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The foundational stage needs to be a priority on the ground, not just in
policy

Suman Bhattacharjea1

In a world still reeling from the aftermath of COVID-19, we hear the ‘build back better’ slogan frequently. In the education
sector, there has been extensive discussion in India and abroad about how best to address the likely impacts on children’s
enrollment in school as well as on the envisaged ‘learning loss’ due to school closures – which in the case of India lasted a
year and a half, a very long time in the life of a child. But large scale, representative data measuring these impacts has been
scarce.

ASER 2021 suggests that even as schools reopen, we have an uphill battle ahead of us.

On the positive side, ASER 2021 shows that families have not lost their faith in education. Despite COVID-19, school
enrollments have not suffered much although enrollment patterns have shifted. Even today, only 4.6% children in the age
group 6-14 years are not currently enrolled. And among enrolled children, across all school grades, almost 92% of children
have textbooks for their current grade. This was always a noteworthy accomplishment in a country the size of ours; but for
this to be the case after a year and a half of enormous disruptions is even more remarkable. It is worth recalling that even
a year ago, ASER 2020 noted that most children had textbooks. At the time, this proportion was substantially higher for
children in government schools than for their counterparts in private schools. As schools reopen in 2021, the proportion of
children who have textbooks for their current grade is very high across both government and private schools.

So, most children are enrolled, and most enrolled children have textbooks at home. This is indeed good news. However,
other trends suggested by the ASER 2021 data are more worrisome.

In 2020, when schools were closed, ASER found that barely one third of all enrolled children were receiving learning
materials and activities from their schools (35.6%). A year later, among children whose schools had yet to reopen, this
number had barely changed: just 39.8% had received any type of learning materials or activities from their school during
the reference week; the proportion was lower in government schools (37.6%) than in private ones (46.9%). It seems that
even eighteen months later, the education system has not been able to put in place effective mechanisms for reaching out
systematically to children when schools are unable to hold in person classes, which means that the vast majority of children
have spent a year and a half without much engagement with educational content. While there is considerable variation in
states’ ability to reach out to their students, very few states seem to have had major success in this respect. Among states
where schools had not reopened at the time of the survey, across Std I-VIII, only 5 of the major states saw more than 50%
of households reporting having received learning materials and activities for children (Table 1).

It is possible that because ASER 2021 was taking place in
the run up to school reopening, schools were busy gearing
up to get their students back in the classroom, and were
therefore unable to simultaneously ensure continuity and
regularity in remote contact with children. Among children
whose schools had reopened, a higher proportion had indeed
received materials and/or activities to do at home. But this
difference is visible primarily because students who are back
in school often reported being given homework by their
teachers – a mechanism that does not rely on a technology
interface and therefore removes a major barrier for the many
students who have no access or limited access to
smartphones.

As schools reopen, the situation with the youngest learners
in early primary grades requires urgent thought and attention.
Even without a measurement of learning outcomes, their
situation should set off loud alarm bells.

First, the relatively high proportion of children currently not
in school is driven mainly by this age group, as was the case
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Table 1: Households with children in Std I-VIII
reporting receipt of learning materials/activities
when schools had not reopened (%). Government
schools, selected states.

Assam

Gujarat

Himachal Pradesh

Jharkhand

Kerala

Maharashtra

Odisha

Tamil Nadu

West Bengal

All India

39.4

74.6

84.9

20.8

74.3

50.1

36.0

55.4

29.8

38.2
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in 2020. Among 5-8-year-olds, the proportion of children not currently enrolled is 7.2%, much higher than the corresponding
proportion among older children and almost the same as in 2020 (7.5%) (Table 2). This year too, the proportion of children
not currently enrolled is highest among 5-year-olds, reaching more than 14% in both 2020 and 2021. These data point to
a critical task ahead – that of ensuring that young children enrol in pre-school and school. It may be that many 5- and 6-
year-olds are simply awaiting admission, as is the case every year. But this year is not a normal year, and getting these young
children into school is urgent: they have already missed many months of engagement during the critical period of maximum
brain development, and once this period is over, the opportunity to help them build firm foundations during the vital early
years will be lost.

Table 2: Current enrollment status of children aged 5-8 (%)

Age
Anganwadi Govt LKG/UKG Pvt LKG/UKG Govt Pvt Other

Pre-school Not in pre-
school or

school
Total

School

Age 5

Age 6

Age 7

Age 8

Age 5-8

23.1

4.9

1.0

0.4

6.1

5.4

3.3

1.1

0.3

2.3

11.4

6.2

2.8

0.8

4.7

10.7

18.4

22.5

25.0

19.9

0.6

0.6

0.7

0.5

0.6

14.6

7.1

5.0

4.4

7.2

100

100

100

100

100

34.2

59.6

66.9

68.8

59.3

ASER 2021 data suggests that schools need to pay close attention to these issues.

For one thing, while smartphone ownership has risen dramatically over the last few years, children’s access is often quite
limited, especially among the youngest learners who have the least access to technology. Almost a third of all children in
Std I and II did not have a smartphone available at home.  Not surprisingly, therefore, among children in these grades whose
schools had yet to reopen, just about a third of surveyed households reported receiving materials and activities from school,
and even fewer had had some form of contact with teachers to discuss children’s learning (28.5%). The proportion of
families who had some contact with teachers was heavily skewed towards better off families, as proxied by parental
education levels.

At the same time, as the effects of the pandemic begin to dissipate and the economy opens up, the learning support
provided by families has also decreased. ASER 2020 had reported enormous engagement from families – parents and older

What about the young children currently enrolled in school? Unlike earlier editions, in both 2020 and 2021 ASER limited
data collection to children aged 5 to 16; we therefore don’t have information about 3- and 4-year-olds, who also fall within
the purview of India’s new National Education Policy. ASER 2021 data shows that among the 5- and 6-year-olds, there is a
big increase in the proportion enrolled in government schools – a jump of about 12 percentage points over 2018 levels. In
2018, 22.4% of 5-year-olds were enrolled in government schools; that proportion is 34.2% today. Among 6-year-olds,
47.7% were enrolled in government schools in 2018, versus 59.6% today. These data suggest a major expansion in
government school enrollments in the early grades - a trend suggested by the ASER 2021 school survey as well, where more
than 70% of the relevant school respondents in schools that had reopened for students reported observing increases in Std
I and II enrollments that went beyond the usual fluctuations in enrollment that are observed from year to year.

Table 3: Children in Std I and II who have never
attended in-person classes since admission to Std I
(%)

Std

Std I

Std II

Std I & II

Govt Pvt

39.6

33.6

36.8

34.9

32.0

33.6

Govt & Pvt

38.3

33.2

35.9

At the same time, about one in every three children in Std I
and II has never attended in person school before – a slightly
higher proportion among children enrolled in government
schools and a slightly lower one among those in private
schools (Table 3). Given the timeline of the pandemic, the
incoming cohort of children in Std I is unlikely to have attended
any pre-primary class before beginning primary school. Entry
to the world of formal education can be a difficult process at
the best of times, but the challenges these young children
face as learners are therefore likely to be far more complex
than would have been the case in pre-pandemic times.
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siblings – in trying to ensure that children continued to learn, with three quarters of all children receiving support at home.
Overall this proportion has dropped to two thirds of all children, mainly on account of less support from fathers. But it is
worth noting that even in 2021, support from families has dropped primarily for children in higher grades. For children in Std
I and II, across government and private schools almost three quarters of children continued to receive learning support from
family members, usually parents.

The consequences of not designing mechanisms to address the situation of the youngest learners will be extremely grave,
not only for individual children but for school systems as a whole. ASER has been reporting inadequate foundational skills
among school-going children for more than 15 years now. Although ASER 2021 was unable to do a learning assessment of
sampled children, a state-wide assessment was conducted earlier this year in Karnataka – the only state where it has been
possible to conduct a field-based ASER, including a learning assessment, since the pandemic began. The fieldwork was
done in March 2021, just ahead of the second wave of COVID-related shutdowns. The data on children’s foundational
reading and arithmetic abilities was alarming even then, and it would be another six months before schools finally began to
reopen across the country.2

Covering almost 20,000 children age 5-16 across 24 of Karnataka’s 30 districts, the learning data shows steep drops in
children’s foundational skills, particularly in lower primary grades when these foundations are often still shaky. In reading,
for example, the proportion of children in Std II in government schools who were as yet unable to read even letters
(‘beginner’ level) had increased by 13 percentage points over 2018 levels. The proportion of children in Std III who could
read at least Std I level text had fallen sharply, from 41.8% to 24.2% over the same period (Table 4). In arithmetic, the
proportion of children in Std II at beginner level had doubled since 2018 (Table 5).

2 For details of the ASER 2020 Karnataka findings, see http://www.asercentre.org/p/392.html

Table 4: Trends over time: Reading ability in
Std I, Std II and Std III. Karnataka, ASER 2014, 2016,
2018 and 2020.

Year

% Children who are at
beginner level
(Govt schools)

% Children who
can read at least
Std I level text
(Govt schools)

There are ways in which schools can act to ensure that going forward these dreadful outcomes are mitigated for children
across the country. The first is to speed up mechanisms for finding and enrolling children who are not currently enrolled, so
that young children can avail of critical inputs during this vital phase in their development. Since almost all enrolled children
have access to textbooks, once brought into the system they will have at least some amount of learning material at hand,
although much more can surely be done. Equally importantly, families of the youngest children have demonstrated their
willingness and ability to support their children’s education, even once schools begin to open. It would be a terrible shame
if this huge opportunity to bring parents on board as important actors in their children’s education is wasted. Failing
immediate measures to address the needs of our youngest learners, ASER data on learning outcomes may be even worse
in future years than it has been over the last decade and a half.

Std I Std II Std III

2014

2016

2018

2020

52.9

51.6

45.6

60.9

25.9

24.2

19.1

32.6

41.0

37.9

41.8

24.2

Table 5. Trends over time: Arithmetic ability in
Std I, Std II and Std III. Karnataka, ASER  2014, 2016,
2018 and 2020

Year

% Children who are at
beginner level
(Govt schools)

% Children who can
at least recognise

double digit
numbers 11-99
(Govt schools)

Std I Std II Std III

2014

2016

2018

2020

43.2

41.2

35.5

48.1

19.3

15.9

12.8

25.0

75.3

74.7

78.3

60.7
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