
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.

RUKMINI BANERJI

One 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
Constitution, for free and compulsory
education for all 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 the last 50 years,
successive governments have failed to make
'education for all' a reality.

Universal primary education implies that
every child lasts through the primary 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 in low-income localities in Delhi
and Mumbai, the paper seeks to understand
and analyse the hurdles that will have to
be crossed if universal primary education
is to be achieved.

Three sets of empirical observations
motivate the discussion. Each deals with
a basic question confronting primary
education in India today: (1) Why are so
many children out of school? (2) Why
don't children last through the primary
school stage? (3) What do they learn? Each
of the findings discussed here is
unexpected. By concentrating on surprising
findings generated by field investigations,
the paper will attempt to bring new
perspectives in dealing with old but
persistent questions.

The first section seeks to understand
why children are out of school and not
working. The evidence from household
surveys in urban slums shows that the
common explanation - children are not in
school because they are working - is not

sufficient. The analysis suggests that the
inadequate of the school system to attract
and keep children is more crucial than
households economic circumstances for
explaining why so many children are not
in school.

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.

The third section focuses on achievement
levels in primary school and analyses why
there is little difference in learning levels
between standard III and IV. The discussion
highlights the need for innovative and
consistent strategies to deal with children
who are lagging behind academically.

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

I
Child Labour and Schooling

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

Why are so many children not in school
in India today? The dominant explanation
hinges on poverty. Scholars and policy-
makers often argue that children's earnings
are necessary for supplementing family
income, and therefore children do not come
to school at all or leave school to work.
What is the evidence that supports this
point of view?

All-India Data: Data from the recent
50th round of the National Sample Survey
(1993-94) suggests that this explanation is
insufficient (Table 1). Based on a national
sample of 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.1 Of the children
aged 5 to 9 (roughly standard I to IV) 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 child labourers as there are 'nowhere'
children. Even a quick glance at these
figures suggests that non-attendance in
school is not merely due to child labour,
at least for the primary school age group.

For urban children, the NSS figures show
that in the 5-9 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. As expected, older children work
more than younger children. In cities, 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
in school nor working. For girls, the picture
is a little different: over 10 per cent of the
girls are working either at home or outside
and only 5 per cent are neither at work nor
in school. The NSS data clearly show that
there are a lot of children who are not in
school in India, and that a significant
proportion of these children are not at
work either.

Local-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
is based on primary dlata from a series of
recent household and school surveys in
slum areas in Delhi and Mumbai. Although
the data were collected at different times
and for a variety of purposes, the basic
intent was to reach a detailed understanding
of the problems faced by children of the
poorest in the two cities.

The Delhi study focused on Ambedkar
Nagar - a large 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.
This included interviews with teachers and
principals, 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 areas that were considered
particularly difficult in terms of economic
circumstances and stability in living
conditions. Conducted through 1998, these
surveys were for the purpose of estimating
the numbers of out-of-school children
planning their integration into the
mainstream school system through a variety
of programmes. These ' difficult' pockets
include pavement dwellers in Kamathipura
(not far from Mumbai Central railway
station), adivasi households in Goregaon
to the north-west, and a number of large
unauthorised slums near Chembur, to the
north-east.

Evidence from the poorest areas of both
cities reveals that a substantial number of
primary-school-age children are not in
school. Although enrolment in Std I is
generally very high in urban areas and
most children have been enrolled at some
time, many do not finish the primary school
stage. In Delhi, the primary stage is from
Std I to Std V, whereas in Mumbai it is
from Std I to Std IV.

The Mumbai data indicate that in the
three large slum pockets surveyed recently,
almost one-third of all 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.2 Children not in school
includes children who have dropped out
of the school system as well as children
who have never been enrolled. The ratio
of 4drop-outs' to 'never-enrolled' varies
considerably by locality. In the Rafiq Nagar
area (near Chembur) where most families

are Hindi- or Urdu-speaking, over 80 per
cent of the out-of-school children had never
been to school (Table 3). In Sathe Nagar,
which has a Marathi-speaking population,
there are more 'drop-outs' than 'never-
enrolled' .

Figures from Delhi show that despite
high enrolment in Std I, a substantial
proportion does not last or 'survive' through
the primary stage. This trend is visible all
across the city's municipal schools. There
is a clear decline in the numbers of children
who move through the system from Std I
to Std V (Table 4). The same phenomenon
is visible 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
child labour as the main reason for children
not continuing in school. The argument is
that as the opportunity cost of children's
time is high in poor families, poor children
must leave school to work. This view is
echoed by officials at different levels in
the school bureaucracy as well. But our
observations from the field and analysis
of primary data collected in poor

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

(1) The Mumbai slum surveys show that
although a large fraction of primary school
age children are out of school, very few
children work full time (Table 2). Note that
the surveys targeted some of the poorest
households in the city. In three localities
near Chembur, over 1,200 children between
the ages of 6 and 14 were not enrolled in
school; however, less than 100 children
worked full time. Almost all the children
who worked were more than 10 years old.

(2) The opportunity cost of children's
time should increase with age; a 12-year-
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old can be much more useful doing
household chores or market work than a
child aged six or seven. Therefore, it is not
clear why a higher proportion of Std I and
Std II children than Std IV and V children
leaves school (Tables 4 and 5).

(3) There is a great deal of variation in
primary school 'survival' rates across
municipal schools in the same low-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 attending in
the morning and boys in the afternoon) and
that children are drawn from the same
families and the same catchment area. Thus
the household characteristics of the children
are the same but their rates of survival
through primary school are different.

(4) On the basis of data from Ambedkar
Nagar's households, we estimated that the
variation in overall family income and
expenditure is low. Although household
size and per capita expenditure within the
household vary, there is no correlation
between household size and the particular
municipal 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) Estimates of per capita household
expenditures are available from Rafiq
Nagar. Interestingly, there is no 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 localities in Mumbai and
Delhi, 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 and large it seems
that children's full-time participation in
work throughout the year is usually due
to an extreme family crisis such as parental
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 Rafiq Nagar is very
close to where children live. There are two
sessions - the morning one lasts till lunch

time and the afternoon one from 1 to 5:30.
Theoretically, it is possible to 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 help out - they do not
consume much time. If mothers are at work
the issue of sibling care arises. However,
in predominantly Muslim areas such as
Zakir Hussain Nagar and Rafiq Nagar most
mothers do not work, and thus the question
of sibling care constraining school
attendance is not relevant. In fact, the survey
question addressing children's work in the
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 also find that the
relationship between children not attending
school and child labour is not as
straightforward 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 potential child
labourer" [Sinha 1996]. However, our data
strongly suggest that 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" is a tall order, and
successive governments have failed to do
it. But if the main reason for children not
being in school lies elsewhere, under-
standing the underlying phenomenon is
crucial.

Parental apathy is sometimes cited as
another major cause for children remaining
out of school. To what extent do poor
parents in urban areas care about their
children's schooling? This author's
experience in the poorest localities of both

cities suggests that even illiterate parents
are well aware of the advantages of
education. In fact, given the low level of
household income and expenditure in these
poor localities, it is surprising how many
children do go to school.

Although municipal primary schools
charge no fees and textbooks are free, there
are other costs to attending school.3

Municipal 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 middle-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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