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Ensuring adolescents
stay–and learn–in school

Background

The UDAYA study

The Government of India has invested in improving
education through two key programmes, the Sarva
Shiksha Abhiyan established in 2001 for elementary
education (class 1–8) and Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha
Abhiyan (RMSA) initiated in 2009 for universal access to,
and retention in, secondary education. National statistics
indicate that educational attainment levels have
increased, and the proportion of children who has never
been to school has declined.1 In Bihar, the Population
Council found high levels of enrolment amongst younger
adolescents, with limited gender disparity: 94 percent of
boys and 90 percent of girls in ages 10–14 years were
2
enrolled in school. Retention beyond elementary school,
however, was low: unmarried girls and boys typically only
stayed in school for nine years, and married girls for seven
years. Further, learning outcomes – literacy and numeracy
– were poor, bringing the quality of education inputs into
question. This policy brief focuses on two challenges to
preparing Bihar's adolescents for the future:
Universal enrolment and retention in secondary school
Improving learning outcomes

Understanding the lives of adolescents
and young adults (UDAYA), a programme
of research conducted by the Population
Council, seeks to explore the situation
and needs of younger (10–14 years) and
older (15–19 years) adolescents,
describe changes in their situation and
needs over time, and assess factors that
determine how they transition from
adolescence to young adulthood. In
Bihar, the study includes a longitudinal
and cross-sectional component, a policy
and programme landscaping and
qualitative sub-studies. In 2016, the
Population Council collected
quantitative data from:

KEY FINDINGS
Despite high enrolment in primary school, secondary
school enrolment was low. Amongst adolescents in
ages 15–19, about 3 in 4 boys, 2 in 3 unmarried girls,
and less than 1 in 7 married girls were currently in
school.
The vast majority of students was enrolled in
government schools.
Thirty percent of boys and 41 percent of unmarried girls
reported not attending school regularly.
Of unmarried adolescents (15–19) who had completed
elementary education, about 4 in 5 could read a simple
class two Hindi text, while about 3 in 4 boys and 3 in 5
girls could solve a simple division problem.
Key opportunities for the state are to improve school
facilities, enhance teaching quality, and remove the
economic and social barriers to enrolling, attending and
completing secondary school.

(a) a sample of adolescents who were
first interviewed in 2007 when they
were 15–19 years, and were 23–27
years old at the time of this survey
(b) a fresh sample of unmarried girls and
boys (10–14 and 15–19 years) and
married girls in ages 15–19 years .
In 2018–19, we will re-interview this
group, when they will be in ages 13–17
and 18–22, as well as collect data from a
fresh sample of unmarried boys and girls
(10–14 and 15–19) and married girls
(15–19). This brief presents findings
from the landscaping exercise and
descriptive and multivariate analyses of:
(a) the 2016 cross-sectional sample of
10,433 adolescents
(b) the 2007 sample of 4,696
adolescents, 2,923 of whom were reinterviewed in 2016.

Secondary school: enrolment,
attendance and completion
School enrolment in Bihar has improved
considerably since 2007. The proportion of
adolescents in ages 15–19 currently enrolled
in school has increased substantially amongst
unmarried boys, unmarried girls and married
girls (Figure 1).
Figure 1: School enrolment amongst adolescents, 2007
and 2016
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Table 1: Current schooling status, adolescents 15–19
years, 2016

School attendance was far from regular. Three
in 10 boys and about 4 in 10 unmarried girls
reported not attending school regularly in the
past week (Figure 2). Poor quality teaching,
teacher absenteeism, work compulsions (paid
work for boys and domestic chores for girls),
and lack of interest in schooling were the
leading reasons for not attending regularly.
Figure 2: Attendance patterns in the last week, unmarried
adolescents (15–19 )
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In 2016, approximately 3 in 4 unmarried boys
and 2 in 3 unmarried girls (15–19 years) were
currently enrolled in school, with a slightly
higher proportion of girls who had dropped out
compared to boys (Table 1). Eighteen percent
of married girls were currently enrolled either in
school or distance education — the remainder
had either dropped out (53%) or never enrolled
(29%).
School infrastructure was moderate. In 2016,
almost all respondents in ages 15–19
reported the availability of drinking water. The
availability of toilet facilities had improved:
between 76–88 percent adolescents (15–19)
reported having a toilet in their current/last
school, compared to 60–73 percent in 2007.
Moreover, three-quarters of girls in school in
2016 reported that their school had a separate
toilet facility. Four in 5 adolescents had access
to a playground, and about 1 in 2 had a library at
school. Overall, 39 percent of boys, 42 percent
of unmarried girls and 39 percent of married
girls in 2016 reported going to a school with all
four facilities.
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Educational attainment, the highest level of
s c h o o l i n g c o mp l ete d , h a s i mp rove d
considerably in the past decade in Bihar, with a
narrowing gender gap between unmarried boys
and girls (Figure 3). Overall attainment has also
improved for married girls since 2007,
although they continued to drop out earlier and
attain fewer years of schooling compared to
unmarried girls.
Boys reported dropping out of school primarily
due to lack of interest in studies or to engage in
work, either for the family or outside the home.
For unmarried and married girls, housework,
affordability, lack of interest and low priority—
either they or their parents did not consider
school a necessity—were the leading reasons
for dropping out.

Figure 3: Cumulative percentage of adolescents (15–19)
who completed each year of education, 2007 and 2016i
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What factors are linked with secondary
ii
school enrolment and completion?
Amongst boys and girls, being currently
enrolled in school was associated with having a
mother who was educated; being enrolled in a
school with all four facilities; and not having
engaged in paid work. Higher household
wealth was associated with girls being enrolled
in school; however, this correlation did not
emerge for boys.
UDAYA gained insight into the factors that
influenced completion of secondary school
through examining changes amongst those
initially interviewed in 2007, when they were in
ages 15–19. The following factors emerged as
correlated with completing class ten or beyond:
Family characteristics: socio-economic
status and maternal education
Adolescent girls and boys from better-off
families were more likely to have completed
tenth class by the follow-up survey in 2016.
Boys and girls whose mothers had at least
eight years of education were also more likely
to have completed secondary school.
Marriage
Amongst girls in ages 15–19 who were
unmarried in 2007, a large majority (87%) was
married by 2016. Marital status was strongly
associated with completion of secondary
school: those who remained unmarried by
2016 had higher odds of completing
secondary school compared to those who were
married, after adjusting for other relevant
factors. Amongst unmarried boys (15–19
years) in 2007, about one-half were married by
2016. Those who remained unmarried had
higher odds of studying till at least class ten.

In 2007, a considerable proportion of
adolescents in ages 15–19 had already ever
worked for remuneration: 49 percent of boys,
27 percent of unmarried girls and 36 percent of
married girls. Those who had never engaged in
paid work in 2007 were more likely to have
completed secondary school by 2016, after
accounting for wealth and other demographic
characteristics.

Learning outcomes
UDAYA's findings signal a crisis in education
quality. For most adolescents, the ability to
read in Hindi and solve a division problem was
far below the corresponding schooling level.
Amongst adolescents who had completed
elementary school or higher, 84 percent of
boys, 79 percent of unmarried girls and 71
percent of married girls could read a class two
Hindi text—with worse outcomes amongst
those who were currently in lower grades
(Figure 4). Further, 72 percent of boys, 60
percent of unmarried girls and 43 percent of
married girls in ages 15–19 years who had
competed at least eight years of schooling
could solve a simple division problem.
Figure 4: Ability to solve basic division, by grades
completediii
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Note: Nine boys, 24 unmarried older girls, and 19 married older girls who reported that they had completed 14 years or more of education were excluded from this analysis, since children
ii
typically are enrolled in Class 1 after they have completed six years of age and are, therefore, unlikely to have completed 14 years of schooling by age 19. Analyses conducted on the cohort
interviewed in 2007 and 2016 controlled for demographic characteristics (wealth, urban/rural location, caste, religion and maternal education). iiiData are presented only for unmarried girls
and boys.
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What factors are
associated with
iv
learning outcomes ?
Private tuition, for boys
After adjusting for demographic characteristics, type of school, school infrastructure, and
attendance patterns, evidence indicated that
receipt of private tuition in the previous month
was associated with better performance in
reading and division for boys, but not girls.
These findings suggest that the quality of input
or supplementation afforded by tuition makes
a difference, at least to some extent. Neither
type of school nor school infrastructure
emerged as an independent factor associated
with learning outcomes.
Maternal education, for girls

Educating Bihar’s adolescents:
Opportunities
EDUCATING

adolescents of Bihar

OPPORTUNITIES
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Girls in ages 15–19 lagged behind boys in
every area of education. By secondary school,
girls dropped out sooner and in slightly higher
proportions. While there was a narrow gap in
li terac y outc ome s, gir ls pe r form e d
considerably worse in numeracy. Families
appeared to invest less in girls: fewer girls
received private tuition compared to boys,
and amongst the small proportion in private
school, more boys were enrolled.
Figure 5: Gender disparities amongst adolescents 15–19
years
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Programme and policy insights
Interviews with programme implementers in
Bihar suggested that a key focus of the
education department, supported by the
political leadership, was to ensure universal
enrolment for adolescents under 14 years and
promote girls' education. While these efforts
have borne success in primary education,
secondary schooling faces critical challenges
in both retention of students and the quality of
teaching. Individual schemes to reward girls
who complete secondary school have been
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For girls, the ability to read and perform division
was associated with their mothers’ education
level— though not for boys. Girls whose mothers
had at least eight years of education were twice
as likely to be able to read and perform division.
A father's education level did not influence
learning outcomes for either girls or boys.
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Notes: Currently enrolled is % of all adolescents. Private school
enrolment is amongst those who have ever enrolled in school.
Regular attendance and private tuition are amongst those
currently enrolled in school. Numeracy and literacy are amongst
those who have completed class 8 and above.

implemented, while initiatives to hire guest
faculty and provide extra classes for girls are
planned. However, implementation barriers
persist, particularly a shortage of qualified and
full-time teachers. Further, despite UDAYA's
findings that education schemes have wide
reach in Bihar, considerable gaps remain in
promoting secondary schooling and removing
economic barriers— suggesting the need for reevaluation of both the content and structure of
schemes for secondary schooling.

Invest in first-generation learners
More than 36 percent of unmarried
adolescents were first-generation learners:
neither their mother nor father had any
schooling. Given patterns that indicate higher
educational attainment for adolescents whose
mothers attended school, an overarching
priority must be to target this group of
adolescents. Schemes, incentives and media
messaging can be tailored to highlight the
importance of educating first-generation
learners—for families today, future generations
and the progress of the state.

iv
Statistical analyses controlled for wealth, urban/rural location, caste, religion and maternal education, amongst those who had completed at least five years of
schooling.
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Recommendations
Invest in secondary schooling
Many adolescents in Bihar have not completed
secondary school: UDAYA found that only threefifths of boys and unmarried girls and one
quarter of married girls in ages 18–19
completed class 10. While budgetary
allocations have increased for education,
improving retention of students from primary
into secondary education will require
increased, focused investment in older
adolescents to improve retention as well as
outcomes.
Improve school facilities
Implementation of RMSA provisions for
complete school infrastructure – drinking
water, functional toilets, a playground and
library – is critical. About two-fifths of
adolescents in school reported attending a
school with these four facilities. Having a fullyequipped school was associated with the
likelihood of being enrolled and completing
school, compared to students who were
enrolled in less-equipped schools.
Support and evaluate quality teaching inputs
and curriculum changes
Bihar has initiated several steps to improve
quality teaching; evaluating and expanding
these interventions is required, as is support to
up-scale promising models. Evidence from
India indicates promise for interventions such
as:
(a) curricular innovations to ensure materials
are appropriate to students' actual learning
3
levels
4,5
(b) extra support through additional teachers
and remedial education through teachers
6,7
or volunteers
(c) introducing teacher incentives linked to
student performance 8
(d) information and communications
6,9
technology (ICT) based instruction and
(e) increased parental/community involvement to enhance accountability of teachers
and schools.10
Remove economic and social barriers to
enrolment and attendance
Despite wide reach of schemes, economic
pressures continue to prevent students from
completing school. Experience from

conditional cash transfer schemes for girls
such as Dhanlakshmi and Apni Beti Apna Dhan
suggests that incentives may affect girls'
aspirations to stay in secondary school and
delay marriage. Further implementation calls
for restructured incentives, simplified
procedures and targeted approaches to
include the most vulnerable, along with a focus
to promote retention in secondary school as an
outcome along with increased age at
11,12
marriage.
More research is required to
examine what economic incentives will be
effective in retaining both boys and girls,
particularly the most vulnerable, in secondary
school.
Promote regular school attendance
Regular school attendance must become a
high priority for adolescents and their families,
potentially through interventions such as: lowcost benefits linked to attendance, monitoring
teachers, de-worming, nutritional
supplementation, and engaging parents and
school management committees.10,13
Engage adolescents and parents to prioritise
and celebrate secondary education
Efforts must be made to examine why
adolescents lack interest in schooling—a
leading reason for discontinuation—as well as
to develop programmes that promote a
positive environment in school, with parents,
and in the household. Particularly for girls, a
family's support at home is critical for
enrolment and retention. Intensified social
messaging and campaigns such as Beti
Bachao, Beti Padhao, television-based inputs
and awareness efforts may promote social
norms that value education for the next
generation of girls. Evaluating the impact of
these efforts will be critical.
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