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Research question: 

What is the role of NGOs in 
providing primary 

education in a developing 
country such as India?



The quality imperative
The major flaw that has been identified within India’s 
universalization strategy is that the push for expanding 
enrollment has been disjointed from improving educational 
quality.



Methodology and Locations
• Qualitative case study based on 56 non-randomly selected 

interviews and field observations in 29 locations in the northern 
Indian states of Himachal Pradesh and Punjab

• The interviews were with academics, policy makers, government officials, World 
Bank officials, parents, teachers, volunteer teachers, and Pratham workers 

• Field work was conducted over eight weeks from June to August, 2008 

• Comparing Himachal Pradesh and Punjab for government 
involvement in education 

• Incomparable aspects: the benefit of temporal differences for this 
study



Table 5. Comparable and unique elements observed in Punjab and Himachal Pradesh 



Locations
Himachal PradeshPunjab

•Educational success 

•Consistently high literacy and 
enrolment

•80% of the population goes to 
government schools

•Educationally poor

•Known to have poor quality 
government schools

•55% of the population goes to 
government schools—mostly poor



Pratham’s activity—improving 
quality & injecting innovation

• Data collection: ASER
• Lobbying: National & 

international support
• Research: development of 

original learning materials; 
testing tools; rapid learning 
pedagogical method

• Implementing Teaching 
Techniques: in schools 
(ADHAAR and Paro 
Punjab); in communities

• Teacher Training



Classroom and Summer Camps
• Variability in the effectiveness of 
Summer Camps 

•AADHAR
•Meeting the needs of HP—
need higher level programs
•Things get political
•AADHAR plus

•Paro Punjab
•Good use of Pratham 
materials
•Hard to determine other 
things



The experience of Pratham suggests that there 
are three main ingredients that can lead to a 
positive role for NGOs in education:

First, the success of a large-scale, NGO-led education project 
depends on existing conditions.  In other words, NGO success is 
constrained by the extent to which the government has already 
provided the necessities of education including qualified teachers 
and proper infrastructure (adequate buildings, functioning toilets, 
and running water).  Success also depends on the local 
government being accountable for its education policies, being 
open to outside innovation, and exhibiting policy stability 
especially through successive elections. 



Second, the NGO itself must have significant capacity.  
It must have significant financial and human resources to 
perform a number of functions including data gathering, 
teacher training, teaching, researching, lobbying and 
management.  Crucial to the human side of successful 
NGOs is their ability to mobilize many talented people at 
all levels of the operation. 



Third, there must be local ownership of the program.  
Without genuine local ties any large NGO program will 
not be as effective is it could be and any successful 
outcomes will likely disappear when the program ends or 
the NGO ceases to exist.  Grassroots connections are also 
what give NGOs that are otherwise unaccountable to the 
people they serve a measure of legitimacy.  



Any successful integration of NGOs in the delivery of primary 
education in a country as large and heterogeneous as India requires 
a synergistic relationship with the government.  In other words, it 
is argued that the government is the only entity with the power, 
resources and legitimacy to be the primary force for change and 
the delivery of quality education—NGOs ultimately have a 
limited, albeit important role. 

Underlying conclusion



According to R. Govinda “the general public today are 
systematically losing faith that they will get any public service 
called education in this country.”  Indeed, despite all the research, 
legislation, money and rhetoric devoted to the topic “the current 
system is something which really gives you a sort of a false feeling 
that things are happening...” when in fact “...fifty percent of 
children are dropping out”—a statistic that has not significantly 
changed over the last fifteen years (Govinda, R., personal 
communication).  Indeed, Govinda sums it up best when he says 
that although primary education in India is progressing on some 
fronts, still “there is a crisis of trust and faith with the delivery 
system...”and there is yet a long, long way to go.



India
“If Education for All 

doesn’t happen in India, it 
doesn’t happen period.”
-Sam Carlson, World Bank
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