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Education is one of the most cost-effective investments 
recognised in the social development programming. In 
India, educational attainment among adolescents has 
increased remarkably in the recent past, particularly after 
the launch of Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (2001) and Rashtriya 
Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan (2009). Gender differences 
in educational attainment have almost diminished at the 
population level. The 2015-16 UDAYA survey in Bihar and 
Uttar Pradesh shows that 64% of girls and 58% of boys 
aged 17-19 years have completed secondary education. 
However, gender differences characterise learning 
outcomes among adolescents, and this newsletter 
highlights how gender differences in learning outcomes 
are compounded by other forms of inequalities.

Drawing on Pratham’s Annual Status of Education Report 
(ASER) basic literacy and numeracy tools, UDAYA assessed 
learning levels among 18,346   adolescents who were 

ever enrolled in school. Overall, 73% girls compared with 
77% of boys were able to read class 2 level text fluently in 
Hindi. Gender gap in numeracy skills was wider – 34% of 
girls and 53% of boys, were able to solve a simple division 
problem. Even among those who had completed upper-
primary education (i.e., Class 8 or more), not all were 
able to do these tasks; among those who had completed 
Classes 8-9, 66% of girls and 72% of boys were able to 
read fluently and 29% of girls and 48% of boys were able 
to solve the division problem.

Gender difference in learning outcomes was compounded 
by other social disadvantages. For example, gender 
difference in reading skills was most pronounced among 
adolescents belonging to the poorest households - 44% 
of girls and 61% of boys from poorest households could 
read fluently. In contrast, the pattern was reversed among 
adolescents from the richest households wherein 91% of 
girls and 87% of boys could ready fluently.

Among boys and girls whose mother had no education, 
boys performed better than girls in reading skills (73% 
versus 65%). However, a reverse pattern was observed for 
adolescents whose mother had some level of education, 
with girls outperforming boys (88% of girls versus 81% of 
boys whose mother had completed 8-9 years of schooling). 
Also, no gender gap was observed when the mother had 
completed 10 or more years of schooling.

UDAYA findings also highlight the importance of enrolling 
at the right age for better learning outcomes. There was no 
gender gap in reading skills among boys and girls who were 
first enrolled in school when they were aged 5-6 years. In 
contrast, there was wide gap among boys and girls who 
were first enrolled when they were aged 9 years or more - 
61% of boys compared to 49% girls could read fluently.

Improving learning outcomes call for addressing structural issues and targeting 
first-generation learners and late entrants! 
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