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About ASER 2021 in West Bengal

17 districts

10,141 households 11,189 children

510 villages

WHEN: Survey conducted in households in 

December 2021 

WHERE: Sampling
• 30 villages in each district
• 20 households randomly selected in each village 
• Children aged 3-16 surveyed
• Children aged 5-16 assessed

WHAT: Assessment
• Basic reading and arithmetic for all 5-16 year old 

children in sampled households 
• One-on-one with each child

WHO: Local non-profit organizations along with 
students from universities and colleges conducted 
ASER
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Compared to 2018, more children in govt schools in 2021 
Table 1: % Children enrolled in different types of 
schools by age group and sex. 2021

Age group Govt Pvt Other
Not in 
School 

Total

Age: 6-14 All 91.5 6.5 1.0 1.0 100

Age: 7-16 All 92.0 5.7 1.0 1.3 100

Age: 7- 10 All 89.0 9.7 0.8 0.6 100

Age: 7-10 Boys 88.8 9.7 0.8 0.7 100

Age: 7-10 Girls 89.2 9.6 0.8 0.4 100

Age: 11-14 All 94.6 3.1 1.3 1.1 100

Age: 11-14 Boys 94.2 3.0 1.2 1.6 100

Age: 11-14 Girls 94.9 3.2 1.4 0.6 100

Age: 15-16 All 93.0 2.5 0.9 3.5 100

Age: 15-16 Boys 90.5 2.8 1.3 5.4 100

Age: 15-16 Girls 95.2 2.3 0.6 1.9 100

Government school enrollment has increased across all age groups among both boys and girls between 2018 
and 2021, and is now over 90% for 6-14-year-old children. 

Table 2: % Children enrolled in different types of 
schools by age group and sex. 2018

Age group Govt Pvt Other
Not in 
School 

Total

Age: 6 -14 All 88.1 7.9 1.9 2.0 100
Age: 7-16 All 87.8 6.5 2.1 3.6 100
Age: 7- 10 All 85.5 12.5 1.0 1.1 100
Age: 7-10 Boys 84.4 12.9 1.2 1.5 100
Age: 7-10 Girls 86.4 12.2 0.7 0.7 100
Age: 11-14 All 91.8 2.8 3.1 2.4 100
Age: 11-14 Boys 90.7 3.1 2.7 3.5 100
Age: 11-14 Girls 92.8 2.5 3.4 1.3 100
Age: 15-16 All 84.1 1.9 2.4 11.7 100
Age: 15-16 Boys 76.8 2.8 1.3 19.2 100
Age: 15-16 Girls 90.9 1.1 3.3 4.8 100
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Decline in proportion of children not enrolled in school

The proportion of children not 
enrolled in school has dropped 
steadily since 2006. It fell for both 
boys and girls in all age groups 
between 2018 and 2021.

• The largest decrease in children 
out of school is among older 
children (age 15-16), especially 
boys.

• In 2021, 5.4% of 15-16-year-old 
boys are out of school, 
compared to almost 20% in 
2018.

Chart 1: % Children not enrolled in school. By age group and 
sex. 2006-2021
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Reading levels in 2021
Table 3: % Children by grade and reading level. 
Children enrolled in all types of schools. 2021

Std
Not 

even 
letter

Letter Word
Std I 
level 
text

Std II 
level 
text

Total

I 32.1 34.4 17.2 9.8 6.6 100

II 16.1 27.2 21.6 16.4 18.8 100

III 12.6 20.7 17.5 19.8 29.5 100

IV 8.0 14.0 17.5 21.3 39.2 100

V 6.5 10.6 16.1 18.4 48.5 100

VI 5.5 9.6 11.7 14.8 58.4 100

VII 3.8 7.9 13.0 14.8 60.4 100

VIII 3.0 5.5 9.8 13.0 68.7 100

Reading tool

In Std III, less than 30% of all children can read Std II 
level text – a proxy for grade level reading. Although this 
proportion increases in higher classes, even in Std VIII, 
less than 70% can read Std II level text. 5



Drops in reading levels over time
Table 4: Trends over time: Reading in Std I and II in 
govt schools. 2014, 2016, 2018 and 2021

Year
% Children in Std I 

who can read at least 
letters (Govt schools)

% Children in Std II 
who can read at least 
words (Govt schools)

2014 72.4 54.8

2016 70.6 65.1

2018 73.2 66.2

2021 66.3 53.0

Substantial drops are visible in reading ability in 
2021 as compared to earlier years.

% Children enrolled in Std I in govt schools who can 
read letters or more has decreased by 7 percentage 
points since 2018 and is now below 2014 levels.

Similar decline is visible in the proportion of Std II 
children who can read at least words.

The proportion of children in Std III and V who 
can read a Std II level text has also declined.

This is not the case for Std VIII, by which time 
children’s reading ability is more firmly built.

Table 5: Trends over time: Reading in Std III, V and 
VIII in govt schools. 2014, 2016, 2018 and 2021

Year

% Children in govt schools who can read 
Std II level text (Govt schools)

Std III Std V Std VIII

2014 32.9 51.8 76.3

2016 34.0 50.2 72.3

2018 36.6 50.5 63.0

2021 27.7 48.0 68.3
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Arithmetic levels in 2021
Table 6: % Children by grade and arithmetic level. All schools. 
2021

Std
Not even

1-9

Recognise 
numbers Subtract Divide Total

1-9 10-99

I 30.0 40.4 20.1 6.8 2.6 100

II 12.6 34.3 30.0 14.0 9.1 100

III 9.2 28.8 32.7 15.5 13.9 100

IV 6.7 18.4 34.9 19.7 20.2 100

V 5.2 13.6 31.8 23.2 26.2 100

VI 5.3 11.2 31.6 18.8 33.2 100

VII 2.5 8.5 39.0 16.8 33.2 100

VIII 1.7 6.4 37.6 17.3 36.9 100

Arithmetic tool

Only about 30% of children in Std III can do subtraction (2 digit with borrowing). This skill is expected by Std II. 
This proportion increases in higher classes, but even in Std VIII close to half cannot do subtraction and over 
60% cannot do division (3 digit by 1 digit) problems. 
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Decline in arithmetic levels since 2018

Drops are visible in arithmetic as well.
In Std I, there has been almost a 10 %age point 
drop since 2018 in the proportion of children who 
can recognise single-digit numbers. This figure is 
currently below the 2014 level. 

A drop in arithmetic ability is also visible among 
older children. For example, the proportion of 
children in Std III who can do subtraction fell by 
8.2 %age points between 2018 and 2021.

Table 7: Trends over time: Arithmetic in Std I and II in 
govt schools. 2014, 2016, 2018 and 2021

Year

% Children who can recognise at least 
single-digit numbers (govt schools)

Std I Std II

2014 74.0 84.7

2016 73.5 91.0

2018 77.8 92.6

2021 68.5 86.4

40

Year

% Children who can 
do subtraction 
(govt schools)

% Children in who can 
do division 

(govt schools)

Std III Std V Std VIII

2014 33.0 31.3 40.4

2016 35.5 28.6 32.5

2018 35.5 29.2 28.9

2021 27.3 25.9 36.8
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Support for learning

The proportion of children taking tuition has 
remained steady at around 70% since 2016.

Older children were more likely to have had contact 
with a school teacher, whether to receive and 
discuss learning material or COVID guidelines.

Table 9: % Children with learning resources available at 
home. By school type. 2021

School 
type

Smart-
phone

Radio TV
Reading

material (other 
than textbooks)

Govt 64.5 10.8 55.4 2.8
Pvt 81.4 19.2 72.4 6.9
Govt & Pvt 65.5 11.3 56.4 3.1

74.1 75.2
70.169.9 70.6 73.0
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Chart 2: % Children who take tuition. By school 
type. 2016, 2018 and 2021

Table 10: % Children/parents of children in govt schools 
who had different kinds of contact with the school 
teacher in the reference week. By grade. 2021

Std
Received 
learning 
material

Discussed 
material/ 

child's 
progress

Discussed 
COVID 

prevention 
guidelines

I-II 12.7 19.2 13.9
III-V 14.8 19.8 15.2
VI-VIII 19.2 18.9 16.5
IX & above 29.7 24.8 22.4
All 18.0 20.2 16.4 9



Way forward

• COVID-19 has caused significant ‘learning loss’ in foundational skills like reading & math
Children’s foundational reading and arithmetic levels have dropped substantially 
between 2018 and 2021, especially for primary classes.

• For Std III and above, “catch up” is urgently required with focus on building foundational 
skills of reading and arithmetic.  

Before the grade level curriculum can be taught, providing the support 
needed to ensure that every child acquires basic skills is key to their ability
to get back on track with their education.

• For children in Std I & II, time and attention needs to be paid to readiness skills. 
These children have not had the benefit of exposure to pre-school. Before moving into 
teaching-learning activities at grade level, it is essential that they are given time and 
opportunity to develop appropriate physical, socio-emotional, cognitive, pre-math 
and language skills. 
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For more information, 
contact:
contact@asercentre.org
or info@pratham.org

Ranajit Bhattacharyya: 
+91 8510033068

Sajal Ghosh: +91 
9614529822

View the report on our 
website: 
https://asercentre.org/
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Annexure 1: Reading - Divisional variations
Chart 3: % Children in govt schools in Std I-II who can read at least 
letters. By division. 2018, 2021

In all divisions, a decline is 
visible in the proportion of 
children in Std I-II in govt schools 
who can recognise at least 
letters.

Presidency, Medinipur and 
Burdwan have the highest 
proportion of children in Std I-II 
who can read at least letters, 
while Malda lags behind.
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The following districts come under each division:
• Burdwan: Birbhum, Bardhaman, Hooghly
• Jalpaiguri: Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri, Koch Bihar (Estimates do 

not include Darjeeling as it was not surveyed due to logistical 
constraints)

• Malda: Uttar Dinajpur, Dakshin Dinajpur, Malda, 
Murshidabad 

• Medinipur: Bankura, Purulia, Paschim Medinipur, Purba 
Medinipur

• Presidency: Nadia, North Twenty Four Parganas, Haora, 
South Twenty Four Parganas 12



Annexure 2: Arithmetic - Divisional variations
Chart 4: % Children in govt schools in Std I-II who can recognise at least 
single-digit numbers. By division. 2018, 2021 Across all divisions, a fall is 

visible in the proportion of Std 
I-II children who can recognise 
at least single-digit numbers.

Similar to reading, Presidency, 
Medinipur and Burdwan do best 
while and Malda lags behind.
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The following districts come under each division:
• Burdwan: Birbhum, Bardhaman, Hooghly
• Jalpaiguri: Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri, Koch Bihar (Estimates do 

not include Darjeeling as it was not surveyed due to logistical 
constraints)

• Malda: Uttar Dinajpur, Dakshin Dinajpur, Malda, 
Murshidabad 

• Medinipur: Bankura, Purulia, Paschim Medinipur, Purba 
Medinipur

• Presidency: Nadia, North Twenty Four Parganas, Haora, 
South Twenty Four Parganas
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