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Introduction and statistics

“The 86th Amendment to the Constitution of India has made free and compulsory education to the 
children of 6-14 years age a Fundamental Right”. During the past three decades, apart from rising focus 
on technical institutions for higher education, the government of India has provisioned large portions of 
its GDP in annual budgets towards this vision of making primary education accessible to all. 
Unfortunately, irrespective of increasing provisioning for primary education, the country spends less 
than 3% of its GDP on education, despite increasingly moving towards becoming a knowledge-based 
economy. However, the allocation towards education has been directed towards the right problems – 
mostly improving educational attainment and access. For example, in 1987, the Operation Blackboard 
was launched “in pursuance of NPE-POA [National Policy on Education – Programme of Action] to 
provide minimum essential facilities to all primary schools in the country”. Apart from this, the District 
Primary Education Programme (DPEP) was launched in 1992 with the goals of reduction in “existing 
disparities in educational access, the provision of alternative systems of comparable standards to the 
disadvantaged groups, a substantial improvement in the quality of schooling facilities, obtaining a 
genuine community involvement in the running of schools, and building up local level capacity to 
ensure effective decentralization of educational planing”.

In terms of income inequality, India ranks 56th out of 134 countries in the world with a Gini coefficient 
of 36.8. Poverty and income inequality have been a core aspect and basis for much of the 
interventionist economic policy since the country's independence in 1947. Major market-oriented 
reforms in the economic policy introduced in the mid-1980s, with explicit adoption of neo-liberal 
programs being introduced since 1991, have spurred discussions and debate on whether income and 
consumption equality have increased since then. Some of the critique of this debate is revolved around 
its overwhelming focus on changes in the 'headcount ratio' – the proportion of the population below the 
poverty line. Irrespective of this critique, “inequality declined in the period 1987-1993 and increased in 
the post-reform period 1993-2004”. The decade of 1990s has seen poverty gap per at $1.25 decline 
throughout the country from 16% in 1990 to 7% in the recent estimates of 2010, along with a rising 
increasing in per capita expenditure at 10%. Also, it is estimated that a whopping 37% of the 
population is below the national poverty line.

Considering specifically the inequality in access to education, we can gain some insight from the 
present gross primary enrollment being 110%, while the net enrollment being 98%. This is a fine 
improvement from the net enrollment of 85% just a decade ago, considering this is almost like a “last 
mile” problem. If we observe the figure 1, the educational attainment for all adults (age 20 and higher), 
we observe that over less than two decades, “the share of illiterate adults and adults with education 
below primary level has declined, especially between 1993 and 2004.” Also, “the share of adults with 
middle school, secondary and higher education increased in both periods.”



Figure 1: Educational Attainment, percent distribution, by Pieters, 2009

This is clearly a very positive trend. One of the approaches in measuring inequality in education access 
is by considering the regional disparities in formal or informal schooling access. Literacy rates seem to 
be the best determinants of access to schooling. “There are significant inter-state inequalities in literacy 
rates” even today - while these clearly explain output and growth of people in the respective states, 
surprisingly, these inequalities do not explain unemployment rates or income inequality within the 
state. This means that a state like Bihar, with the lowest literacy rate below 50 percent – thus one of 
highest inequality in educational access, does not necessarily have high unemployment rates or high 
income inequality.

Another popular approach in considering inequality in education attainment in India, as discussed 
above briefly in the context of the DPEP, is by looking at the inequality across various social classes 
and gender inequality. In 2008, Breen and Vaid conducted several surveys and found that “as expected, 
the proportion of the population that is illiterate declines over birth-cohorts [baby boomers through 
generation x], while the proportion with high school and college degrees increases”. Also, “as expected, 
the backward classes and Muslims have higher illiteracy rates and lower levels of schooling, and this is 
much more evident for women from these communities”.

Pal and Ghosh (2007) suggest that a major factor contributing to increased inequality in education in 
India has been the rapid growth of private schools. They argue that the increased share of un-aided 
private primary, mid-primary and secondary schools magnify the inequalities between in urban and 
semi-urban areas. This is very well supportive of James Tooley's observations in his book “The 
Beautiful Tree” on affordable low-cost private schools in India and the significantly improved 
performance of their students as compared to those in public schools. While we consider inequality in 
bad light, could this increasing inequality be a sign of a likely renaissance of school models in the 
country?

Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan

As it turns out, the increasing the number of private schools causing inequality in access to “good 
quality” education in urban areas has not the biggest concern of the Ministry of Human Resource 
Development (MHRD). Rather, they are focusing on more fundamental developmental concerns in 
education. In the Ninth Five Year Plan, a program called Sarva Shikha Abhiyan (SSA) was conceived 



“to improve accessibility, reduce gender and social gaps and improve the quality of learning” until at 
least eighth grade - “a much tougher requirement by 2015 than called for by the Millennium 
Development Goals”. This was a cross-cutting agenda across the two themes of social and regional 
inequality. In it's core essence, SSA is not new – it is merely a new stride, a program to bolster the long 
cherished goal of Universalization of Elementary Education (UEE), a constitutional mandate from 
1950. SSA is the Indian movement to achieve Education For All (EFA), a international initiative first 
launched in Jomtien, Thailand, in 1990 to bring the benefits of education to “every citizen in every 
society” led by a coalition “of national governments, civil society groups, and development agencies 
such as UNESCO and the World Bank.”

The objectives1 of Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan were:
1. To provide access to schooling facilities with reasonable reach of all children, through programs 

such as the Education Guarantee Scheme2, through alternative schooling, and the creation of the 
'Back-to-School' camp by 2003 [which was later extended to 2005].

2. To bridge all gender and social category gaps at primary stage by 2007 and at elementary 
education level by 2010

3. To achieve universal retention by 2010
4. To focus on elementary education of satisfactory quality with emphasis on education for life

As of May 2010, the Programme Evaluation Organization (PEO) of the Planning Commission reported 
that “more than 98% of the sampled rural inhabitants have access to elementary schools within 3kms, 
while 93% of sampled slum children have access to neighborhood schools within 1km”. And so, this 
makes makes SSA one of the most successful programs in primary education in Asia in all times.

SSA and Income inequality

We know that “higher average education in developing countries is often accompanies by increased 
inequality of education.” Given the massive success of SSA across the country, what has been its 
impact in reducing income and social inequality in the society today or showing prospective impact in 
future? This question looks far easier to answer than it actually is. “Unfortunately, there is no clear 
theoretical prediction of the effect of educational expansion on income distribution (Ram, 1989)”. And 
so, for the purpose of this paper, we can consider another simpler question: is improvement in 
educational access because of SSA related to an increase in income inequality across each state in the 
immediate short-run or has it reduced?

In this section, I will naively attempt to find causalities and relationships between improvement in 
primary education access and reduction in income inequalities across states over the period 2000-2005. 
Due to the noise of data available and inconsistent availability, the data used here is more or less like a 
'hack', and some minimal manipulation has been done for making it meaningful and useful. To begin, 
let us consider comparing some raw facts from this decade; below are three tables that help us in the 
process. The first table (Table 2) is a listing of the change in Gini coefficients of income distribution 
across all states of India. The second table (Table 3) is a listing of absolute numbers of enrollment in 

1 From a consolidation of several sources, due to lack to coherent and descriptive explanations in any single official or 
unofficial resource

2 “Under the scheme, the government guaranteed the provision of a teacher, teaching material and contingencies to start a 
school within 90 days wherever there was a demand from a community without a primary schooling facility within 1km, 
provided this demand came from at least 25 learners om case of tribal areas and 40 learner in case of non-tribal areas”
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Primary school (class 1-5) across all states in India, while the third table (Table 4) is a listing of 
absolute numbers of enrollment between the age of 6-14. Because of the lack of data on the absolute 
numbers of enrollment in Primary school (class 1-5) in 2000-01, we will consider 5/9ths of each raw 
figure to convey this information.

Our purpose for this initial analysis is to understand if the income inequality levels of a sample subset 
of states has changed in correlation to its change in enrollment levels3. Using a random number 
generator, I selected the following 5 states: Rajasthan, Kerala, Haryana, Himachal Pradesh & Orissa. 
Here is a summarized table that explains the % change in enrollment as compared the % change in Gini 
coefficient:

Gini / 1999-00 Gini / 2004-05 % Change in Gini Enrollment / 00-01 Enrollment / 04-05 % Change in Enrollment

Rajasthan 0.21 0.28 33.33% 6,222,381 7,712,167 23.94%

Kerala 0.27 0.32 18.51% 2,434,943 2,075,531 (14.76%)

Haryana 0.24 0.29 20.83% 1,634,927 1,490,595 (8.82%)

Himachal 
Pradesh

0.23 0.30 30.44% 615,394 670,807 9.00%

Orissa 0.24 0.29 20.83% 3,430,556 4,677,237 36.34%

Clearly, this kind of analysis is full of limitations and errors (including not factoring in birth rate 
change), but it gives us an opportunity to make relative comparisons between states for this period. As 
we can see above, there is no clear trend emerging. For example, Rajasthan has seen a 33% 
improvement in its Gini coefficient while having an increase of about 24% in the enrollment in primary 
education. At the same time, Himachal Pradesh has experienced an almost similar improvement in its 
Gini coefficient but its improvement in enrollment hasn't increased above 10% and vice versa. Orissa, 
whose Gini coefficient increased by ~21% increased a surprisingly  And so we cannot really conclude 
anything about the role of universal primary education access in the short-run. Clearly, it doesn't seem 
to very self-explanatory.

Let us now consider the results of the program is providing equal access to underprivileged social 
segments of the society and women during a later period of 2005-2010. You can find below two tables: 
The first table (Table 5) is a listing of the % of girls' enrollment (class 1-5) across all the states of the 
country between the period 2005-06 and 2009-10. The second table (Table 6) is a listing of the % of 
scheduled castes enrollment (class 1-7/8) across all the states of the country between the period 2005-
06 and 2009-10. 

3 Yes, this is indeed a pretty ridiculous claim however you think about it
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Now, let us conduct a similar analysis to the one we performed earlier. Our purpose now is to 
understand if the income inequality levels of a sample subset of states has changed in correlation to 
their change in enrollment of girls in classes 1-7/8 and their change in enrollment of scheduled caste 
children in classes 1-7/84. We will use the same random subset of states we used earlier. Here is a 
summarized table that explains the % change in enrollment of girls and % change in enrollment of 
scheduled castes as compared the % change in Gini coefficient:

% Change in 
Gini

% Girl enrollment 
/ 2005-06

% Girl enrollment / 
2009-10

% Change in 
Enrollment

% SC enrollment / 
2005-06

% SC enrollment / 
2009-10

% Change in 
Enrollment

Rajasthan 33.33% 46.79% 46.57% (0.47)% 19.53% 19.32% (0.97%)

Kerala 18.51% 49.40% 49.60% 0.40% 11.01% 11.46% 4.08%

Haryana 20.83% 47.36% 47.10% (0.54%) 31.39% 27.44% (12.58%)

Himachal 
Pradesh

30.44% 47.62% 47.49% (0.27%) 28.64% 28.24% (1.39%)

Orissa 20.83% 48.17% 48.80% 1.30% 20.04% 19.64% (1.99%)

Yet again, this raw analysis yields outcomes far from reality or acceptable empirical observations. 
Unlike the case with general enrollment in primary schooling, the variations over this period are way 
too insignificant to even come up with a reasonable relationship between any of the three variables. The 
only interesting observation states such as Kerala which have experienced a hike in enrollment in girls 
in primary schooling have experienced a proportionate hike in enrollment in schedule caste children, 
and has one of the highest Gini coefficients for a state in India at 0.32. This points to the nature of 
integrated efforts of some states in supporting the functions of the government in the thorough 
implementation of SSA.

Conclusion

Due to inability to explain any causality due to poor datasets and subsequent analysis, it is really hard 
to do justice to the hypothesis of this paper. Also, due to the multitude of factors that have played a role 
in reduction of inequality, it is very hard to identify the role improvement in educational access has 
played in the short-run. There is definitely a economic indicator/measure that can capture the returns of 
investment in access to education to income distribution. If there isn't one, I propose the need to create 
such an indicator that factors in elements like growth of population, GDP, birth and mortality rates, 
drop out rate, etc., despite its overwhelmingly complex nature.

4 Yet another ridiculous claim
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Appendix

Gini coefficients of states from the National Sample Surveys in 1994-95 and 1999-2000

Gender parity index for three periods for primary and early secondary schooling


