
Status of Elementary Education in India 
Dr. Peeyush Kamal

Lecturer, SCERT, Defence Colony, Varun Marg New Delhi

Abstract
India has the largest illiterate population in the world. According to the most recent 
published reports, our literacy rate is 74%. Thus, we are counted among World’s most 
populous, poorest and most illiterate societies. To overcome these problems education 
is the only remedy. In this process in 86th amendment of Indian constitution in the form 
of Article 21-A describes as eight years of free and compulsory elementary education 
for the age of 6 to 14 years. It is envisaged in two stages: a primary stage covering a 
period of five years and an upper primary stage covering a period of 3 years. Hence 
elementary education became the compulsory component of education in India. The 
present paper discusses the progress of elementary education system in India.

India is the largest democracy of the world with a population of about 1,210 
million people, which is nearly 17.5% of world’s total 7000 million (PRB, 
2011). This means that every 6th person on the Earth is an Indian. Our ever 
– growing millions stay in the background of many of our socio-economic 
problems because the limited resources available are very thinly distributed 
over huge human population. Many of the so called, developed countries 
do not suffer from this disadvantage. The population of some of our states 
like UP which equal the total population of Brazil is more than that of many 
developed countries. Only on 2.4% of the total global land area and about 
5.5% of the total world’s income we maintain a major portion of humanity. 
The poorest 5% of Americans are richer than the richest 5% of Indians.
It is said that India has the largest illiterate population in the world. According 
to the most recent published reports, our literacy rate is 74% about 82% for 
male and over 65% for female sub- populations. Of course, some of the 
states like Kerala (92%) and Mizoram (89.4%) have achieved high literacy 
rates. Thus, we are counted among World’s most populous, poorest and most 
illiterate societies. Under the backdrop of this scenario, we will assess the 
progress of our elementary education system.
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Elementary Education
Free and compulsory education to all children up to the age of fourteen years 
is the Constitutional commitment in India. At the time of adoption of the 
Constitution in 1950, the aim was to achieve the goal of Universalisation 
of Elementary Education (UEE) within the next ten years i.e. by 1960. 
Keeping in view the educational facilities available in the country at that 
time, the goal was far too ambitious to achieve within a short span of ten 
years. Hence, the target date was shifted a number of times. Till 1960, all 
efforts were focused on provision of schooling facilities. It was only after the 
near realization of the goal of access that other components of UEE, such as 
universal enrolment and retention, started receiving attention of planners and 
policy makers. It is the Quality of Education, which is at present in the focus 
in all programmes relating to elementary education in general and primary 
education in particular. Significant efforts have been made in the last fifty 
years to universalize elementary education. Since 1950, impressive progress 
has been made in every sphere of elementary education.

1. School Structure:
As mentioned above that free and compulsory education to all children up to 
the age fourteen is constitutional commitment. In 1993, the Supreme Court 
of India declared education up to fourteen years of age to be a fundamental 
right of children in India. The entire school education can be divided in to 
four parts, namely, primary, upper primary, secondary and higher secondary 
levels. The National Policy of Education (1968 & 1986) and its revised 
formulation (1992) envisaged a uniform pattern of school education (10+2 
pattern, 12 years of schooling) across the states. Since education is on the 
concurrent list, i.e. state subject; the States & UTs are free to evolve their own 
pattern of school education. Eight years of primary education is envisaged 
in two stages: a junior stage covering a period of five years and a senior 
stage covering a period of 3 years. It needs to be mentioned that 8 years 
of compulsory education was envisaged as one integrated unit, although 
there were two stages in the cycle. Hence elementary education became the 
compulsory component of education in India. 

2. Universal Access:
Universal access of education depends upon the following:
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a) Number of schools: 
The number of primary schools in India increased from 210 thousand in 
1950-51 to 627 thousand in 1998-99, thus showing an average annual growth 
of 2.30 per cent per annum. India has made a tremendous and regular growth 
in the number of school. According to the recent reports of the Government 
(GOI, 2011), there are about 1,200,000 elementary schools including 823,000 
primary school spread over the length and breadth of the country.

Number of Institutions by Type 2013-2014 (Provisional)

Type Number
Primary 790640
Upper Primary 401079
Secondary 131287
Senior Secondary 102558
Total 1425564

{Source-Educational Statistics at a Glance, MHRD Report 2013-14, GOI}

a) Habitations Accessed to Schooling Facilities: Availability of 
schooling facilities is measured by a set of indicators concerning 
to access. As per norms, a habitation is entitled to have a primary 
school, if it has a total population of 300 & more and has no school 
within a distance of one kilometre. For upper primary schools, the 
corresponding norm is total population of 500 & more and a distance 
of three kilometres.

b) Rural Population having Access to Educational Facilities.
c) Unserved Habitations and NFE Centres.
Efforts have been made in the recent past to conduct micro planning and 
school mapping exercises under the DPEP and Lok Jumbish Project. 

3. Facilities in Schools
Provision of schools does not guarantee availability of necessary facilities in 
schools. Over a period of time, facilities in schools have improved significantly 
but still a large number of primary schools do not have adequate facilities that 
are required for smooth functioning of a school. Both the Central and State 
Governments had initiated a number of programmes to improve facilities, 
one such programme is the Operation Blackboard Scheme. 
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4. Growth in Number of Teachers
The growth in number of primary teachers during the period 1950-51 
to 1998-99 shows that it has increased from a low 538 thousand in 1950-
51 to 1,904 thousand in 1998-99, thus showing an increase of more than 
3.5 times. Without diluting the academic qualifications states, such as, 
Gujarat, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh have appointed Para teachers. The 
qualification requirement to become a primary or upper primary school 
teacher is generally 10 years of general education followed by one or two 
years of pre-service training. However, in the recent past many states have 
increased qualification requirements for elementary school teachers and pre-
service training is also not a pre condition. Once the teachers are appointed, 
they are imparted in-service training duration of which varies from state to 
state. Teachers are generally appointed for the elementary level and then they 
are deployed either in Primary or upper primary school.

{Educational Statistics at a Glance, MHRD Report 2013-14, Government of India.}
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5. Universal Enrolment
Since universal enrolment is the most important component of UEE, a 
detailed analysis of growth of enrolment is undertaken. In addition, out-
of-school children and additional enrolment required to achieve the goal of 
universal enrolment, is also estimated. 

(a) Growth in Enrolment
Considerable progress has been made so far as enrolment at primary and 
upper primary levels of education is concerned.

{Educational Statistics at a Glance, MHRD Report2013-14, Government of India.}

It has also been noticed that during the last forty-five years, the highest 
rates of growth have taken place during the period 1960 to 1965. Another 
interesting feature of the trend in growth of enrolment is the higher rates of 
growth of enrolment of girls at all periods of time that we have considered. 
Again, it has been noticed that after the period 1965 to 1970, the growth rates 
in all Variables showed consistent decline
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(b) Share of Girls in Enrolment
The percentage share of girls to total enrolment both at primary and upper 
primary levels of education have increased considerably and consistently 
over a period of time from 1950-51 to 1998-99. However, girls share to the 
total enrolment at the upper primary level (40.50 per cent) continues to be 
lower than their share at the primary level (43.50 per cent).

{Educational Statistics at a Glance, MHRD Report2013-14, Government of India.} 

It is clear from the table that for every three boys there were at least two 
girls in the system. Further, the state-specific percentage of girl’s enrolment 
at the upper primary level reveals that a few states had considerably a higher 
percentage than the all-India average like Kerala. 

(c) Intake Rate
One of the important indicators that give information on coverage of child 
population (age-6) is the intake rate. Both the planners and policy makers are 
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interested in this rate which is unless brought to hundred, the goal of universal 
primary enrolment cannot be achieved. The indicator considers enrolment 
in Grade I and population of age-6. The Gross Intake Rate considers total 
enrolment of Grade I irrespective of age whereas, enrolment in Grade I of 
age-6 is considered in Net Intake Rate. But in India, age-specific enrolment 
data is not available from the official sources. The results suggest that the 
percentage of enrolment in Grade I of age-6 was highest in Tamil Nadu (76 
per cent) and lowest in Gujarat (35 per cent). At the all-India level, the Gross 
Intake Rate in 1997-98 was 116 per cent compared to the Net Intake Rate of 
68 per cent. This indicates that as many as 32 per cent of the total children 
aged-6 years were not enrolled in the system. The boys/girls differential in 
gross and net intake rate was of the tune of 21 and 13 percentage points. 
Further, a few states have lower net intake rates than the all-India average. All 
this suggests that rigorous efforts are needed to bring all unenrolled children, 
especially girls under the umbrella of education system. 

(d) Enrolment Ratio
Gross Enrolment Ratio between the period 1950-51 and 1998-99 improved 
significantly but the same is not adequate to attain the status of universal 
enrolment, if overage and underage children are taken out from enrolment. 
However, it may be noted that as we approach UPE, the percentage of over-
age and underage children, as well as the enrolment ratio (gross) will decline. 

(e) Universal Retention
The retention rates computed during the period 1964-65 to 1998-99 reveals 
that both at the primary and elementary levels of education, it has improved 
gradually. At present the retention rates at the primary and elementary levels 
are 60 and 43 per cent respectively. This otherwise suggests a dropout rate 
of 40 and 57 per cent respectively at the primary and upper primary level. 
Further, it has been noticed that throughout the period, the percentage of 
girls who remained in the system (up to Grade V) was lower than the overall 
retention at the all-India level. However, the differences between girls and 
boys in retention are less than the difference noticed between the two in 
enrolment. 

(f) Transition Rate
So far as the computation of transition rate is concerned, the procedure 
followed is that first the repeaters are taken out from enrolment in the first 
grade (V/VI) of upper primary cycle which is then divided by the terminal 
grade of previous cycle (IV/V), that is primary level (Varghese & Mehta, 
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1999a). The transition rate from primary to upper primary level, which was 
82.56 per cent in 1970-71, improved to 84.58 per cent in 1975-76 and further 
to 94.42 per cent in the year 1990-91. However, during the following year, 
it has declined to 85 per cent but improved again the next year (86 per cent). 
For the first time in the recent past, transition rate for girls in 1997-98 was 
higher than boys by 2 percentage points. The results further reveal that about 
14 percent children, who were in Grade IV/V in 1997-98, dropped out from 
the system in transition. 

(g) Out-Of-School Children
Out of School children and additional enrolment that would be required to 
achieve the goal of universal primary education by the year 2007 has been 
worked out. It may be noted that under the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, the goal 
of universal primary enrolment (UPE) is to be achieved by the year 2007. 
The projected estimates of enrolment suggest that 40.11 million children 
(including overage and underage) would be additionally required to enrol in 
2007 to achieve UPE. The corresponding estimate for girls is 25.95 million, 
which is 64.70 per cent of the net additional enrolment required in 2007. 
The additional enrolment will help to estimate school places that would be 
required in 2007. This will also help in better implementation and effective 
monitoring of different incentive schemes. The aggregated estimates are of 
limited use. Unless the same is computed at least at the block level and out-
of-school children located, the benefits of new programmes and schemes are 
not likely to reach them. 

(h) Quality of Education
The last but the most important component of UEE is the Quality of Education 
that is measured in India in terms of learner's achievement. Even, the states 
that have almost attained universal access, enrolment and retention, the 
quality of education is very poor. It is only in the recent past (during 1990's) 
that quality of education has got attention of policy makers. It may be noted 
that India follows policy of no detention up to primary level i.e. IV/V. But in 
practice, divergent models are in existence across states. Generally, at the end 
of primary cycle, examinations are compulsory and promotion to next cycle 
is linked to children performance in this examination.
It may however be noted that data on learner's achievement is not available 
on regular basis. The official agency (Department of Education, MHRD) 
does not collect data on this aspect except that it disseminates statistics 
on examination results at secondary and plus-two levels. It is only in the 
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recent past (1994) that achievement tests were conducted under the District 
Primary Education Programme through the Baseline Assessment Surveys 
(BAS). DPEP envisages improving learner's achievement by at least 25 
percentage points over the project period ranging between 5-7 years. The 
non-DPEP states do not have this set of data. However, the NPE (1986) had 
given emphasized to learners' achievement and thereafter the Government 
of India specified the minimum levels of learning and initiated 16 projects 
to improve the learner's achievement. Under the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, it 
is expected that districts will conduct Baseline Assessment Surveys to know 
status of student’s achievement both at the primary and upper primary levels 
of education.

6. The Recent Initiatives
Since independence, India has made considerably progress towards the goal 
of UEE. However, past trends do not indicate that the goal is right now in the 
sight. However, the trend can be reversed and goal may be achieved earlier 
than projected, if concerted efforts are made to bring all concerned under the 
umbrella of education. The Union Government initiated a number of projects 
and programmes under the Centrally Sponsored Schemes most of which have 
been initiated after the National Policy of Education was evolved in 1986 
and World Conference on Education for All held at Jomtien in 1990. Some 
of these projects in terms of their objectives and major achievements are 
briefly discussed below. 

(a) The Scheme of Operation Blackboard
The scheme of Operation Blackboard (OB) was launched in 1987 to improve 
facilities in schools by providing for more teachers, rooms and teaching 
learning equipments. The OB Scheme seeks to bring both the quantitative 
and qualitative improvements in primary education. The scheme had three 
components, namely (i) an additional teacher to single teacher primary 
schools; (ii) providing at least two classrooms in each primary school; and 
(iii) providing teaching-learning equipment to all primary schools.

(b) District Institutes of Education and Training
The scheme to strengthen teacher education by establishing quality training 
institutions, such as, the District Institutes of Education and Training 
(DIET) was initiated in 1987. The scheme proposed to create viable 
institutional, academic and technical resource base for orientations, training 
and continuous up-gradation of knowledge, competence and pedagogical 
skills of school teachers’ in the country. 
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(c) National Programme for Nutritional Support (Mid-day Meal)
The National Programme for Nutritional Support to Primary Education 
(launched in 1995) provides food grains/cooked meals to children in primary 
classes. The programme assures 100 grams of grains per day for attending 
schools for at least 80 per cent of the total school days in a month. The 
programme had benefited more than 98 million children spread over 0.69 
million schools. The evaluation of the programme shows that on one hand it 
has given boost to enrolment in a few states; on the other hand it has had a 
positive impact on attendance in other states. 

(d) Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan
In addition to the Centrally Sponsored Schemes, states have initiated schemes 
to give momentum to their efforts towards the goal of Education for All. More 
recently, the Government of India has also initiated an ambitious programme 
called Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA): An Initiative for Universal Elementary 
Education to achieve the goal of UEE. Unlike the District Primary Education 
Programme, the SSA envisages to develop district-specific elementary 
education plans within the framework of decentralized management of 
education with a focus on Panchayati Raj Institutions. The targets under the 
SSA is that all children will bring back to school by 2003 and complete five 
years of schooling by 2007 and eight years by 2010. 

Conclusion
From the above discussion on different components of EFA one gets the 
impression that the country progressed tremendously but still it has certain 
areas of concern, which are primarily responsible for unfulfillment of the 
goals of universal literacy and enrolment. Across the country, educational 
facilities are now available to a large segment of population and areas but 
compared to primary, upper primary facilities are not yet available to all areas 
and population. Over a period of time, ratio of primary to upper primary 
schools improved significantly but the same is not as envisaged in the policy 
directives. The country also failed to adequately create, utilize and make 
available alternative facilities in all unserved habitations and areas where 
out-of-school children concentrate. 
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