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POL ICY BR IEF

In the last two decades, India has made impressive progress in 

educational enrolment and reducing gender gaps in attainment 

(MHRD, 2020). The National Family Health Survey (2019-21) 

found relatively low gender difference in overall school 

attendance among children of ages 6-14 years, at primary or 

secondary school level with a gender parity index for the net 

attendance ratio of 0.99 at the primary school level and 0.97 at 

the secondary school level (IIPS and ICF, 2021). These broad 

aggregate improvements, however, mask disparities across 

states, rural – urban settings, caste, gender, and marital status. 

Moreover, learning outcomes remain poor. Among rural 

adolescents aged 14-18 years, about one quarter could not read 

basic text fluently in their own language, and more than half faced 

challenges in performing basic arithmetic (ASER, 2018).

Drawing on data from the Bihar component of the UDAYA study 

(Understanding the lives of adolescents and young adults in 

Bihar and Uttar Pradesh), this policy brief explores: 

 Changes in school continuation and achievement of 

 educational milestones over time;

 Factors that help adolescents complete secondary education;

 Progress in literacy and numeracy levels over time and socio-

 economic differentials in literacy and numeracy skills; and 

 Factors associated with literacy and numeracy skills.  

BACKGROUND

The UDAYA study-a longitudinal study of adolescent boys and girls 

in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh―conducted by the Population Council 

in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh in 2015-16 and 2018-19, with the 

support of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the David 

and Lucile Packard Foundation, offers a unique opportunity to 

examine gender role attitudes of adolescents, changes in these 

attitudes, and their influence during adolescents' transition to 

adulthood. 

UDAYA sought to explore the situation and needs of younger 

(10–14 years) and older (15–19 years) adolescents and assess 

factors that determine the nature of their transition from 

adolescence to young adulthood (see www.projectudaya.in

for more details about the study.)

THE UDAYA STUDY



KEY FINDINGS 

Gender gap in school continuation persists and 

regardless of age, sex or marital status, those 

adolescents who discontinued schooling were 

unlikely to re-enter.

Discontinuation after Class 8 continues and 

gender gap in enrolment becomes wider 

afterwards

Reasons for dropping out from school were 

gendered – lack of interest and paid work topped 

the reasons for discontinuation among boys, while 

lack of interest, marriage and family's inability to 

afford the cost of education were the dominant 

reasons among girls.

Enrolment in school at right age, supplementary 

coaching, regular school attendance and 

entitlement (bicycle) influence adolescents' 

chances of completing secondary education

Progress in literacy and numeracy levels during the 

inter-survey period was mixed and limited. 

Boys and girls belonging to socio-economically 

disadvantaged groups were less literate and 

numerate than their privileged counterparts and 

gender gap in learning outcomes was wide among 

disadvantaged and privileged groups.

Factors that influence literacy and numeracy skills 

differed between boys and girls –private coaching 

mattered for older boys, among transition-related 

experiences such as marriage transition affected 

older girls' skills, while work transition affected 

older boys.
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Figure 1: Number of boys and girls interviewed at wave 1
(2015–16) and re-interviewed at wave 2 (2018–19), Bihar

It represents the number of boys and girls interviewed at wave 1 

and wave 2 conducted in years 2015-16 and 2018-19 

respectively. The main reasons for loss to follow-up were 

migration of the participants (8% for boys and 5% for girls), and 

refusal by the participants or his/her parent or guardian for an 

interview (4% each for boys and girls).

Findings presented in this brief draw on data from respondents 

who were interviewed at both waves (N=8,467). The study 

assessed whether respondents were ever enrolled in school and, 

if so, the number of years of schooling successfully completed 

and current enrolment status. It also recorded the enrolment 

status of study participants from age 10 onwards by using a Life 
1Event Calendar (LEC). The ASER tools (2017)  were used to 

assess literacy (ability to read in Hindi) and numeracy skills in 

both waves. We compared enrolment and completion of selected 

educational milestones at wave 1 and wave 2 for adolescents 

who were interviewed in both waves; we also conducted 

multivariate analyses to identify factors influencing secondary 

school completion and learning outcomes. 
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Figure 2: Change in enrolment status during the inter-survey
period among adolescents who were ever enrolled in school,
Bihar, 2015-16 and 2018-19 

Remained enrolled at both waves

Rejoined during the inter-survey period

Discontinued during the inter-survey period

Remained discontinued at both waves

RESULTS

Change in enrolment status from wave 1 to wave 2 is depicted in 

Figure 2. About three-quarter of younger cohort of adolescents 

remained in school (76% of boys versus 73% of girls) and

while more boys than girls remained in school among older

(48% of boys versus 29% of girls) cohorts of adolescents. Married 

girls were least likely to remain in school. Regardless of sex or 

marital status, those who discontinued schooling were unlikely to 

re-enter school and continue education.

1 The literacy assessment tool consists of four levels: recognition of letters, ability to read words, ability to read a short paragraph (Class 1 level text), and ability to read a longer 'story' 
(Class 2 level text). The numeracy assessment tool consists of four levels: recognition of single-digit numbers (1–9), recognition of double-digit numbers (11–99), and ability to perform 
a two-digit subtraction sum with carry over, and a three-digit division sum. If respondents were able to read the story level text and were able to solve a division problem, they were 
considered to possess both literacy and numeracy skills.

Gender gap in school continuation persists and regardless 

of age, sex or marital status, those adolescents who 

discontinued schooling were unlikely to re-enrol

First Interviewed in (2015-16) Re-interviewed in (2018-19)

1012
83.7%

10-14 years, unmarried

847

15-19 years, unmarried
1821 70.3% 18-22 years,

92.1% unmarried

1281

13-17 years, 99.8%
unmarried

10-14 years, unmarried
764 87.6% 13-17 years,

96.9% unmarried

669

15-19 years, unmarried
3428 81.8% 18-22 years,

81.1% unmarried

2803

15-19 years, married
3408 84.1%

18-22 years, married
2867
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Boys aged 10-14
& unmarried at
wave 1 (N=837)

Girls aged 10-14
& unmarried at
wave 1 (N=643)

Boys aged 15-19
& unmarried at

wave 1 (N=1253)

Girls aged 15-19
& unmarried at

wave 1 (N=2615)

Girls aged 15-19
& married at

wave 1 (N=2006)



2 The cumulative percentages were calculated using life table technique; among younger cohorts, years of schooling completed were truncated at Class 12 for 1 boy and 2 girls who 
reported that they had completed Class 13 and similarly for older cohorts, years of schooling completed were truncated at Class 15 (college education) for 28 boys, 95 girls and
9 married girls who reported more than graduation

Figure 3: Percentage of adolescents who had achieved selected educational milestones among adolescents who were aged
15-19 at wave 1, Bihar, 2015-16 and 2018-19

Boys aged 15-19 &
unmarried a wave 1

(N=1281)

Girls aged 15-19 &
unmarried a wave 1

(N=2803)

Girls aged 15-19 &
married a wave 1

(N=2867)

It shows the percentage of adolescents who were aged 15-19 at wave 1 who completed primary (Class 8) and secondary education 

(Class 10). By wave 2, over 80 % of boys and girls who were unmarried at wave 1 had completed Class 8 or beyond and about half of girls 

and little over two-thirds of boys had completed Class 10 or beyond. The difference with girls who were married at wave 1 was stark: only 

half of them had completed Class 8 and about one-quarter had completed Class 10.

2Figure 4: Cumulative percentage  of adolescents who 
completed each year of education, Bihar, 2018-19
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Younger adolescents

Boys aged 10-14 & unmarried a wave 1 (N=837)

Girls aged 10-14 & unmarried a wave 1 (N=643)

Older adolescents

Boys aged 15-19 & unmarried
a wave 1 (N=1253)

Girls aged 15-19 & unmarried
a wave 1 (N=2615)

Girls aged 15-19 & married
a wave 1 (N=2006)

Figure 4 represents cumulative percentages of adolescents with 

at least one year of schooling who had completed each year of 

education. Findings show that 92-99 percent of adolescents who 

had completed at least one year of schooling remained in school 

up to Class 5. The first major dip in school continuation among 

adolescents was observed after Class 8―for instance, 85-86 

percent of boys and girls who were aged 10-14 at wave 1 had 

completed Class 8 compared with 75-76 percent who had 

completed Class 9. Among older adolescents also, notable 

declines occurred after Class 8―while 91 percent of boys who 

were aged 15-19 at wave 1 had completed Class 8, only 85 

percent had completed Class 9. Moreover, the gender gap 

between boys and girls becomes wider after Class 8 and remains 

till Class 12. The decline in school completion levels was much 

steeper among married girls, dropping precipitously after Class 8. 

Discontinuation after Class 8 persists and gender gap in 

enrolment becomes wider afterwards
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3 We fitted distributed lagged regression model to examine factors influencing adolescents' chances of completing secondary education. Our analytical sample comprised adolescents 
who were aged 13 and above, enrolled in school and haven't yet completed Class 10 and unmarried at wave 1. The dependent variable was completion of secondary education by
wave 2 and all explanatory variables, other than marital status, were drawn from wave 1 and included indicators related to schooling experiences (age at first enrolment, private 
coaching, school attendance pattern, basic amenities in the school, receipt of entitlements and type of school), transition-related indicators (entry into paid work, marriage transition), 
family environment (mother's education, experience of violence perpetrated by parents and parent-child communication on school performance) and socio-demographic 
characteristics (religion, caste, household wealth status and place of residence).

Reasons for dropping out from school were gendered – lack of interest and paid work topped the reasons for discontinuation 

among boys, while lack of interest and family's inability to afford the cost of education and marriage were the dominant reasons 

among girls
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Figure 5: Reasons for dropping out from school during the inter-survey period, Bihar, 2018-19

Boys aged 10-14 unmarried at wave 1 (N=119) Girls aged 10-14 unmarried at wave 1 (N=176) 

Boys aged 15-19 unmarried at wave 1 (N=92) Girls aged 15-19 unmarried at wave 1 (N=570) 

Among adolescents who were enrolled in school at wave 1 and 

discontinued schooling before completing Class 12 by the time

of wave 2, reasons for dropping out were gendered. Participants 

frequently reported attitude or perception-related reasons for 

discontinuation. These more often had to do with their own views 

(e.g. the adolescent did not consider education necessary or they 

were not interested in studying) than their parents' views on 

education. More boys than girls reported lack of interest (21-47% 

of boys versus 17-24% of girls), while only girls reported parental 

lack of appreciation of their education (10-12% of girls). 

Economic reasons were also listed, though how this operated 

differed by sex. Among younger cohort about one-fifth of boys 

(18%- reported they left school because they were required to 

work and generate income for their family whereas among older 

Multivariate analyses, using distributed lagged regression 
3modelling , shows that the nature of schooling experience 

significantly influences adolescents' chances of completing 

secondary education. Adolescents who had a delayed entry into 

school (at age 7 or later) had a lower odd of completing secondary 

education compared with those who were enrolled in school at 

right age (age 5 or 6) (Adjusted odds ratio (AOR), AOR 0.115, 

p=0.001 for entry at ages 7-8 and AOR 0.012, p=0.000 for entry 
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Enrolment in school at right age, supplementary coaching, 

regular school attendance and bicycle entitlement influence 

adolescents' chances of completing secondary education

cohort of boys about 45% left school for the same. While among 

girls about over one in ten of girls (13%-15%) reported that their 

families were unable to afford the cost of education, younger girls 

also reported household chores as one prime reason for dropout 

(22%) About quarter of girls (24%-27%) and among the older 

cohort of boys about 15% of boys identified 'failure' as a reason 

for school discontinuation. Girls also frequently reported lack of 

transportation to reach school (8-9%). Moreover, 11 percent of 

younger girls and about quarter of older girls who were aged

15-19 and unmarried at wave 1 noted marriage and recently 

childbearing as a reason for school leaving, among girls who 

married between wave 1 and wave 2, half of them (49%) reported 

leaving school because of marriage (Figure 5).

at ages 9 or later for boys; AOR 0.071, p=0.000 and AOR 0.005, 

p=0.000, respectively, for girls). Adolescents who had received 

private coaching had 2-3 times higher odds of completing 

secondary education than their counterparts who had not 

received such coaching (AOR 2.876, p=0.002 for boys and AOR 

3.791, p=0.000 for girls). Boys who reported regular attendance 

(i.e. did not missed school in last week or missed just one day) 

had two times higher odds of completing secondary education 

compared with those who reported irregular attendance (AOR 

3.054, p=0.015). Adolescents who benefitted from bicycle 

scheme had almost three times higher odds of completing 

secondary education (AOR 3.210, p=0.014 for boys, AOR 2.484, 

p=0.036 for girls). 



Figure 6 shows that literacy levels, as measured by ability to read 

Class 2 text fluently in Hindi, slightly improved over time among 

adolescents who were aged 10-14 at wave 1 (from 58% at wave 1 

to 70% at wave 2 among boys and from 56% to 62% among girls). 

However, there was no such improvement in the literacy levels 

among adolescents who were aged 15-19 at wave 1 (78% at 

wave 1 and 77% at wave 2 among boys and 73% at wave 1 and 

74% at wave 2 among girls who were aged 15-19 and unmarried 

at wave 1). Of all categories of adolescents, girls who were aged 

15-19 and married at wave 1 remained the least literate – just 

59% were able to read Class 2 text fluently at wave 1 while it 

declined to 53% at wave 2. 

Numeracy levels, as measured by ability to solve a simple division 

problem, hardly improved over time except among boys who were 

aged 10-14 at wave 1. By the time of wave 2, about 65%-69% of 

boys who were aged 13-22 by wave 2 and 46%-51% of girls of 

similar age were able to solve a simple division problem. In 

comparison, just 30% of girls who were married at wave 1 could 

do so. There is slight decline observed in numeracy skill of girls 

aged 15-19 at wave 1 among both unmarried and well as 

married. 
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4Figure 6: Percentage of adolescents  who could read a
Class 2 text fluently in Hindi, solve a simple division problem
and can do both, Bihar 2015-16 and 2018-19

Note: Significant level at *** p≤0.001,**p≤0.01,*p≤0.05

Boys, aged 10-14 &
unmarried at wave 1

(N=814)

Girls, aged 15-19 &
married at wave 1

(N=1783)

Girls, aged 10-14 &
unmarried at wave 1

(N=610)

Boys, aged 15-19 &
unmarried at wave 1

(N=1201)

Girls, aged 15-19 &
unmarried at wave 1

(N=2470)

Can read class 2 text fluently Can solve a simple division problem Can do both
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Boys and girls belonging to socio-economically disadvantaged 

groups were less literate and numerate than their privileged 

counterparts (Table 1). The differences were the starkest by 

household wealth status among boys and by mother's education 

among girls. The proportion of boys and girls who were literate 

and numerate was relatively higher among those who belonged 

to wealthiest households (75% boys and 67% girls) compared 

with those who belonged to the poorest households (50% boys 

and 25% girls). Among girls, the proportion of who were literate 

and numerate was almost two times lower among those whose 

mother had no education (37%) compared with those whose 

mother had completed 10 or more years of schooling (74%).

Gender gap in learning levels was wide among adolescents 

falling into both the disadvantaged and the privileged groups.

For instance, a gender gap of 30 percentage points in learning 

outcomes was observed among adolescents who belonged to 

scheduled castes (60% of boys compared to 30% of girls who 

were aged 18-22 by wave 2 were literate and numerate) and 13 

percentage point difference among adolescents who belonged to 

general castes (72% of boys versus 59% of girls).

4 Adolescents who were ever enrolled in school and took the assessment at both waves of the survey

Progress in literacy and numeracy levels during the inter-

survey period was mixed and limited

Boys and gi r ls  belonging to socio-economical ly 

disadvantaged groups were less literate and numerate than 

their privileged counterparts and gender gap in learning 

outcomes was wide among both the disadvantaged and the 

privileged groups



5 The percentages given are adjusted %, controlling for confounding effects of socio-economic characteristics (religion, caste, household wealth, mother's education, place of 
residence) as well as schooling characteristics at wave 1 (respondent's enrolment in school at the time of the interview, type of school attended (government/private) and the 
availability of basic amenities in the school), using distributed lagged regression model.
6 We fitted a linear fixed effect regression model with combined literacy and numeracy skills as the dependent variable and years of schooling completed, years since left school, private 
coaching, type of school last/currently attended (government/private), availability of basic amenities (drinking water, library, playground and toilet) in the last attended/currently 
attending school, school attendance, ever engagement in paid work, marital status and household wealth.

5Table 1: Percentage  of adolescents who could read a Class 2 text fluently in Hindi and solve a simple division problem,
according to socio-economic characteristics, Bihar, 2018-19
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Multivariate analyses, using linear fixed effects regression 
6modelling , shows that factors that influence literacy and 

numeracy skills differed between boys and girls. Literacy and 

numeracy skills improved with private coaching among boys who 

were aged 15-19 at wave 1 (regression coefficient 0.073, 

p=0.002). Moreover, while girls who discontinued schooling 

recently were less likely than those who were currently enrolled in 

school to be literate and numerate (regression coefficient -0.068, 

p=0.08 for those who discontinued 1-2 years ago). 

Literacy and numeracy skills were associated with transition-

related experiences such as marriage transition among girls (but 

not among boys) and paid work engagement among boys ( not for 

girls) Girls who experienced marriage transition were less likely 

than others to be literate and numerate (regression coefficient -

0.056, p=0.005) , while  boys who had done any paid work  than 

were less likely to be literate and numerate compared to those 

who never worked (regression coefficient -0.058, p=0.024).

Among younger cohort of adolescents, literacy and numeracy 

skills improved with years of schooling, regardless of sex 

(regression coefficient 0.036, p=0.000 for boys and regression 

coefficient 0.033, p=0.000 for girls).  Government schooling also 

improved these skills among boys (regression coefficient -0.065, 

p=0.09), although not for girls (regression coefficient -0.082, 

p=0.102). Finally, girls who left school were less likely than those 

who were in school to be literate and numerate (regression 

coefficient -0.190, p=0.006).

Factors that influence literacy and numeracy skills differed 

between boys and girls – private coaching mattered for older 

boys, among transition-related experiences such as marriage 

transition affected older girls' skills, while work transition 

affected older boys

Note: Significant level at *** p≤0.001,**p≤0.01,*p≤0.05

Background characteristics

RELIGION

Hindu 64.3

Muslim 50.2

CASTE

Schedule Caste 60.0

Schedule Tribe 42.8

Other Backward Classes 62.4

General 72.0

WEALTH QUINTILE
First 49.5

Second 59.6

Third 59.4

Fourth 67.9

Fifth 75.2
MOTHER'S EDUCATION (YEARS OF SCHOOLING)

None 59.1
1-7 65.9
8-9 71.4

10 and above 82.9

PLACE OF RESIDENCE

Urban 65.6
Rural 62.2

ALL

Boys (18-22)

62.6

39.1***

30.0**

29.9***

40.0

45.5***

59.2***

25.1***

34.1***

40.9***

51.0***

67.1***

36.5***
57.3**
59.0***

73.9***

62.2
42.4***

Girls (18-22)

44.6***



Fostering investments in girls' secondary
education 

Even with increased school attendance and gender parity till 

elementary level of schooling, a noticeable drop out observed in 

afterwards grades- particularly among girls. Evidence from 

UDAYA suggests addressing social and economic (indirect and 

direct cost) barriers for retention in school. Families' perspectives 

of costs associated with educating girls are higher than benefits 

they may acquire, compared to boys. Providing incentives to 

families or creating entitlements beyond elementary level may 

help sustaining girls in secondary schools (Muralidharan and 

Prakash, 2017). Effect of Bicycle scheme in Bihar has been 

observed in UDAYA also for secondary education completion.

Counselling parents and adolescents with help of
teachers to address dropouts and irregular
attendance

Need to create avenues of dialogue between parents, teachers 

and students to address dropouts, school management 

committees (SMCs)  can be a good platform for this, thus SMCs 

need to strengthen to work on this issue'' (Santhya, et al., 2016). 

UDAYA evidence suggest gendered reasons for drop out, which 

may be addressed by sensitization of adolescents and parents 

about higher returns of education and by informing better 

opportunities available for work when they are educated and 

skilled, teachers may be most important actors in this awareness 

generation.

Invest in school infrastructure and teaching
methods to improve foundational skills

Investments are called for school infrastructure which helps 

students to complete secondary education but at the same time 

teaching methods also need to be innovative and engaging to 

improve learning ability of students. As evident from UDAYA, 

foundational learning outcomes of adolescents are weak in 

general and those receive supplementary coaching do better, 

this calls for revamping the system and teaching methods, New 

Education Policy, 2020 also emphasis on teachers training and 

refreshers to guarantee learning. Regularly attending classes 

help students in learning thus adding rewards for those attending 

classes regularly may build value to it.  Late entry in school needs 

to be discouraged and although there is need to be open for 

alternative methods of learning for those dropping out and 

bringing them back to school. With expansion of age in school 

ages and inclusion of younger ages 3-6 years in education 

system, may improve enrolment in right ages (MHRD, 2020). 

Programme investment to focus on married girls

UDAYA finding reveals most married adolescent girls deprived of 

schooling and suffer with poor learning outcomes, thus 

programmes are required focus on delaying marriage ages. 

Learning from past conditional cash transfer scheme (CCTs) are 

not very encouraging, one such scheme Apni Beti Apna Dhan had 

low impact on girls' marital status and level of higher education in 

Haryana (Nanda, et al., 2016)  but learnings from these CCTs 

need to be re-visited and implemented in conducive 

environment. 

The UDAYA study provides an in-depth understanding of 

transition from primary to secondary schooling. Evidence on 

improvement in school education in terms of grade attainment 

have been observed although they do not translate in satisfactory 

level of learning outcomes, thus considerable support is

required to address learning needs of adolescents, particularly 

for those lagging behind. Findings of this brief reiterates 

recommendations made by World Bank to focus on learning as 

goal of education system and to align system actors with 

objective to improve learning skills that are essential for better 

human capital formation (The World Bank, 2018).

POLICY AND PROGRAMME
RECOMMENDATIONS
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