehold characteriticsof thechildren
are the same but their rates of surviva
through primary school are different.

(4) On the basis of data from Ambedkar
Nagar's households, we estimated that the
vaiation in overal family income and
expenditure is low. Although household
size and per capita expenditure within the
household vary, there is no correlaion
between household size and the particular
municipa school attended by the children.
Thus, the variation in drop-out rates of
schools in Ambedkar Nagar cannot be
explained away by economic compulsions
in families.

(5) Edtimates of per capita household
expenditures are available from Rafig
Nagar. Interestingly, thereisno statistically
significant difference between the estimates
for households, with children in school
and for those with no children in school.

Despite spending considerable amounts
of time in these locdlities in Mumbai and
Dehi, our team of investigators did not
come across large numbers of children
engaged in full-time income-generating
activity. In Ambedkar Nagar, there is no
organised activity for employing children
full-time. Children do help in running
family enterprises, but by andlargeit seems
that children's full-time participation in
work throughout the year is usualy due
to an extremefamily crisissuch asparental
illness or death. Rafiq Nagar and Sathe
Nagar are close to large garbage dumps.
For adults in the area, sorting through the
garbage and rag-picking are major
occupations. Children assist parents from
time to time, but such work can easily be
adjusted with school timings. The
municipal school in Refig Nagar is very
closeto where children live. There aretwo
sessions - the morning one lasts till lunch

time and the afternoon one from 1 to 5:30.
Theoretically, itispossibleto combine one
session of school with one session of work
during a regular working day.

So far as domestic chores are concerned
- older girls do hep out - they do not
consumemuchtime. If mothersareat work
the issue of sibling care arises. However,
in predominantly Mudim areas such as
Zakir Hussain Nagar and Rafiq Nagar most
mothersdo not work, and thusthe question
of sibling care constraining school
attendanceisnotrelevant. Infact, thesurvey
guestion addressing children's work inthe
home evoked lots of smiles and laughter
from mothers in Ambedkar Nagar. One
mother's response: "Are you asking if
children work or if they create work?"

Other researchers dso find that the
rel ationship between children not attending
school and child labour is not as
sraightforward as is commonly thought
[Bhatty 1998]. It is true, as Shanta Sinha
of M V Foundation puts it that, "any child
who is not in school is a potentid child
labourer" [Sinha 1996]. However, our data
strongly suggest thet the number of children
who cannot go to school because they are
working full-time is limited. This is true
for children up to the age of 10 in the
poorest urban localities.

Using child labour and/or family pov-
erty as the main explanation for children's
non-attendance in school is convenient. It
implies that for getting children to come
to school and stay put poverty has to be
removed. "Garibi hatao" isatall order, and
successive governments have faled to do
it. But if the main reason for children not
being in school lies elsawhere, under-
standing the underlying phenomenon is
crucidl.

Parental gpathy is sometimes cited as
another mgjor causefor children remaining
out of school. To what extent do poor
parents in urban areas care about their
children's schooling? This author's
experiencein the poorest locdlities of both
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cities suggests that even illiterate parents
are well aware of the advantages of
education. In fact, given the low level of
householdincome and expenditurein these
poor localities, it is surprising how many
children do go to school.

Although municipal primary schools
chargenofeesandtextbooksarefree, there
are other costs to attending school 2
Municipa schools have uniforms. Most
children carry school bags and water
bottles. Students are required to carry
notebooks and pencils. Based on estimates
from Ambedkar Nagar, these expenses
could add up to between Rs 200 and
Rs 600 per school-going child annually.
The proportion of monthly expenditure
that goes into direct costs of children's
schooling is considerably higher in a
poor household than in a middie-class
family. Such expenditure is even more
surprising given that most children will
not even reach Std IV and that learning

Table 5: Survival Rate through Primary
School, Ambedkar Nagar (Delhi)
Municipal Primary Schools
(Percent)
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