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About Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) 2020 Wave 1

About ASER

Every year from 2005 to 2014, the Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) report has provided district, state, and national
estimates of the status of children's schooling and foundational learning across rural India. Children in the age group 3 to 16
were surveyed to find out their enrollment status in pre-school or school. Children in the age group 5 to 16 were assessed one-
on-one to understand their basic reading and arithmetic abilities.

Starting its second decade of existence in 2016, ASER switched to an alternate-year cycle, where the 'basic' ASER described
above is conducted every other year (2016, 2018); and in alternate years, ASER focuses on a different aspect of children's
schooling and learning. In 2017, ASER 'Beyond Basics' focused on the abilities, activities, awareness, and aspirations of
youth in the 14 to 18 age group across 28 districts in the country. In 2019, ASER 'Early Years' reported on young children's
(age 4 to 8) pre-school and school enrolment status and their abilities on a range of important developmental indicators across
26 districts in the country.

The COVID-19 crisis interrupted this alternate-year calendar, making it impossible to conduct the nationwide 'basic' ASER
that was due to be repeated in 2020. However, the urgent need to systematically examine the effects of the pandemic on
schooling and learning opportunities of children across the country was apparent.

Why ASER 2020 Wave 12

Recent global estimates suggest that school closures, unequal access to technology-based educational inputs used for remote
learning, and other related disruptions due to the pandemic are likely to result in 'learning loss' and higher dropout rates,
aggravating existing equity gaps in education among other consequences. In India, numerous studies have been done on the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in the country since the first lockdown was announced in March 2020, but very few cover
children's education. Although a lot of digital content has been generated and transmitted to help children continue to learn
while at home, there is limited evidence on the extent to which this content is in fact reaching children; whether they are
engaging with it; and the impact it is having on their participation and learning.

In order to take the unprecedented pandemic-related constraints into account, but at the same time address the urgent need for
large scale nationally representative data on children's education, the ASER 2020 survey was adapted to a phone survey format
that could be conducted in multiple waves, in order to capture the effects of the pandemic on different aspects of children's
education.

What is ASER 2020 Wave 12

The ASER 2020 Wave 1 survey was designed to be conducted at a time when schools have not yet reopened and governments
and schools are reaching out to children through a variety of remote means with diverse educational content. It explores the
provision of, and access to, remote education mechanisms and materials in rural parts of the country, and the ways in which
children, families, and educators are engaging with these from their homes.

Objectives: The ASER 2020 Wave 1 survey focuses on the following key questions regarding provision of, access to, engagement
with, and challenges concerning remote learning during school closures:

* What resources do families have to support children's learning at home?

* How are families and other community members helping children with learning activities?
e What learning materials and activities are children and families receiving from schools?

e How are families and children accessing learning materials or activities?

e Are children engaging with these learning material and activities?
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e Whatkind of contact do teachers and children/parents have with each other?
* What kinds of challenges are families and teachers facing with regard to remote learning?

Sample: The standard operating procedure for ASER survey includes recording a contact number from each household and
school surveyed, where available. These phone numbers are used to monitor and cross-check the data collection effort in that
survey year. The ASER 2020 household survey was therefore conducted with a random sample of households with mobile
phones drawn from the ASER 2018 data set, selected to generate estimates that are representative at state and all-India levels.
In addition, head teachers or teachers from all schools in the ASER 2018 sample were included in the ASER 2020 school
survey. Extensive pilots and experiments were conducted to check the feasibility of the ASER 2018 data set as a sampling
frame for ASER 2020. For more details on sampling, see the note on Sample design of rural ASER 2020 Wave 1 on page 10.
For more details on implementation - survey training, survey data collection process and data quality control - see pages 94
to 114.

Design: To conduct the survey, phone calls were made to parents/caregivers of children aged 5-16 in 118,838 households as
well as head teachers or teachers in 16,761 schools over a span of ten days in September 2020, the sixth month of continuous
school closures across the country. Of these, the survey was completed with 52,227 households and 8,963 teachers (see
section on Survey coverage on page 8 for more details). Using standardised questionnaires, information was collected separately
for each child in the 5-16 age group in each surveyed household. For schools, information was collected for the grade
(between Std 1-8) that the teacher could provide the most information for.

This report uses the ASER 2020 survey data to explore the following areas:
¢ Children's enrollment: Explores patterns of enrolment and dropout among 6-16 year olds in rural India.
e Children not currently enrolled: Examines which children are currently not enrolled in school and the reasons behind this.

¢ Household resources: Explores whether households have key resources that can help support children's education. These
include parents' own education levels; access to technology such as TV and smartphones; and availability of textbooks.

¢ Learning support at home: Examines whether and how households support children during school closures. This includes
support from family members as well as other support such as paid private tuition.

e Access to and availability of learning materials: Reports whether families received learning materials or activities from
schools, and the mediums through which they accessed these.

e Children's engagement with learning materials and activities: Analyses the extent to which children actually engaged with
different kinds of materials and activities received from any source; as well as the nature of contact between families and
schools during the lockdown.

e School survey: Explores teachers' preparation for and implementation of remote teaching-learning activities with their
students, and whether they received any help from the community to support children's learning during school closures.
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Survey coverage
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Su rvey process summary

1. STARTING THE SURVEY

Surveyor keeps her mobile phone charged, and all

printed formats (Call Log Sheet and Household &

School Survey Sheets) handy; and then starts the

calling process based on the list of sampled phone 4. ADMINISTERING THE
numbers provided. HOUSEHOLD AND SCHOOL

QUESTIONNAIRES

Surveyor takes information about remote
teaching & learning activities from school
2. MAINTAINING CALL RECORDS headmasters or teachers for grades 1-8, &
from households for children age 5-16 years.

While making the calls, surveyor records the iy Rl R 2
She fills the data in the respective formats.

Call Connection and Survey Completion status
for each household and school in the Call Log
Sheet. She also makes additional attempts to
numbers that do not connect in the first attempt, 5. DATA ENTRY AND RECHECK

AR RS Y The surveyor enters the data from the call

log and survey sheets into the mobile app
for the survey. She then sends formats for
recheck. The Pratham/ASER state and
central teams perform various quality
checks.

3. TALKING TO THE RESPONDENTS

Surveyor introduces herself and the survey on
the call. She explains the objectives of the
survey clearly to the respondent using a
standardised introductory script.
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Sample design of rural ASER 2020 Wave 1

Since 2005, ASER has been providing comparable estimates of learning and schooling at the elementary stage. The 'basic'
ASER, measuring foundational reading and arithmetic abilities of children in the school-going age group, was done annually
from 2005 to 2014 and on a biennial basis from 2016 onwards. Therefore, it was scheduled to be conducted in 2020. While
the design, training, monitoring and data analysis of ASER is done by ASER Centre and Pratham teams, the actual survey is
done by volunteers in the field. The first lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic commenced on March 22, 2020 and was
extended multiple times in a variety of ways. Given how fast the pandemic was spreading, it was soon clear that it would not
be possible to conduct a field survey in 2020, especially not with volunteers.

However, given that schools closed as early as March 2020 and are yet to open, it was also clear that it was extremely
important to conduct ASER this year to be able to gauge the impact of the pandemic on children's enrollment and learning.
Further, the impact of the pandemic on different aspects of education would be felt at different times. Therefore, ASER 2020
was designed to be conducted in multiple waves to measure different aspects of the COVID-19 impact. The first wave,
conducted during September 2020, focused on children's access to and use of learning materials during the period when
schools were closed.

The challenge of conducting a field survey during a pandemic was met by conducting a phone-based survey. However, if
estimates representative at various geographic levels were to be obtained, a sampling frame of phone numbers was required
atthe All India level. Unfortunately, no such frame exists in the public domain. A possible solution to the lack of a frame was
suggested by the ASER methodology. As part of the ASER survey, phone numbers of sampled households are recorded for
monitoring and recheck purposes. Since ASER is representative at the district level its sample size is fairly large - about
350,000 households across 17,500 villages and almost 600 districts. The need for such a large sample is necessitated by
representation at the district level - to get representative estimates at the state and national levels such large sample sizes are
not necessary. For instance, NSS surveys that are representative at the state and national levels have a sample size about a third
as large as ASER.

Therefore, the ASER 2018 sample was used as a frame to draw the ASER 2020 sample that would be representative at the state
and national levels. Drawing the new sample would require adding a third stage to ASER's existing two-stage sample design,
to exclude households without mobile phones. With 90% mobile coverage in rural India, the extent of the self-selection bias
due to uncovered populations would be small. A larger problem was that the ASER 2018 sample was two years old. With
people moving, changing their mobile numbers, etc., it was possible that a large percentage of households would not be
reachable. However, pan-India pilots suggested a fairly good reach (of about 70%); extensive experiments were also conducted
to validate the frame.

In normal years, including 2018, ASER has a two-stage sample design. In the first stage, for each rural district, 30 villages are
randomly selected from the Census 2011 village directory. Villages are selected using the probability proportional to size
(PPS) sampling method. This method allows villages with larger populations to have a higher chance of being selected in the
sample. It is most useful when the first stage sampling units vary considerably in size, because it ensures that households in
larger villages have the same probability of getting into the sample as those in smaller villages, and vice versa."? In the second
stage 20 households are randomly selected in each of the 30 selected villages in the first stage — giving a total sample of 600
households per district. This sampling strategy generates a representative picture of each district. All rural districts are surveyed.
The estimates obtained are then aggregated to the state and all-India levels.?

' Probability proportional to size (PPS) is a sampling technique in which the probability of selecting a sampling unit (village, in our case) is proportional
to the size of its population. The method works as follows: First, the cumulative population by village calculated. Second, the total household
population of the district is divided by the number of sampling units (villages) to get the sampling interval (SI). Third, a random number between 1 and
the Sl is chosen. This is referred to as the random start (RS). The RS denotes the site of the first village to be selected from the cumulative population.
Fourth, the following series of numbers is formed: RS; RS +SI; RS +2SI; RS+ 3Sl; ... The villages selected are those for which the cumulative population
contains the numbers in the series.

2 Most large household surveys in India, like the National Sample Survey and the National Family Health Survey also use this two-stage design and use

PPS to select villages in the first stage.

3 See ASER 2018 Report for a detailed discussion of the sample design.
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ASER 2020 sampled 7 households with a mobile phone from each of the sampled ASER 2018 villages, giving a sample size
of 210 households in each rural district. While this may not be sufficient to generate precise district level estimates, it is large
enough to get good state level and national estimates. Like the standard ASER, the coverage of ASER 2020 is the rural
household population of India.

To summarize, ASER 2020 has a three-stage clustered design. In the first stage 30 households are sampled from the Census
2011 village directory using PPS. In the second stage, 20 households are randomly selected from each of the sampled villages.
And, in the third stage, 7 households with mobile phones are randomly sampled from the 20 selected households in each of
the 30 sampled villages in each rural district. All children in the age group of 5-16 years are surveyed in the households
selected in the third stage.

In normal years, including 2018, ASER surveyors also visit a government primary or upper primary school in each sampled
village, to record data on attendance and provision and usability of facilities. In each visited school, the phone number of the
headmaster or a teacher is recorded for monitoring purposes. In ASER 2020, the entire ASER 2018 school sample was retained
to explore whether schools shared learning materials during the period of school closures, how they shared this material, and
what contact they had with parents and the village community.

ASER 2020 provides estimates at the state and national levels. In order to aggregate estimates up from the district level
households have to be assigned weights -— also called inflation factors. The inflation factor corresponding to a particular
household denotes the number of households that the sampled household represents in the population. Given that 210
households are sampled in each district regardless of the size of the district, a household in a larger district will represent
many more households and, therefore, have a larger weight associated with it than one in a sparsely populated district.*

In ASER's two-stage design, the sample is self-weighting at the district level - weights are the same for all households within
a district. However, since ASER 2020 adds another stage of sampling based on mobile phone coverage, the sample is no
longer self-weighting; rather, weights will differ across villages.® All estimates at the state and national levels are weighted,
since states have a different number of districts and villages which vary by population.

4The inflation factor or weight associated with a household is simply the inverse of the probability of it being selected into the sample.
5> The probability that household j gets selected in village i (p] ) is the product of the probability that village i gets selected in the first stage (p;) and the
probability that household j gets selected in the second stage (pJ( )) and the probability that household j has a mobile phone (pJ( ym) and the probability
that household j gets selected in the third stage (pJ( ymi)- This is given by:
Phi Thim Mhi3
Pij = Pi Pj(i) Pj(m Pj@mi = dep YPOPi vpop; Mhi Ahim

where nv is the number of villages sampled in the district in the first stage, vpopi is the household population of village i, dpop is the number of
households in the district, nhi is the number of households sampled in the village in the second stage, nhim is the number of households who have a
mobile phone in the second stage sample and nhi3 is the number of households with mobile phones sampled in the third stage. The weight associated
with each sampled household within a village is the inverse of the probability of selection. Note that the sum of the weights of the households will give
the district population of households and the sum of the weights for all children in the sample will approximate to the population of children in the
5-16 year age group in the district.
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