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Primary Education 

Access provided by the Government 

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 (Varghese and Mehta, 1999a). It is 

this compulsory stage that has been incorporated as a directive principle in the constitution in 

1950. The official age (entry) to obtain admission in Grade I is 6 years but a few States & UTs 

have 5 years as entry-age.  The Government has recently decided to re-introduce the 

Constitutional Amendment Bill, which will make elementary education a fundamental right. 

This will be implemented as a part of the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan. It may however be noted that 

about 10-12 states have already made elementary education compulsory. But the situation in 

most of these states is not different than other states with regards to enrolment and retention. 

UNIVERSAL ACCESS 

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. 



However, the norm is often relaxed in case of hilly and tribal dominated areas, difficult terrains 

and border districts. A distance of one and three kilometre is treated as the maximum walking 

distance to which a child is expected to travel from his residence to school. The states have 

their own norms according to which they provide schooling facilities. Micro planning and 

school mapping related activities play an important role in making provision for schools and 

also deciding location where a school is to be opened. Efforts have been made in the recent 

past to conduct micro planning and school mapping exercises under the DPEP and Lok Jumbish 

Project. First let us have a look on growth in number of schools in India. 

(a) Number of Schools 

The trends in growth of primary schools further reveal that the rates of growth were higher 

during the initial decades following independence and they continuously declined 

thereafter.  The average annual growth in number of primary schools at the all-India level has 

considerably declined from 3.5 per cent during the period from 1955-56 to 1960-61 to 1.4 per 

cent during the period from 1980-81 to 1995-96 and further to 1.3 per cent during the period 

from 1990-91 to 1995-96 (Varghese and Mehta, 1999a). The compound growth rates in number 

of upper primary schools reveal that in the initial period (1955-56 to 1960-61) the growth rate 

was as high as 18.0 per cent, which is also the highest throughout the period from 1955-56 to 

1995-96.  The growth rates showed a decline from the sixties reaching a figure of 2.5 per cent 

during the period from 1990-91 to 1995-96.  Although the growth rates declined, these low 

growth rates of upper primary schools are still substantially higher than the corresponding 

growth rates in primary schools.  An analysis of state-specific growth rates reveals that during 

the most recent period i.e. from 1990-91 to 1995-96, barring a few exceptions they were 

positives. A clearer picture about availability of school will emerge when ratio of primary to 

upper primary schools is analyzed, which is presented below. The ratio can be treated an 

indicator of access conditions or the spread of facilities for upper primary 

education.                                                                                                                                       

 (b) Habitations Accessed to Schooling Facilities 

Despite the increase in number of habitations and population, both the percentage of habitations 

and rural population served by primary and upper primary schools/sections within a distance 

of 1 and 3 kms. has increased significantly over a period of time from 1965 to 1993. Of the 

total 1,061 thousand rural habitations in the country, 528 thousand (about 50 per cent) 



habitations had a primary school/section within the habitation itself in 1993-94 (NCERT, 

1998). On the other hand, about 83.4 per cent habitations had a primary school/section within 

a distance of one kilometre, against which about 177 thousand habitations, though eligible did 

not have schooling facilities. The alternative and innovative programme envisages opening 

alternative elementary centres in all these habitations. Many of the unserved habitations are not 

entitled to have a school/section because of the population norms. There were about 581 

thousand habitations in 1993-94 that had a population of 300 & more of which more than 40 

thousand habitations (7 per cent) did not have access to schooling facilities within a distance 

of 1 km. It may be noted that the number of unserved habitations in 1986-87 (population 300 

& more) was 142 thousand (26.76 per cent).   

 (d) Rural Population having Access to Educational Facilities 

In 1986-87, more than 95 per cent rural population had a primary school/section within a 

distance of one kilometre compared to 94 per cent in 1993-94. The corresponding figures at 

the upper primary level were 84 and 85 per cent. Although the percentage during 1986-87 to 

1993-94 remained almost stagnant but is termed spectacular because of the massive increase 

in total number of habitations during the same period.  More than 65 thousand habitations were 

added during 1986 to 1993. The facilities distributed according to different population slabs 

reveal that both the percentages of habitations and rural population accessed to schools/sections 

decline with the decline in the population size. It is only in Daman & Diu that the entire rural 

population is accessed to an upper primary school/section within a distance of three 

kilometres.  Among the major states, Andhra Pradesh (79.43 per cent), Madhya Pradesh (72.60 

per cent), Rajasthan (79.00 per cent) and Uttar Pradesh (82.09 per cent) had a lower percentage 

of population served by upper primary schooling facilities than at the all-India level (Mehta, 

1999).    

(e) Unserved Habitations and NFE Centres 

The unserved habitations may have a non-formal education centre or even unrecognized 

institutions. At the all-India level, only 6 per cent of the total unserved habitations (within one 

kilometre) with 9 per cent population had a non-formal education centre in 1993-94.  Of the 

total 121 thousand primary and upper primary centres in 1993-94, 94.52 per cent were in rural 

areas and the remaining 5.48 per cent centres were in the urban areas. A good number of centres 

are being run by the Voluntary Agencies. The average size of a non-formal education (primary) 



centre in 1993-94 was about 27 learners. There were about 4,553 primary and 128 upper 

primary centres that respectively had an average enrolment of 26 and 36 learners but did not 

have an instructor 

FACILITIES IN SCHOOLS 

Provision of schools does not guarantee availability of necessary facilities in schools, which is 

reflected in statistics presented in Table 9.  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.     

Most of the primary schools on an average had 2 instructional rooms, which is less than the 

total number of grades/sections a school has got. But there are several schools, which had more 

than even 10 rooms.  On the other hand an upper primary school on an average had four rooms. 

Further, it has been noticed that the majority of primary schools did not have ancillary facilities 

in 1993-94. The drinking water facility was available in only 44.23 per cent primary schools 

against which 18.93 per cent had urinal facility in school. Further, it is noticed that government 

run schools had poor facilities than in schools managed by the private organizations.  Even if 

the schools have necessary infrastructure that itself is not a guarantee that it has also got 

adequate number of teachers.  

 

 

Growth in Enrolment 

Considerable progress has been made so far as enrolment at primary and upper primary levels 

of education is concerned. Enrolment at the primary level was 19.16 million in 1950-51; which 

has now been increased to 110.9 million in 1998-99. Compared to primary level, the growth in 

enrolment at the upper primary level is much impressive and substantial but is not adequate to 

attain the status of universal enrolment. From a low 3.12 million enrolment in the year 1950-

51, enrolment at the upper primary level increased to 40.30 million in the year 1998-99 

accounting for thirteen-fold increase as against six times at the primary level.  The impressive 

growth is attributed to comparatively a low enrolment base in the initial year and consistent 

increase of girls’ participation in upper primary education. 



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.  It has also been revealed that over a period of time, 

enrolment, teachers and institutions have increased but at different rates.  During the previous 

decade (1990-98), number of primary schools, teachers and enrolment increased at an annual 

rate of 1.40, 2.07 and 1.64 per cent compared to 2.89, 2.21 and 2.15 per cent respectively at the 

upper primary level.  

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.  

 

 


