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Low Fee Private Schooling in India –More Questions than Answers? Observations from 

the Young Lives Longitudinal Research in Andhra Pradesh 

Renu Singh & Colin Bangay 

 

Abstract 

 

This paper seeks to draw attention to two important, but less researched areas regarding low 

fee private school provision in India. Firstly, the paper evaluates the impact of fees on 

household debt burden and decision making; and secondly highlights the dynamic interplay 

between the private and government sub-sectors and the potential consequences this may 

have for educational delivery. The paper attempts to provide an overview of the historic 

growth, extent and performance of low fee private schools and private tutoring. Consistent 

with others, the paper finds that private provision is not currently accessible to the poorest 

and thus potentially deleterious to equity both within schools and within families. While 

drawing on existing research and particularly the longitudinal Young Lives data sets in 

Andhra Pradesh - findings are largely exploratory. The paper concludes that there is a need 

for further research on both household and school effects related to increasing privatisation in 

education. In particular there is a focus on how emerging inequalities emanating from school 

choice and private tuitions can be addressed. This is urgently needed to inform policy and 

investment decisions that maximise the contribution of both sectors and mitigate against 

inequality. 
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Introduction 

In the last decade, India has made dramatic progress on school enrolment. According to the 

Global Monitoring Report 2012, India is one of the top performers -with 18 million fewer 

children out of school in 2008 than in 2001 (UNESCO 2012 ). Initiatives such as the 

governments national programme Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA), the school meals 

programme and as of 2010 the Right to Education Act (Ministry of Human Resource 

Development, 2013; Noronha and Srivastava, 2012) have put India on track to achieve 

Millennium Development Goal(MDG) two enrolment (Little 2010), and MDG three gender 
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equity (De,2011; UNICEF, 2011). Despite this impressive expansion, worryingly low levels 

of learning are causing major concern (Chavan & Bannerjee, 2012; Pritchett and Beatty, 

2012). Data suggests growing numbers of parents are turning from free government provision 

and sending their children to low fee private schools
1
. Estimates of the balance in provision 

between sub-sectors and speed of change vary. While official data suggests some 20% of 

enrolment is in private schools (NUEPA 2011), on the other hand ASER reports that since 

2009, private school enrolment in rural areas has been rising at an annual rate of about 10%.  

ASER (2012) projects that if this trend continues; India will have 50% children in rural areas 

enrolled in private schools by 2018. While in a country as large and diverse as India it would 

be expected that the scale, speed and nature of changes in provision between government and 

private will vary both within and across states - this paper is premised on an acceptance that 

substantive movement of students into private schooling is occurring. On this basis this paper 

sets out to review two questions. Firstly, what are the implications of the movement of 

children to private schools for household expenditure, debt burden and family decision 

making?  Secondly, what may be the effects and implications of this migration on how 

government schools operate? In doing this we draw on evidence and in particular the data and 

work of the Young Lives
2
 team in Andhra Pradesh (now bifurcated into two states of 

Telengana and Andhra Pradesh), India. Our findings suggest that a better understanding of 

household expenditure on education and the dynamic between private and government 

schooling (i.e. the influence they have on each other) to be a critically important for future 

policy development. In writing this paper, we caution that we are working with a limited 

evidence base. As such the paper concludes with some recommendations for future research 

and how Young Lives seeks to pursue this critical but unexplored area in the near future.  

 

Part One: Private Schooling in India – The Existing Literature 

Private Schooling: Definition, Reporting and Distribution  

                                                           
1
 These are different from the elite private schools and are mainly located in slums and small habitations. The fee can be in the 

range of Rs 50 per month (less than $1) to Rs 600/- per month( $ 10 approximately) 
2 Young Lives is a longitudinal study of child poverty which follows cohorts of children in four countries: Ethiopia, Andhra Pradesh state 

(India), Peru and Vietnam. It is funded by the UK and Netherlands government and executed through collaboration between Oxford 

University and Save the Children. For details, please visit www.younglives.org.uk 

 

 

 

 

http://www.younglives.org.uk/
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The challenge of defining what constitutes a private school (as opposed to a non-state school) 

has to date depended on rather blurred descriptors. Typically these have relied on locating 

schools within a matrix defined by two common characteristics namely the degree of 

government influence/control and financing approach (Bangay, 2007).  While it is clear that 

there is diversity in the nature of ‘private schools’ in India (as elsewhere) - it is possible to 

apply a definitive criteria – i.e. that a private school is one that is reliant on a user fees 

element for its financial sustainability.  In discussing low fee private schools (LFPS) in this 

paper we are referring to small often family run enterprises which cater for the poor and are 

dependent on fees for their operation (Srivastava, 2007). By official Indian categorisation 

these equate to- private, unaided, and in some cases unrecognised schools.  

 

Indian official statistics delineate three main types of schools: government, government aided 

and private unaided schools (either recognized or unrecognized). Official government 

statistics report that 20% of all schools are under private management (DISE 2010-11); while 

the latest national household survey data reports 7% of India’s students attend private aided 

and 20% private unaided at primary level (grades I-V / ages 6-11) and 12% and 17% 

respectively at elementary level (grades VI to VIII / ages 12-14) (National Sample Survey, 

2009). Government data is likely to be under reporting the real extent of private school 

enrolment, for two-fold reasons. Firstly, hand government enumerators do not collect data on 

unrecognised private provision and  this is further combined with  the fact that unrecognised 

private school owners  wish to remaining ‘off radar’, thereby avoiding unwanted attention 

from rapacious officials (Tooley and Dixon, 2003).    By way of illustration, Kingdon (2007) 

found 20% of children in rural areas attended private schools, three times higher than the 

official government statistics. Further, a large scale survey of 20 Indian states, revealed that 

51% of all private rural primary schools were unrecognized (Muralidharan & Kremer, 2006). 

Notwithstanding the caveat of official figures only registering recognised private schools, 

official data clearly shows the growth of the private sector enrolment both in absolute 

numbers and as a proportion of total enrolments (Figs 1 & 2).  

 

Figure 1: Enrolment in Private and Public Schools in India 

 

 

Figure 2: Percentage of children attending private school (primary level) with 

projections based on current trends 
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Learning Performance 

The majority of studies that have compared student learning performance in Indian 

government and private schools do show a ‘private school premium’ even after accounting 

for student effects. A range of econometric techniques have been applied to correct for 

possible biases: by controlling for observed background characteristics of children 

(Muralidharan and Kremer, 2006; Wadhwa, 2009; Goyal, 2009; Goyal & Pandey, 2009; 

Govinda & Varghese, 1993; Kingdon, 1996; French and Kingdon, 2010; Desai et al, 2008); 

using lagged test scores and community fixed effects (Singh and Sarkar 2012); by running 

models with village fixed effects to isolate village level confounders; through household 

fixed effects (e.g. French and Kingdon, 2010); through propensity score matching (Chudgar 

and Quin, 2012); and finally, through the use of Heckman selection models (Kingdon, 1996; 

Desai et al, 2008). It is however important to note that these studies only highlight relative 

performance – with low fee private schools frequently only being marginally better than what 

are often poorly performing government schools . Overall the levels of learning reached in 

both school types are worryingly low (ASER, 2010, 2011, 2012). The poor levels of reading 

are a concern (Fig 3), while even some of India’s ‘high end’ private schools struggle to 

establish foundational mathematical concepts and are dominated by rote learning (Education 

Initiatives 2006, 2010). 

 

Figure 3: Trends Over Time: % Children in Std III who CAN READ Std I level text By 

school type (2009-2012) 

 

 

Parental Decision Making and the Choice of Schools 

Stern & Heyneman (2012) suggest that non-government schools have proliferated developing 

countries, in order to meet excess demand resulting from an insufficient supply of public 

school spaces and/or to provide alternatives to a failing public education system. The 

movement of students into private schools in India appears driven by both push and pull 

factors. Key elements seem to be firstly; dissatisfaction with the government school – 

particularly in relation to teacher attendance and behaviours (Harma, 2011) and secondly; a 

preference for English medium instruction (often government schooling is delivered in the 



5 
 

official state language) and the perceived prestige and wage advantage English is perceived 

to deliver (Nilekani, 2010; Aslam et al, 2010; De et al, 2002).  Interestingly, while Harma, 

2011 reported that the majority of parents in her study in Uttar Pradesh stated their preferred 

school type was a LFPS, she also found that sample parents viewed private schools as 

preferable only while government schools are failing. Furthermore, there was distrust in 

private institutions which could change their fees or shut down at any time.  

 

Part Two: Emerging Evidence from Young Lives in Andhra Pradesh 

 

In the following section we explore the issues of school choice in terms of its impact at 

source – i.e. household level, and destination – school and school system level. We do this 

using quantitative and qualitative data generated by the Young Lives longitudinal study being 

conducted in Andhra Pradesh (AP).
3
  

The state of AP is located in the South East of India. It has a population of over 80 million 

(roughly the size of Germany); 73% of which live in rural areas. AP is ranked 14 out of 35 

states and Union Territories on the composite educational development index (DISE, 

2009/10). Given the size and diversity of India there are always dangers in extrapolating 

findings to a national context. While national household survey data indicates that AP is 

experiencing a more rapid movement of students to private schools than the national average 

(Fig 4); we believe the Young Lives work is sufficiently robust and analogous to wider trends 

to shed light on the low fee private school phenomenon and particularly its possible impacts 

at family and school and school system level. 

 

Figure 4: Enrolment Share in Private Education  

 

About Young Lives and Andhra Pradesh 

Young Lives is a fifteen year longitudinal study on the impact of poverty in children’s lives
4
. 

The study tracks individuals from child to adulthood providing unique opportunities to 

explore interrelated factors that impact on this journey in four countries: India, Peru, Ethiopia 

and Vietnam. Young Lives data is open access and secondary data analysis is positively 

                                                           
3
 As of June, 2014 the state of Andhra Pradesh has been bifurcated into two states- Telengana and Andhra Pradesh. 

4 Young Lives is core funded by funded by DFID and Government of Netherlands and is  led by a team in Department of International 

Development, University of Oxford 
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encouraged.
5
 Young Lives study in  AP has tracked two cohorts of children beginning in 

2002, revisiting the same children every three years and the fourth survey round has recently 

been completed in 2013. This longitudinal approach enables investigation of change over 

time within cohorts and comparison of changes between different age cohorts. 

 

The Young Lives India sample consists of 3,000 children; 2,000 in the younger cohort (YC) 

and 1,000 in the older cohort (OC).  Children (roughly equal numbers of boys and girls) have 

been randomly selected from 98 communities located in 20 urban and rural sites, situated 

across seven of AP’s districts. The sampling methodology adopted by the Young Lives team 

in Andhra Pradesh is known as a sentinel site surveillance system. It consisted of a multi-

stage, purposive and random sampling to select the two cohorts of children. Young Lives’ 

sentinel site sampling includes 15 rural sites distributed across the state plus five urban sites 

(including the capital, Hyderabad). This methodology selected households at random within a 

study site, while the sites themselves were chosen on the basis of predetermined criteria, 

informed by the objectives of the study.
6
 Comparison with National Household Survey Data 

(DHS 1998/99) for AP indicates that YL sample is broadly representative (Kumra, 2008). 

Young Lives data has been collected through interviews with children and their families 

through four rounds of household surveys conducted in 2002, 2006, 2009 and 2013. The 

questionnaires include information on school type as well as perception of quality of schools 

attended.  

This paper draws on Round 3 household and educational data pertaining to both YC and OC 

children based on 2905 households, as well as qualitative survey. Three rounds of Young 

Lives qualitative surveys have been conducted in 2007, 2008 and 2010 and in-depth 

individual interviews with parents and children of a sub-set of 48 YL children, along with 

focus group interviews with key stakeholders as well as participatory group exercises with 

children have been undertaken in four sites
7
. A qualitative sub-study was conducted 

particularly to understand reasons for parents’ choice of schools in 2010-11.  

Longitudinal analysis of three rounds of Young Lives data  reveals that  in 2009-10 almost 

the entire sample of 8 year old younger cohort children was enrolled in school, while 

enrolment for older cohort at age 15 years has decreased by 12 percentage points as 

compared to enrolment at age 12. In short, almost 25 per cent of the girls and 20 per cent of 

                                                           
5
 See  http://www.esds.ac.uk/international/access/I33379.asp for accessing open source data 

6
 For more details on sampling rigour please refer to Technical Note 2 (Kumra, 2008) Source: 

http://www.younglives.org.uk/publications/TN/assessment-young-lives-sampling-approach-india 
7 Two rural ,one urban and one tribal site -Poompuhar, Katur, Polur and Patna  

http://www.esds.ac.uk/international/access/I33379.asp
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the boys aged 15 years had dropped out-of-school by the time they reached junior secondary 

school age (Table 1).  

 

Table 1: Young Lives Andhra Pradesh - School Enrolment by Cohort across Rounds 

 

Part Three:  

Implications at Destination: Potential Systemic Implications for Educational Provision 

Overall Trends  

At macro level Young Lives findings are consistent with those of others in indicating a 

substantial movement of students from government to private schools. Analysis of the Young 

Lives round three survey report (Galab et al, 2011), shows that the number of eight year olds 

going to private school nearly doubled from 24 per cent in the OC (children born in 1994-5) 

in 2002 to 44 per cent in the YC (children born in 2001-2) in 2010. Disaggregating this 

overall trend by gender, social group and residential status (rural/urban) it is clear that the 

private school enrolment has gone up for every group – male, female, rural, urban as well as 

Scheduled Caste8 (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST) children (Table 2).   

 

Table 2: Change in enrolment and private school participation of 8 Year Olds In 2002 

and 2009 

 

 

Detailed analysis on the shifts in school population between round one and three undertaken 

by Woodhead et al (2013) reveal that though private schooling is predominantly urban, 

expansion has been most rapid in rural areas with private school enrolment effectively 

trebling between 2002 and 2009. The most financially and socially advantaged (categorised 

as ‘Other Castes’), constitute the largest group accessing private schools with a 25% increase 

and make up 70% of all private school students. Enrolment of children from ‘backward 

classes’, is also on the rise and doubled albeit from a lower starting point.  However, 

consistent with the findings of Harma (2011), while LFPS are clearly accessible to the poor 

they are not necessarily so for the poorest. Young Lives research indicates that gender, 

location and socio-economic status, number, spacing and gender of siblings all impact upon 

probability of attending private schools giving rise to equity concerns (Woodhead et al, 

                                                           
8
 The Scheduled Castes (SCs), also known as the Dalit, and the Scheduled Tribes (STs) known as Adivasis are two groupings 

of disadvantaged people that are given express recognition in the Constitution of India 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dalit
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitution_of_India
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2013). Overall the recent dramatic growth in the private sector has been fuelled by a 

disproportionate number of boys from the wealthier and more socially advantaged 

households.  

 

Student Movement & School Size 

If education is viewed as a system comprised of two sub-systems (private and government 

provision), then it is clear that student migration from one sub-system will impact on the 

other. To date this dynamic and its potential impact has received limited attention in the 

research literature. Potential impacts could feasibly be positive or negative. For example 

student migration to private schools could be expected to improve student teacher ratios and 

enable rises in per child expenditure on learning materials for those remaining in the 

government system – potentially creating improved conditions for meaningful learning. 

Conversely, large scale movements from the private to the government sector can jeopardise 

the economic viability of private schools as their fee base is eroded at a faster pace than fixed 

costs can be reduced (Bangay, 2005). 

Young Lives school survey sub-study which investigated existing quality of schooling on a 

subset of 250 schools (public and private), where  953 YC aged 8-9 years were studying, has 

revealed that there exists a striking contrast in size between Government and private schools 

(Singh & Sarkar, 2012). The analysis shows around half the government schools have fewer 

than 60 students enrolled at primary level, while only 5.5 per cent have more than 250 

students at primary level (Grades 1–5). In contrast, less than one per cent of private schools 

had fewer than 60 students and over half had more than 250 students.  

If the current flow of students from government to private schools continues, particularly in 

the light of the 25% reservation clause for economically weaker section students in private 

schools (as mandated in the Right to Education Act, 2009), the likely future scenario is of 

falling rolls in government schools and an increase in the number of single teacher and two 

teacher multi-grade government schools
9
. While this could theoretically be turned to an 

advantage; small schools dependent on multi-grade approaches do not have a strong track 

record in India (Blum & Diwan, 2007; Blum 2009). Teacher education in India does little to 

prepare teachers with the requisite pedagogical skills to address diverse needs with multi-

grade classrooms (Joshi, 2009; Singh & Sarkar, 2012). Often the critical foundation years in 

the lower grades are neglected, with teachers focusing on students in the higher grades.  

                                                           
9
 RTE norms stipulate one teacher to every 30 students. 
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Young Lives research is consistent with findings from previous studies (De et al., 2002; 

Mehrotra and Panchamukhi, 2007; Rangaraju et al, 2012) that girls are less likely to attend 

private schools than boys and socio economically disadvantaged SC and ST children have the 

lowest participation rate in private schools. As Harma (2009 p. 151) summarises: ‘… poverty 

is still a bar to the majority,’ with caste, religion, gender, sibling composition, parental age, 

education and occupation also playing a role’. This phenomenon is further corroborated by 

Fennel & Mallik 2012, who reflect that better-off households are benefiting more than the 

poorer households from the higher quality education provided by low-fee private schools. On 

scrutinising existing research evidence, the current dynamic between private and government 

schools does not appear to be delivering favourable benefits for the poorest. If the migration 

trend from government to private continues then there is a real danger of the entrenchment of 

an education system differentiated by ability to pay - with children from the most 

disadvantaged families consigned to poorly performing government schools – which may 

further be caught in a downward spiral of performance.  

 

Part Four: Implications at Source: Household Finances, Debt Burden and Decision 

Making  

 

To date the bulk of research on low-fee private schools has focused on enrolment and relative 

performance. Less attention has been paid to how the costs of low fee private schools impact 

on household incomes and decision making. Based on Round 2 (2006) Young Lives data, 

Himaz (2009) highlighted that educational expenditure per child takes up 6.5 percent of the 

monthly household expenses, with roughly 37 percent spent on books, 26 percent spent on 

school fees, 24 percent spent on uniforms, 6 percent on tuitions and 5 percent on 

transportation. Using Round 3(2009) Young Lives data, an analysis of household expenditure 

across various educational components such as fees, uniform, books and transport for all 

children aged 5- 17 years, reveals that households sending children to private schools spend 

7.5% of yearly per capita household expenditure on education as against 2.7% of total 

household expenditure for those sending children to public schools
10

.  In short, households 

opting for private schooling are spending two-and-a-half times more on 

                                                           
10

For analysing the household level expenditure we only analyse the educational expenditure of 2458 households, where all 

children are attending either public or private school 
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education than those choosing government schools. This huge differential in education 

expenditure between households opting for government or private schools may well be one of 

the reasons that 17.6% of the Younger Cohort children had already changed school once or 

more since Grade 1, often moving from one private school to another (Singh, 2013). In urban 

areas this is even more pronounced, with 81% of the students changing one private school for 

another by the age of 8 (Woodhead et al, 2012).  

The Young lives household questionnaire includes a question on per child spending on 

combined ‘tuition and school fees
11

  It is important to note that while school fee is not 

charged in public schools at elementary level, children do attend tuition classes, at a cost. 

There are various models of tuition centres- some private schools run tuitions within the 

school itself before and after school hours ,while others are run by individuals (after school 

hours) in their homes, both in rural villages and urban slums.  This analysis enables us to 

explore equity issues between the private and government sub-sectors; make preliminary 

observations on the possible impact that paid tuition may be having within the government 

sub-sector, and speculate on the potential impact of private school growth on family debt 

burden.  

 

Private School Enrolment and Household Wealth 

Young Lives data from 2905 households in Round 3 survey conducted in 2009-10, reveals 

that annual average expenditure on school fees and tuition per child enrolled in private 

schools is significantly more expensive
12

. What is particularly alarming is the magnitude of 

that difference. The costs incurred for a primary school child enrolled in private school are 

some 38 times those going to government schools. At secondary level, the differential is over 

18 times (Singh, 2011).  

 

Further analysis of enrolment by wealth quartiles (Figure 5) shows that, private school 

enrolment increases with wealth for both the age groups. Overall, Young Lives research 

indicates that ‘school choice’ is largely  enabled by wealth and social status, with children 

from the top wealth quartile being five times more likely to be enrolled in private schools at 

elementary level and  ten times more likely to be enrolled at the secondary level, as compared 

                                                           
11

 Young Lives asked a question on how much is spent on Index child on both tuition and fees from caregivers. We do not have 

data in the household questionnaire that reveals how many children are taking tuition. 

 
12

 Since public schools do not charge any fees at elementary level, the expenditure for YC enrolled in public schools, reflects 
the money spent on  private tuitions 
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to children from the poorest quartile  Significantly, in the top wealth quartile 86% of the 

younger cohort and 71% of the older cohort are attending private school, rates that are more 

than 5 times those amongst the poorest quartile at primary level and 10 times at secondary 

level. 

 

Figure 5: Wealth quartile wise private school participation in 2009 

 

Perhaps less obvious, is that this analysis reveals the disparities that exist in household 

expenditure both within and amongst the private and government school categories. Table 3, 

provides the average (mean) expenditure for 8 year (primary) and 15 year old (secondary) 

Young Lives children studying in public and private schools by wealth quartiles. This 

expenditure is a composite of both school fees and extra tuition spent on an index child 

annually. The richest quartile sending children to public schools spent almost 13 times the 

amount on education expenses
13

as compared to the poorest quartile at primary level. 

Considering that public schools do not charge fees, the difference can be accounted to the 

money spent by better –off families on tuitions.  

Across all quartiles and for both age groups studying in private schools, educational 

expenditure is significantly higher. Within the private school sector, the richest quartile is 

observed to spend 1.7 times higher at primary and twice as much at secondary level when 

compared to the poorest quartile. This highlights the variance in fees charged by schools 

within the private school sector.  

  

Table 3: Average annual expenditure (in Rupees) spent on school and extra tuition fees 

for index child 

 

Given this huge differential in educational expenditure between households opting for public 

and private schools, it is not surprising that many of the Young Lives children have changed 

schools from private to public as well as private to private. In 2009/10, 17.6 percent of the 

younger cohort children aged seven/eight years, had already changed school once or more 

since first grade (Woodhead et al, 2012). The fact that private schools remain largely 

unregulated and can increase fees any time, might further explain the reason that few parents 

                                                           
13 Educational expenses in government school at primary level consists primarily of after school tuition fees alone, as 
government school are free of cost 
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may be forced to choose cheaper options, while others  may choose what they perceive as 

‘better’ more expensive options if they are economically strong.  

 

 Young Lives qualitative interviews with caregivers reveal that even the poorest families have 

aspirations to send their children to private schools, since they believe that is the only means 

for their children to move out of the cycle of poverty. 

 Jayanthi is 8 years old, studying in 3
rd

 Grade in a rural public school and her father is 

keen to educate her till Grade VII. Jayanthi attends tuition in the evening for which 

her father pays Rs 30
14

 per month and she accompanies her parents to the fields and 

helps mother in the housework. The father complains that because the groundnut crop 

failed, he and his wife have taken up daily wage labour work (Rs 60 per day for men 

and Rs 50 for women) and have had to borrow money from the local Self Help Group. 

He shares ‘we don’t have capacity to admit Jayanthi in a private school… we have no 

capacity to pay… we have to pay Rs.10,000 (per annum) if it is a private residential 

school… so we admitted our children in a government school. We do not want them to 

work like us… they should be educated preferably in private schools’. 

 

Parental perception regarding school choice was highlighted by Singh and Sarkar, 2013.  

While a miniscule 6 percent of parents cited ‘good quality’ and 53 % cited ‘proximity to 

home’ as reasons for choosing government schools,  63% of parents of children attending 

private schools cited ‘good quality and 23 % cited ‘proximity to home’ as reasons for school 

choice.  Thus parents are seen to be choosing fee-charging private schools over no-fee 

charging government schools since good quality teaching is associated with private schools.  

Also the Young Lives school study highlights that private schools have a higher 

accountability towards the parents who are making huge sacrifices to pay the school fees and 

the services are demand-based (Singh & Sarkar, 2013). Private schools are able to dismiss 

teachers who are non-performing and a close watch is kept over classroom transactions, while 

this is not the case in government schools, where the staff is ‘permanent’ and no robust 

appraisal system exists. It is pertinent to mention the observation of one of the district 

education officer regarding government schools“…mainly the teachers of primary school are 

absent at work.  This is due to insufficient monitoring of primary schools.” 

 

                                                           
14

 30 cents 
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Private Tutoring 

Young Lives research also highlights the importance of additional tutoring to educational 

expenditure - a cost that applies to parents of children at both government and private 

schools. Moreover, while there are large differentials between private and government sub-

sectors there is also price point differentiation in access to services amongst students within 

each sub-sector. 

Understanding of the extent and nature of private tutoring is limited.  Bray & Lykins (2012), 

estimate that in West Bengal, India, nearly 60% of primary school students receive private 

supplementary tutoring. Aslam and Atherton (2012), using 2007-08 data from the School 

Tells survey of over 4000 students in grades two and four from the north Indian states of 

Uttar Pradesh and Bihar found nearly a fifth of all children surveyed (i.e. about 20%) were 

taking private tuition – though they note these are likely to be under-estimates given private 

tuition is generally more prevalent in urban areas (Bray 2009). A survey by the Associated 

Chambers of Commerce and Industry of India (ASSOCHAM, 2013) has revealed that 87 per 

cent of primary school and 95 per cent of high school students in metros receive private 

tutoring and that the tuition industry has grown by 35 percent in the period 2006-2013. 

Aslam and Atherton (2012) go on to explore the critical question of the extent to which 

private tutoring is a complement’ to or a ‘substitute’ for poor quality state schooling.  They 

find within both Indian and Pakistani government schools, it is the poorest students who gain 

the most from tutoring- learning equivalent to 85% of a school year for India. They state 

“such large learning differences between those who undertake tuition and those who don't 

suggest that while there may be equity concerns if the poorest are simply priced out of the 

private tutoring market, those who do chose to take tuition can compensate for low quality 

schooling provided in government schools”.   

 

Young Lives qualitative interviews also reveal that even the poorest families whose children 

are studying in government schools are opting for private tuitions, in the hope that their 

children will learn after school.  

Rahul is studying in Grade 4 in a rural government school. His mother shares ‘Rahul 

attends private tuition from 6 a.m. to 8 a.m. after which he takes a bath and goes to 

school. In the evening he again goes for tuition from 4 p.m. to 6 p.m.  We pay Rs.20 

per month for our younger daughter and Rs. 30 for Rahul ….we have to pay on the 1
st
 

on every month. Tuition fees are increasing from first class to second class…. I want 
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him to study well. We want him to become a policeman… we have 2 acres of land, so 

we will sell one acre and spend on his education, so that future will be good.’ 

 

However, there are costs associated with tuitions which cause additional financial burden. 

Qualitative evidence from Young lives research does indicate that cost is a barrier to 

accessing tuition fees as the transcript below illustrates:  

Govind studies in Grade V in a government school and his sister is enrolled in the 

same school in Grade 2. During school days he also attends tuitions in the school 

premises itself. The tutor is Mr. Anand who is from this village. During school days, 

the tuition timings are 4 p.m. to 6 p.m.  The family has to pay 40 rupees for Govind 

and 20 rupees for his younger sister. According to Govind many of the 3
rd

 class 

students are not attending tuition because of lack of money. Out of a total of 35 

students in the school only 20 students can afford the tuition.  

 

The issues of equity within the government school sector in relation to private tuition are 

largely unresearched, but given the likely extent of private tuition are critically important. 

Aslam and Atherton (2013) find that in India, private tuition increases with age for wealthier 

groups and there is evidence of a pro-male gender bias – this being more pronounced among 

the poorer households. In addition to the effects a critically important question to explore is 

who is doing the tutoring?  If tuitions are being taken by practicing teachers – this would not 

only go against the stipulation of the Right to Education Act, 2009 which bans teachers from 

taking tuitions, but is likely to have serious repercussions on quality of education in terms of 

commitments to all students (and not just those taking additional tutoring). Also given the 

heterogeneity of tuition services, it would be necessary to study both the quality and utility of 

the same.  

 

Private Education and Loan Burden  

 

The Indian government’s National Sample Survey Organisation estimates that 43.2 million 

farmer households, constituting nearly half of all households in India, are indebted to either 

formal, informal or both sources of credit (NSSO, 59th Round). The highest percentage of 

indebtedness amongst families is in Andhra Pradesh (82 per cent) which also has the highest 

incidence of borrowing from moneylenders (57 out of 100 indebted households). Andhra 

Pradesh is not alone in having high levels of indebtedness, since the states of Tamil Nadu, 
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Punjab, Kerala, Karnataka, Maharashtra, Haryana, Rajasthan, Gujarat and West Bengal also 

have indebtedness rates of over 50%. A report by the Commission on Farmer’s Welfare 

emphasised that in Andhra Pradesh ‘skyrocketing health and education expenditures are 

driving the farmers into deeper debt traps, among other causes of rural indebtedness’ 

(Government of Andhra Pradesh, 2005, p 111). The report further elaborated that private 

expenditure on education, reflects the combination of changing aspirations of the rural 

population as well as the inadequacy of the public education system and the lack of access of 

the rural poor, to the better public educational institutions. 

The Young Lives household data reveals that 34 percent of households had taken debt in 

2009, with maximum number of households in Quartile 2 and 3 reporting debts (Table 4). 

 

Table 4: Percentage of households reporting debt (by wealth quartile) 

 

While Young Lives does not profess to have strong evidence on levels on education related 

debt, its interviews with sample households do suggest this is an important issue.  Currently 

the Young Lives data set is unable to quantify the prevalence, extent, or consequences of 

school fee related debt burden on household decision making. However, it is clear from the 

Young Lives qualitative interviews that poor parents are taking on substantial loans, viewing 

education as the best route to social mobility –an escape from the repressive caste system.  

As a Young Lives mother who is a housewife and has one daughter explained:  

“People are not worried about their economic background or financial position now 

madam. They are only bothered about their children’s education. They are prepared 

to give up anything for the sake of their children’s education. They want to give their 

children whatever they missed in their childhood and they want their children to 

attain that position which they failed to get. That is what parents are thinking now. 

Moreover, we too are of the same opinion”. 

The mother goes on to explain the loan burden the family is experiencing: 

“We have to raise money somehow and pay her school fees and later on try to clear 

the incurred loans. ... This is very burdensome. We will not have any savings as we 

spend everything on education. Strictly speaking, even people of our status cannot 

afford these schools. Now we have to send our child to even lower rung [private] 

schools ... the difference in the fees between [the] two types of schools ranges from 

5,000 to 10,000 [rupees] and the quality of education offered is very different.” 
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Unsurprisingly, the poorest are ill placed to provide the collateral, to enable them to secure 

credit from reputable credit providers. Thus they are more likely to call on informal money 

lenders infamous for charging usurious rates of interest. With rising educational costs as 

children move through the system levels of indebtedness are likely to grow and trade-offs on 

family expenditure become more acute. As another mother notes: 

“… loans will remain pending… interest on them would be increasing…  but my 

husband says that even if we don’t have (enough)to eat, he wants to educate (the 

children) We remained illiterate… if they study well, they will become well to-do’. 

 

The impact of school expenditures on household incomes has received little attention. 

However its possible level of seriousness is illustrated by the fact that Andhra Pradesh has 

been plagued by farmer suicides - over 3,000 between 2002 and 2007. While the ultimate 

causes that lead to farmers taking their lives are the financial distress resultant from crop 

failures, education costs along with dowry do appear in the literature as proximate causes 

(Chindarkar, 2007; Vidyasagar & Chandra, 2003). More recently a study into the reasons for 

the high level of suicides conducted by the Collector of the District of Ananthapur in Andhra 

Pradesh ranked the reasons for suicide as firstly, debt against loans for agricultural needs; 

secondly for borrowing against funerals and weddings and thirdly borrowing for education 

costs
15

.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Research on low fee private education has come a long way since the pioneering work of 

Tooley and Dixon. Private provision in its many guises is an important phenomenon 

providing schooling to millions of students in emerging nations. As such the low fee private 

sector warrants further research to strengthen our knowledge base and enable informed 

decision making, since a variety of development partners are seeking to offer effective 

support of low fee private schooling. This paper has focused on the impact of private 

provision in two main areas; impact at source, i.e. the family unit in terms of equity and 

financial stress and secondly impact at destination, thereby posing questions on how the 

dynamic between government and private sub-sectors may play out in the evolution of the 

                                                           
15

 Personal communication . 
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school delivery ecosystem. These are important questions that Young Lives will continue to 

explore in subsequent research rounds.  

 

There are of course other areas which warrant urgent attention, such as questions related to 

financial sustainability and conditions under which low fee private schools are able to deliver 

quality education. A recent study of 200 low fee private schools in Hyderabad, concluded that 

low fee private schools charging below Rupees 400 per month lacked the resources to create 

conducive learning environments and were for the most part financially unsustainable (Gray 

Matters Capital, 2012). Parental aspirations for ensuring a better future for their children 

seems to be taking precedence as far as family decisions regarding school choices is 

concerned. Parental perception of enhanced school quality in ‘English medium’ private 

schools is causing a large migration of rural and poor children from government schools. As a 

recent DFID funded multi-study evidence review concludes low fee private schooling is not a 

panacea (Barakat et al, 2013). In the absence of mitigation measures, low fee privates can 

exacerbate inequity both within the school system and within the family unit. Conversely, it 

is also clear for the most part that parents are not choosing to send their child to school on the 

basis of whether the school is private or government but whether it is delivering learning. 

Though better than government schools, recent Young lives studies have shown that private 

school quality is also suspect, since no quality assurance mechanism currently exists for both 

private and government schools.  To a large extent,  the variance in learning performance 

between government and low fee private schools can largely be accounted for by teacher 

effectiveness – in crude terms private school teachers turn up more regularly, correcting  

homework and  providing feedback to students and have higher overall levels of self-efficacy, 

despite lower rates of pay (Singh and Sarkar, 2012). It is time that public policy turns its 

attention  to ensuring that the Right to Education Act, 2009 is realized in both letter and 

spirit, and regulatory mechanisms and benchmarks for both private and public schools are 

developed for addressing the governance deficit that currently  exists for mentoring and 

monitoring all schools.  Furthermore, given the evidence of growing education debt burden, it 

is necessary to ensure that arbitrary fee hikes in private schools are checked and monitored by 

a competent authority. 

In conclusion, though it is important to recognize that low fee private schools are not a fix all 

– this does not mean private sector engagement in education should be written off. Private 

schools serving the poor should be treated as an integral part of achieving the objective of 

basic Education for All (Heyneman & Stern, 2013). While the state must ultimately be the 
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arbiter of quality and equity and set quality standards across all types of schools, it does not 

follow that it must be the only delivery agent.  There are a number of interesting public 

private partnership models, and approaches to cost effective educational delivery in 

challenging circumstances such as slums, which may hold promise (Bangay and Latham, 

2013).  

 A better understanding of the dynamics within the whole education system comprising both 

government and non-government providers is going to be critical in planning for equitable 

and system wide improvement. In this regard, research such as that undertaken by Young 

Lives, has an important part to play in answering critical questions related to equity in 

education, within an increasingly marketised education sector. 
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