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Status of education in India in 2006

• In 2006, school enrollment of 
children (age 6-14) in rural India 
was above 90%.

• Available figures showed that 
there was a primary school either 
in or within one kilometre of 94% 
of habitations in the country.* 

•These are impressive 
achievements for a country like 
India. 

However, despite high 
enrollment, what was the status 
with respect to children learning? 
? 

*dise.in/Downloads/Publications/Publications%202005-06/Ar0506/Enrolment.pdf (p 152)



Enrollment is high, but what about 
children’s learning ?  

• By 2006, Pratham had worked with 
children for  more than ten years.  We 
found that basic skills like reading and 
arithmetic were weak. 
But this issue was not getting adequate 
attention at local, state or national level. 

• National and international policies did 
not refer to children’s learning. 
Focus still on inputs.

• New govt. in India in 2004 talked about 
“outlays to outcomes” but no report on 
outcomes was forthcoming. 

• 2% Education cess (tax) for elementary 
education imposed in 2004



Nuts & bolts decisions 

What to 
measure?

While children need to learn many subjects and at different levels, ASER decided to 
focus on two fundamental and foundational skills – reading and basic arithmetic.

Highest level in the ASER reading tasks is at Grade 2 level.  In arithmetic the highest level 
is at Std 4/5 level.  

Who? All children age 5 to 16 are given this “floor” test. 

Where?
The assessment is done in the household so as to get a representative sample of all 
children (children enrolled in government schools, in private schools, in other kinds 
of schools and children who are not enrolled in schools).

Unit?
All elementary education plans in India are made at the district level so it was 
important to generate estimates of children’s learning at district level.  

Scale? To make a national impact, it was decided to aim to survey all rural districts in the 
country and also do the assessment annually.



ASER coverage 2006-2013

Picture(s) of survey in the field 

Every year since 2006, ASER has 

reached:

• More than 550 rural districts

• About 15,000 villages & schools

• Over 320,000 households

• Between 500,000 to 600,000 + 

children

• Nearly 1000-1200 trainers

• Approximately 25,000 

volunteers 

•Nearly 500 partners



ASER 2013 domains

Children were asked

• Enrollment status
• Type of school
• Tuition status
• Tuition fees

Children (aged 5-16) were tested

• Reading 
• Mathematics

Information was also collected on 

• Household characteristics
• Village information
• School information
• Mother’s education
• Father’s education



ASER Reading tasks

ASER reading 
tasks are 
available in 
the medium 
of instruction 
of schooling 
in the state. 
Tool 
developed 
after 
textbook 
analysis of all 
Grade I and II 
textbooks for 
all states.
Each child is 
marked at the 
highest level 
the child can 
comfortably 
read. 



ASER Arithmetic tasks 

ASER 
arithmetic 
tool has 
also been 
developed 
after 
analysis of 
all state 
textbooks. 
The ASER 
tool is a 
progressive 
tool; the 
child is 
marked at 
the highest 
level s/he 

can reach. 



Are children in India reading?

For example:

• After 5 years of 
schooling, about 
half of all children 
still cannot read at 
levels expected of 
them in Grade II.

• By the time 
children have been 
in school for 8 
years, one out of 
four children is still 
struggling with 
reading. 



Impact – last couple of years

 Enormous media coverage - print, TV and electronic; national 
and regional; English and regional languages. Huge increase in 
visibility of the issue of children’s learning and need to focus on 
outcomes.

 Clear impact on national policy and planning documents.  
Examples: Current XII Five Year Plan, Economic Survey of India, 
Annual Work Plan guidelines for elementary education from the 
central government. 

 Efforts by some states to rethink assessment and instructional 
strategies. Examples: Bihar instructional goals based on ASER 
levels. Rajasthan doing ASER type testing.

 Substantial increase in the international visibility of the 
household-based, citizen-led assessment model. 



ASER’s – international impact

ASER was mentioned in:

• UNESCO’s 11th Global 
Monitoring Report 

• World Bank Symposium: 
Assessment for Global 
Learning

• Brookings Institution-
UNESCO Learning Metrics 
Task Force

• Save the Children paper on 
The Right to Learn



Spread of the ASER approach to 
other countries 

ASER’s innovative model of citizen-led, annual household survey of basic 
learning has been adapted for use in six countries – Pakistan, Kenya, Tanzania, 
Uganda, Mali and Senegal. Currently pilots in Mexico.

Unique “south-south” model that focuses on basic learning for all children using 
easy to use and easy to understand methods and measures.  Perhaps this model 
is useful for contexts where there is not much of a culture for measurement and 
where outcomes, especially learning outcomes have not been focused upon 
before. 

This family of citizen-led assessments now carry out annual surveys to answer 
this one question: Are our children learning? Over a million children each year 
are surveyed each year by this group of initiatives. 



For more information or to contact us please visit: 

www.asercentre.org I www.pratham.org

www.facebook.com/ASER-Centre I www.asercentre.blogspot.in

contact@asercentre.org | info@pratham.org
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