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Key insights

What is the main issue that the paper addresses?

Children's non-attendance and dropping out before completing primary school re-
main challenging barriers to achieving universal education goals. This paper exam-
ines the impact of school attendance on both cognitive and non-cognitive learning
outcomes in children. The findings highlight the role of schooling in early years of
life, emphasising on the factors that can influence children's engagement (or disen-
gagement) with school.

What are the main insights that the paper provides?

The study findings confirmed that all children progressed in learning regardless of
school attendance. Children who attended school over the year showed greater
gains in social and emotional learning and numeracy outcomes, which appear to
be harder than literacy to pick up outside school. The overall impact of schooling is
clear but relatively small.

INTRODUCTION

This paper contributes to the literature on the role of school attendance in the cognitive and
social development of young children. The study sample included children and families living
in villages in India and Pakistan where school attendance, and even the existence of local
schools, is far from universal. In this setting, of a less developed school system, there is a
natural possibility to assess the progress of young children in school compared with those
who do not attend.

The existing evidence on school attendance effects on children's learning remains some-
what unclear because of methodological limitations in creating clear comparisons of children
exposed to school with their counterparts never exposed to school (Blau, 2021). Moreover,
for ethical reasons, schooling as a long-term intervention cannot be provided for selected
children only. However, a natural experiment as used here based on naturally occurring
comparisons is possible and ethical. Most existing school effectiveness research concerns
differential attainment between schools in one system, rather the effectiveness of attending
schools or not in a national system more generally (Rutter & Maughan, 2002).

The paper starts with a brief consideration of existing literature on school enrolment and
attendance, and the importance of this in developing education systems. It then outlines the
methods used in the new study, before describing the results of the natural experiment, and
the accompanying in-depth interview and observational data. The paper concludes with a
discussion of limitations and possible implications.

This study looked at the role of school, by comparing existing samples in naturally occur-
ring settings. Some children were attending school, others were not, and yet others were
enrolled in early school but then dropped out. The main research questions are:

¢ What is the impact of early school enrolment on children's learning?
¢ Why do some children attend schools while others do not?
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The role of schools for young children

School is usually introduced in children's lives when they begin to develop some independ-
ence from parents/carers, and can adapt to an environment mainly intended to accelerate
their learning in the early years. In the last decade, increased access to early childhood
learning has been a worldwide policy focus, leading to more provision and programmes in
developing school systems (Richter et al., 2019). Education systems have adopted differ-
ent policies for their school starting age but the expected range of starting formal school is
usually between 5 and 7 years of age (Sharp, 2002). Prior evidence is inconclusive on the
most appropriate age for starting school and whether an early start leads to better academic
attainment outcomes in later stages of education (Burger, 2010; Hoskovcova & Sikorska
Iwona, 2014). However, there is some evidence suggesting beneficial effects for disad-
vantaged children if they start school earlier (Berlinski et al., 2008; Downey et al., 2004;
Heckman, 2006). The philosophy and practice of early childhood education promote pre-
school programmes and school readiness interventions targeting children's preparedness in
health, self-regulation, social and emotional development, language development, cognitive
development and attitudes to learning.

Schools have many purposes, for the state, the individual student and other stakeholders.
The development of schooling policies is partly driven by a general realisation of children's
rights to live a safe life, free from fear of hunger and poverty. They hinder children's par-
ticipation in economic labour and the workforce, which is seen as exploitation and abuse
(Berlinski & Galiani, 2008; Nifo-Zarazua, 2019). They may help prevent early marriage
and teenage pregnancy (Birchall, 2018). The emergence of compulsory school attendance
has made it easier to free parents to go to work in industrial and post-industrial settings
(Morrissey, 2017), and has especially increased women's labour force participation (Dahl &
Lochner, 2012; Tsai et al., 2009), making the role of school even more essential in socially
and economically expanding societies.

Other potential benefits of universal school provision include increasing fairness, justice
and opportunities for all, especially for the children facing socioeconomic poverty at the
household level (Raudenbush & Eschmann, 2015; Tymms et al., 2023). Schools may also
play an important role in promoting social and economic equality, especially following periods
of conflict, natural disasters and economic downturns (Hermanussen et al., 2018). Whether
schools achieve such a range of benefits is a matter of debate (Downey & Condron, 2016;
Gorard et al., 2022), and is partly the subject of this paper.

Research has shown that poverty and adversity in early childhood can have negative im-
pacts on brain development and cognitive processes, which can affect individuals through-
out their lives (Shonkoff & Garner, 2012). However, early interventions between the ages
of 3 and 8 that include access to healthy nutrition and educational programmes can help
mitigate these negative effects and promote positive development (Li et al., 2003; McCoy
et al., 2018; Nores & Barnett, 2010; OECD, 2018). It is therefore important to prioritise early
interventions for children from disadvantaged backgrounds to ensure they have the best
possible outcomes.

Schools can provide a structured and stimulating environment for children to learn and
grow (Black et al., 2017; Marcovitch et al., 2015; Noble et al., 2015; Weaver, 2014), and they
can also act as a buffer against the negative effects of poverty, neglect and other adversities
that children may face at home (Taggart, 2010; Volpi, 2002). Schools can play an important
role in providing a safe and structured environment for children's learning and development
(Chopra, 2016; Mamat et al., 2023). Children who are out of school face significant risks,
including abuse, poor health, violence and exploitation in the labour force (UNICEF, 2018).
Schools are also linked to wider outcomes such as resilience, critical thinking, social skills
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and civic awareness (Siddiqui et al., 2019), even though these tend to receive less attention
in the policy agenda.

Of course, low-quality and poorly monitored universal education provision could also
have negative impacts on children's social-emotional wellbeing, and life satisfaction.
International comparisons of learning outcomes suggest that simply attending school is not
enough to ensure that children are achieving minimum levels of learning (UNESCO, 2017).
This is a persistent problem of low-quality schooling in many countries, including some with
well-established and well-resourced school systems (Thomson, 2019). There are issues of
the safety and appropriateness of school buildings, teacher supply and qualification, as well
as issues of curriculum and pedagogy (Gorard et al., 2022). What is needed is universal pro-
vision of quality schooling. Some governments, like that of Pakistan, have failed to achieve
the Sustainable Development Goal to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and
promote basic learning opportunities for all.

Schools are not the only places where such protection, learning and development can
take place. These things can and often are provided by families. In countries where atten-
dance at school is not enforced by state laws, many children do not attend school and can
still learn to survive and thrive in their given social environment (Amury & Komba, 2010;
Ennew, 2003). The issue is that some families do not have the time or resources that others
do. Compulsory schooling is at least partly about providing learning resources for all, includ-
ing the poorest children from struggling families.

Why invest in early childhood education?

Children are vulnerable and receptive in their early years because their brains are highly malle-
able and receptive to new information, making it a critical period for learning and development
(Marzola et al., 2023). These are developmental years in which children need to be shielded
from harm but given opportunities for social and cognitive development. Investment of resources
in early childhood education is therefore a priority (Campbell-Barr, 2012; Siddiqui et al., 2022).
Establishing a school system inclusive of early childhood education is a considerable cost for
the public purse, even if funded by the state government (Levin & Schwartz, 2012). To put into
context, the Department for Education in England spends on average £7000+ per child annu-
ally which gives 15h of universal access to early years settings and a free meal (Department
for Education (DfE), 2020). In Punjab, the Pakistan government on average spends PKR18,000
(equivalent to £53) per child annually on pre- and primary education and without a free meal for
children in school. In Gujarat, India the government spends INR 39,000 rupees (equivalent to
£397) per child annually, which includes provision of a free meal in Anganwadi Centres. These
are marked differences in resource, and therefore in the likely quality of provisions.

Despite the financial cost associated with early childhood education, there is worldwide
recognition that exposure to early childhood education in the form of school or formalised
education provision can prevent later costs for the public welfare system. There are short-
and medium-term benefits gained by children from disadvantaged backgrounds (Krueger
& Card, 1994; Lynch & Vaghul, 2015), such as improved attainment, retention in education,
completion of compulsory school and transition to non-compulsory education, which in re-
turn can also reduce state expenditure on health and medical cost, use of welfare benefits
and the costs of crime and the legal system (Hillman & Williams, 2015). There is substantial
evidence that financial constraints faced by some parents have prevented their children
from accessing school (Lochner & Monge-Naranjo, 2012), especially for early childhood
educational provision, which is not compulsory or universally available in many countries
(Tran et al., 2017).
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Research provides some evidence on the role of school in children's early years of
development. Existing studies have suggested a benefit from school (amount of school-
ing, regularity, continuance, age on entry, early or delayed schooling) on children's cog-
nitive development (Bedard & Dhuey, 2006; Cliffordson & Gustafsson, 2008; Dobkin &
Ferreira, 2010; Fredriksson & Ockert, 2005; Gottfried, 2010; Grigg, 2012; Sheldon, 2007).
However, in countries where school is a universal provision and attendance is compulsory
(Reynolds & Teddlie, 2001; Tymms et al., 1997), the impact of school attendance on cogni-
tive outcomes is more nuanced. Regression discontinuity approaches show that much or
indeed most of the progress that children make happens with age and experience, and is not
specifically related to school attendance or not (Luyten et al., 2006). And evidence following
natural changes, such as a move to the 4day week in school, tends to support this (Morton
et al., 2022). A high rate of school enrolment does not necessarily lead to substantially large
gains in academic outcomes (Melhuish & Gardiner, 2020).

In this new study, we use the fact that schooling in India and especially Pakistan is far from
universal, even for young children, to look at the literacy, numeracy and other developmental
progress made by a group of over 1000 young children, only some of whom were enrolled
in schools. According to development indicators from the World Bank Group (2020), Gujarat
in India and Punjab in Pakistan share similar poverty levels, both exceeding their national
averages (Igbal, 2020). Politically, both regions are significant, as the elected governments
in each country have leadership originating from these areas. The study described in this
paper is not a country-level comparison, and the sample is treated as a single group given
the uniform age criteria for children within these national school systems, where school at-
tendance rates for young children remain low.

METHODS USED IN THIS STUDY

This research examined the impact and experience of schooling by analysing various groups
in natural settings—children attending school, those not attending, and those who initially
enrolled but later dropped out. The main analysis focused on the reasons for school at-
tendance as reported by families, and the effects of early enrolment on children's learning
outcomes.

The study design is longitudinal, involving assessments of a selected child sample in
two waves with a gap of 12months. During the gap between two assessments the number
of children were recorded as enrolled, not enrolled, dropped out and always enrolled. The
information is accounted for in the analyses.

The paper is presenting in-depth and narrative data as explanation of results obtained
from the findings of longitudinal assessment outcomes and regression models. The rigour
and originality of the study is its research design (a natural experiment), sample scale (large
sample including assessments of children who have never attended schools and dropouts)
and narrative details from children and parents on experiences and perception of attending
school (or not).

The sample

The sampling took place in 12 districts of the Punjab province in Pakistan, and six districts
from the state of Gujarat in India (Table 1). This was handled by the NGOs Idara-e-Taleem
(ITA Pakistan) and Mycor (India) who asked community members to find volunteer house-
holds with appropriate age children. This study involved 90 trained and highly experi-
enced enumerators recruited from the local communities, who had access to households
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and could follow up the participants after 12 months for a second data sweep. Usually, 10
volunteer households participated in each of two villages, in each district. All households
included some children aged 4—6, according to parental reports. The initial sample was
783 households with 1129 eligible children, whose data was collected in June 2020. In
each country, the recruitment areas were reasonably balanced between households in
rural and urban areas. Figure 1 shows the figures for each country at each phase of the
study.

The sample had a reasonable balance of children attending school or not, and girls and
boys from both countries (Table 2). In the second data sweep in June 2021, we could not
track 106 children where the enumerators lost contact with 53 households, meaning that our
achieved sample across both phases was 1023. This attrition constitutes 9% of the initially
recruited sample. Table 2 also presents some of the characteristics of the missing cases
to help understand the extent to which the attrition might lead to any bias in the results
(Gorard, 2021). The missing cases are more likely to be urban, younger and from signifi-
cantly poorer families.

TABLE 1 Geography of the sample (N).

Households Punjab (Pakistan) Gujarat (India)
Urban 158 237
Rural 164 224
Target Sample (V)
Household (750)
Children (1500)

Achieved sample
Household = 783

Children = 1129
Pakistan: Data sweep 2020 (N) India: Data sweep 2020 (V)
Children = 616 Children = 513
Girls = 309 Girls = 264
Enrolled in school = 436 [Enrolled in school = 118
(Not enrolled in school = 180 INot enroled in school = 395
Pakistan: Data sweep 2021 (V) India: Data sweep 2021(N)
Children = 543 Children = 480
Lost in follow up = 73 Lost in follow up = 33
Girls =276 Girls =234
Enrolled in school = 487 Enrolled in school = 385
(Not enrolled in school = 56 (Not enrolled in school = 95

FIGURE 1 Flow chart showing the number of cases, by country and phase.
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TABLE 2 Missing children's characteristics compared with the achieved sample.

Dropped out Achieved sample
Girls 48% 49%
Child has disability 8% 4%
Children involved in housework 19% 20%
Average age in months, 2020 59 75
Average household assets (maximum 14) 7 9
Average household income Punjab, Pakistan Rs 29,000 Rs 42,317
Average household income Gujarat, India % 41,500 269,041

Instruments

The children were assessed for literacy, numeracy and social-emotional learning at the out-
setand again a year later. The assessment instrument was the International Development and
Early Learning Assessment (IDELA) test, developed by the Save the Children organisation.
The IDELA test has been adopted in at least 32 countries, including India and Pakistan (Save
the Children, Countries of Implementation available at Countries of Implementation | IDELA,
idela-network.org) for assessing children's learning and development. Several studies have
already been published in which this instrument has been used. The nature and research
design of the studies vary, but IDELA has been shown to be an effective measure for use
with young children, and clearly demonstrated children's early years of development and
learning profiles (Halpin et al., 2019; Pisani et al., 2018).

The IDELA test is a standardised test administered by a trained assessor to an individual
child. We used it to assess three domains of learning in literacy, numeracy, social emotional
development in early years. Literacy was assessed in terms of expressive vocabulary, letter
identification, first letter sound identification and listening comprehension. For numeracy,
children were asked to compare size and length, and to identify shapes, numbers and sim-
ple operations, such as, addition and subtraction. Social emotional development was as-
sessed in three sub-domains of self-awareness, social bonding and recognition of emotions.
We also looked at the general behaviour of the child (not covered in this paper). Fuller details
of the testing appear in Siddiqui et al. (2022, 2023).

We piloted IDELA face-to-face in each household, or outside the house in the open, and
sometimes through proximal mobile phone video calls (using screens to avoid very close
contact owing to Covid). We selected the most appropriate features of the assessment that
could be implemented using mobile phone and internet technologies where close contact
was not permitted, and deleted items that involved handling objects or physical activity.

We also interviewed 30 parents regarding household socioeconomic conditions, rea-
sons for school enrolment choices, children's general health and interest in attending
school. Interviews were intended to provide insights and perspectives directly from parents
to deepen our understanding of the reasons for school enrolment and dropout patterns.
Seventy children were also involved in these discussions as far as possible.

Analyses

The interview and other in-depth data was classified in terms of largely pre-existing themes,
such as why a child did or did not attend school, the barriers to school attendance and
school experiences. However, some stories were not foreseen and were the more valuable
for that.
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We produced descriptive results for the major impact variables and mean differences in
outcomes between groups, such as those attending and not attending school. We converted
these differences to simple ‘effect sizes’ based on Cohen's d formulae for standardising
the differences. Evidence on education programme evaluations and school effectiveness
have long used such ‘effect size’ formulae for reporting impact results (Coe, 2002; Slate &
Jones, 2005; Xiao et al., 2016). Mathematical presentation of Cohen's d formulae is below:

M;-M
Cohen’'sd = —— 2
SDp,

where Mean, =group that attended school; Mean,=group that did not attend school; and
SD py=Sum of standard deviation for both groups.

We created multiple linear regression models for each outcome, which are used to pre-
dict or explain the 2021 result for each child using selected known characteristics such as
age, their 2020 results and whether the child was reported as attending school in 2020 and
again in 2021. The predictors were entered in a forward fashion in the order of the amount
of variation they explained. Any variable that did not improve the prediction was excluded
from the model.

We report effect sizes, changes in R? and coefficient values as our headline results. The
study design involves no randomisation (and there is 9% attrition). Therefore, we do not use
significance tests, confidence intervals or similar, as these are mathematically predicated on
randomisation (Amrhein et al., 2019; Armstrong, 2008; Baker, 2016; Gorard, 2021).

RESULTS OF THE STUDY
School attendance

Of the achieved sample for both years, 692 children (68%) were in school for both years and
98 (10%) were never recorded as attending school (Table 3). The remainder were recorded
as attending school in only one of the years.

There were some substantial differences between the characteristics of children with the
four patterns of school attendance or non-attendance (Table 4). Those attending school in
2020 had more household assets (a measure of relative wealth) and those attending in both
years were a little older.

School attendance is increasing in both countries and other developing education sys-
tems (Gorard et al.,, 2022). There is investment in new or free school places, either by
governments or by international organisations. Also, more women are joining the labour
workforce in both countries, which means more children are attending school as a kind of
childcare if nothing else.

However, many reasons were suggested by families for children still not being enrolled in
school, or for dropping out of school at a young age. In rural areas there were concerns over

TABLE 3 Children's patterns of school attendance.

Attended school 2021 Not in school 2021 Total
Attended school 2020 692 53 745
Not in school 2020 180 98 278
Total 972 151 1023
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TABLE 4 Children's characteristics by pattern of school attendance.

Attended school Attended school Attended school Did not attend
both years first year only second year only  school either year

Average age in 5.68 4.89 4.99 4.51

months, 2020

Average household 8.99 9.31 7.43 7.82

assets

Girls—percentage  50.7% 47.2% 53.3% 50.0%

Disability 1.5% 2.0% 3.6% 1.1%

Children involved in  18.8% 11.8% 18.1% 12.0%

housework

the distance from home to school, even if the school was free to attend, and in urban areas
as well there were concerns over child safety, especially for girls.
One mother, asked why she does not send her daughter to school, said:

The school is not near, and | worry if she walks to school then it is not safe for
her. It is at least safe that she is at home.

Children's education was not always a priority when family income resources were very
limited and there was no government provision to support children's enrolment in school.
Income constraints and school fees were in tension.

A mother of four children said:

| am dependent on my brother's income. My husband is in jail for a minor crime.
And | have a few months-old baby to look after. | can’t even work under such
condition. | have no other means to support my children. Two of them used to go
to school before but now | can’t pay the fees, so they don’t go to school anymore.
These are very hard times.

Other mothers said:

We decided to come to city so that we could earn some money and make a
pukka house in our village. If | spend on school fees, | can’t save money.

| can’t leave my younger child alone at home. She is a toddler. Her elder sister
look after her. | can’'t afford to send them to school unless both go to school. |
know my elder daughter is missing school but there is no other way. None in
our family have ever gone to school. There is a school but we just don’t bother.
Children are happy like this.

| have a 12years old daughter who works now. When my husband lost job in
the pandemic we had no means to support our family. He worked in the city
and we were in the village where there was no work for him. We were in real
difficult times after a few months and then someone asked if we could send
our elder daughter to work as house cleaner and helper for a family in the
city. We had no choice. | went with my daughter at first to see the family and
| was very satisfied to know that they were kind people. She was not going
to school anyway so living in that big city house with educated people would
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give her some skills. She lives in that house and we get her monthly salary
in the village. This is our only means of survival. She is happy there because
she is looked after well by that family. Her education finished then but at least
she is happy and safe there. That's more important for me than her school
education.

This idea, that school is not really appropriate or useful for their children, appeared in
several interviews:

School is for people who understand its value. No one in our family have gone
to school and children just help their parents in farming, construction, fields and
housework. Our children grow up learning these skills. We see school education
is relevant for jobs in the city. Our children will never do those jobs. We don'’t get
anything from that education from school. Our children learn from doing things
with elders and then they take up those tasks themselves.

Some families, especially in rural areas, justified their decision not to use schools be-
cause they feel that what children learn in school will be of no relevance to their future
occupation. These families seem to assume that their children will follow in their footsteps.

| want my son to become a carpenter and this is how he is going to support him-
self and our family. School cannot help him learn any such thing. A lot of labour
migrants go to Middle-East on skilled jobs. No one asks if they completed school
or not. We have progressed financially by working on construction sites. | want
my son to join that workforce as it brings good amount of money. They ask what
we know in construction of houses and buildings. These skills are learned as we
saw our parents doing and this is how our children will learn. School education
is for people who will work in offices.

| am a refugee from Afghanistan. My family came to Pakistan and the only thing
that helped me to survive in the construction sites was skill as plumber. As a
child | worked with my father's friend and slowly | learned this work. This is not
what school had taught me. | wasted my time in school whatever years | spent.
| want my son to learn skills as early as possible so that he becomes financially
independent. School wastes our time. | know that school opens opportunities for
children but we are not in that race.

One of the daughters is very good in school and the teachers encouraged us
to help her in coming to school every day. She is continuing school and we will
do our best that she completes education. The older daughter was not good in
getting good results. Teachers were not happy so | thought it is better to take
her out from school and she could spend time in learning some other skills.
Spending school fee on her was a waste of our limited income resources. She
was not happy in school and never liked teachers. She now helps me at home
and in the evening she spends a few hours at my friend's place in learning skills
for stitching clothes. She can cook now and she could stitch as well.

Children who moved from rural to urban areas, or from very poor or broken families, were
also less likely to attend school. In conversation with these children, we found a mature
(but distressing) attitude of responsibility towards family and fight for survival. The following
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quotations from their interviews reflect their experience of a life in which school does not
play any role.
One child said:

| work in this hotel. My job is cleaning tables and washing dishes. | get paid every
day and | give all that money to my mother. She works and we all have to work
for money. My father has left us. The hotel owner is a very strict man. | sometime
sleep in this hotel when it gets late at night.

(Jabir, 8years)

Others told us:

| have to go to shop for work every morning. If | don’t go to work, then we will not
have enough money to eat food. My dad said we don’t need school.
(Adil, age 8years)

| work in a factory shop 3days a week. When | don’t go to work we play in the
street and there is a water pond. | know how to swim.
(Sarmad, 6years old)

| help my mother at home. She is always ill. | clean house and bring water from
the wells. It is heavy and hard to walk with water. | play with friends when we go
to wells.

(Saba, age 7 years)

| ran away from home because my father is a drug addict. He never sent us to
school. He used to beat me very badly. My mother left home and we live with him
now. | work in this shop now. The owner lets me sleep here. | will not go back to
home because beating hurts.

(Sajid, age 9years)

| was in school and then we became poor. | had friends in school. My brother
goes to school but | don’t go. | stay at home with mum and help her.
(Irum, 6years)

We are poor now. | liked school because | had friends. | have more friends and
| play in the street all day now.
(Imran, 5years old)

These were common themes. In rural areas, children were more likely not to have at-
tended school at all, owing largely to cost, distance and safety concerns. Respondents in
urban areas had often moved from their villages for economic reasons. They were daily
wage earners, without any qualification or even school education themselves. Their children
might have attended school previously but had left even at this very early age. Among the
reasons children dropped out from school was that the school could not cope with their
learning difficulties, and they struggled to learn and had difficulties keeping up with other
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peers in the class. Their school experiences were often not happy ones. Without the neces-
sary support, children disliked going to school and gradually their parents stopped sending
them to school.

A parent of one child said:

He was always unhappy at school. He is slow in learning and the teacher always
complained about him. We changed school as well, but he never liked going to
school because it was difficult for him. He is at home now and we have arranged
a private tutor for him. At least he is happy now and doesn’t cry every morning.

Another child's father said:

There were lots of family problems. His mother does not live with us anymore.
It is difficult for me to manage my job and his education. We live in a joint family
and there are always people around him to look after but responsibility for his
school is something no one cares about. | am not able to do it myself so | can’t
expect others to do so. It is just so difficult to manage.

Comparison between groups defined by pattern of school
attendance

It is interesting to see how the four patterns of school attendance (both years, first year only,
second year only and never) are related to test scores in each year. As expected, children
who attended school in both years have the highest scores for all three outcomes (Table 5).
The second highest scores in 2020 were for those children at school in 2020, but who were
later found to have left. Those who did not attend school have slightly lower average scores.
However, at this young age, the differences are not large. Children who were in school in the
second year but not the first were likely to be younger, and had the lowest outcomes. This
is probably related to their average age or stage of development at the time. They were just
not at school yet.

The onset of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 and temporary lockdowns meant that most
children did not actually attend school for some of this period, whether enrolled or not. This
could have dampened the differences linked to school attendance or not. Anyway, we can-
not attribute these differences in outcomes solely to school attendance at the outset, be-
cause of the pre-existing underlying differences between the groups in terms of background
characteristics (see above). However, we can retain these groups (and so their character-
istics) as they are, and see what happens when attendance at school changes after 1year.
This is the advantage of a natural experiment.

A year later, looking at the 2021 results, the situation is different (Table 6). All groups have
improved their literacy, numeracy and social-emotional scores. This is largely a result not of

TABLE 5 Outcomes in 2020 by patterns of school attendance.

Attended school Attended school Attended school Did not attend

both years first year only second year only school either year
Literacy score 57.05 33.40 26.22 28.63
Numeracy score 79.81 63.81 43.26 45.03
Social emotional score  56.27 50.55 42.85 43.54
IDELA total score 64.38 49.25 37.44 39.07
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TABLE 6 Outcomes in 2021, by patterns of school attendance.

Attended school Attended school Attended school Did not attend school

both years first year only second year only either year
Literacy score 66.89 43.49 49.64 41.16
Numeracy score 85.28 61.54 69.20 54.46
Social emotional score 64.39 51.67 53.53 46.95
Total test score 7219 52.23 57.46 47.52

school attendance but of increased age (and some parents reported using tutors, especially
when local schools were closed). Children will learn rapidly at this young age, whether at
school or not. One concern for this study is how to assess the benefit of learning from school
attendance, over and above the learning that takes place anyway.

In the second year, the children who attended school for 2years clearly still have the
highest scores in all three outcomes. However, they are being caught up by the group of 180
children who had not attended school in 2020 but were now in school. This group has gone
from easily the lowest scoring group in 2020 to the second highest in 1year, and are begin-
ning to catch up with the children who attended school from the outset. They still have the
same characteristics and backgrounds. All that has changed is their age (which is the same
as for all other groups) and their enrolment in school. This suggests a noticeable benefit for
outcomes from attendance at school—the only remaining difference.

Those who have never attended school generally have the lowest scores by 2021, and
those who dropped out of school after 2020 have scores that are hardly any better. The two
groups who were not attending school in 2021 have made the least progress in all domains
of the test. However, children who attended school in both years and those who started
school in 2021 performed better than other groups, suggesting that school matters—for
attainment and socialisation.

Looking at the progress the groups made in the 2years, those who started attending
school by the second year have made the largest gains for all outcomes (Table 7). This
change over 1year is expressed as effect sizes based on the overall standard deviations of
the figures in Tables 5 and 6 (and which appear in brackets in Table 7). For this group the
effect size for numeracy is an astonishing 1.01. Of course, this is a natural experiment with
no randomisation, and this group started from the lowest base score in 2020, so had more
latitude in making progress.

The gains for children attending school in both years are more modest but still sub-
stantial, especially considering that they started from a much higher base score in 2020.
Again, it is clear that children are improving their literacy and numeracy scores whether
they attend school or not. Yet those attending school from the outset have high scores,
and those who enrolled in school within the year have high scores as well. Numeracy
progress is noticeably greater for those attending school. Perhaps this is something that
is harder to learn at home or in isolation than literacy is. The biggest difference lies in
the social emotional development score. Those children not attending school by the end
of year have substantially lower progress scores here. More than literacy and numeracy,
socialisation does not happen at home for these young children in the same way as it
does at school.

We observed that many children not in schools struggled with the language of emotions
and feelings. They had lower scores than those who attended school in both years and in the
second year. This was less because they had little empathy or sense of feeling for pain, hap-
piness and sadness but perhaps more owing to a lack of vocabulary to name the appropriate
emotions and feelings. Most children could identify what happiness is and what makes them
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happy, but identifying or recognising sadness and pain was difficult for many children not
attending school. Those who attended school attributed sadness to experiences at school
such as ‘when teacher shouts at me’, ‘my friend hit me’ or ‘when no one plays with me’. We
asked what makes them sad, one child said:

My mother does not live with us here. She has left us and now gone to another
city and this makes me sad. | want her to come back home.

Simple comparisons between groups

An alternative way of looking at the data is to compare the effect sizes of the differences
between the school attendees in 2021 and others, both for 2020 and 2021. How much more
progress do those attending school in 2021 make?

In literacy outcomes, both those attending school and those not attending improved their
scores over time (as above). However, the children attending school improved their scores
by slightly more, with an effect size of 0.70 in 2020, growing to 0.75 in 2021 (Table 8). The
children at school in 2020 were ahead at the outset, and pulled further ahead over 1year.
The initial gap between the two groups of children widened slightly over 1 year.

A common observation by the enumerators was that children who had a delay in lan-
guage development sometimes struggled to communicate and engage in the research tasks
and activities. There could be several reasons for this delay. Children from families with a
high level of poverty clearly had limited opportunities for verbal engagement with parents.
Many migrant workers’ native language or dialect is different from what people usually speak
in urban areas, including the language of instruction in schools in the Punjab, for example.
Some children who were not attending school in the daytime when both parents were work-
ing spent long hours without the presence of an adult in the house every day. We asked par-
ents how children spend their time if they do not attend school. The most common activities
reported by their parents were that they play in the street with other children or stay at home
locked inside watching TV or looking after, or being looked after by, other siblings. This was
observed in rural areas and where workers moved from rural to urban settings and lived
in temporary accommodation or rented servant quarters. Many migrant women worked as

TABLE 7 Effect sizes for change over 1year, by patterns of school attendance.

Attended school Attended school Attended school Did not attend

both years first year only second year only school either year
Literacy score 0.37 (26.31) 0.42 (23.82) 0.88 (26.65) 0.53 (23.08)
Numeracy score 0.28 (19.54) 0.10 (23.51) 1.01 (25.78) 0.43 (22.02)
Social emotional score  0.43 (18.81) 0.06 (19.09) 0.55 (19.35) 0.06 (20.05)

TABLE 8 Literacy scores by school attendance or not.

Literacy Standard ‘Effect’ Literacy Standard ‘Effect’
score 2020 deviation size score 2021 deviation size
Attending school 50.69 28.88 0.70 63.33 25.69 0.75
2021
Not attending 30.31 22.38 41.98 27.72
school 2021
Total 47.68 28.94 60.17 28.45
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domestic helpers while men worked as security guards, drivers or domestic helpers. There
were few opportunities for verbal interaction between such parents and their children. When
we asked a mother working as a domestic helper in 10 different homes how she spends time
with her children, she said:

When | come back home after a long day of working in homes, | am too tired to
talk with anyone. | can't talk and it is just so difficult. | can just make dinner and
make sure they have eaten enough, and they have some food for breakfast in
the morning as | leave home very early. On weekends | have so much cleaning
and work at home.

Another said:

There is so much to do at home. | spend all my day in cleaning, cooking and
doing laundry. Children just play on their own.

The home environment of children from above average income groups had learning re-
sources and materials and there was attention from parents to help learning activities in
addition to attending school. Mothers’ (usually) engagement in this process was in the form
of reading stories, helping with homework, attending parent teacher meetings and studying
together. Many families also had grandparents living in the household. Grandparents were
helpful for working women as they provided support for childcare when mothers worked
outside. Children had a stronger social network in the presence of grandparents and more
opportunities for language development.

For numeracy, the effect size of school attendance (vs. not) is bigger than that for literacy,
and it grows over time from an effect size of 0.79 in 2020 to 1.04 in 2021 (Table 9). Children
attending school were ahead at the outset and improved further over 1year. As noted above,
it may be that numeracy is harder to learn informally than literacy for some children.

The same pattern appears for social and emotional development. Children attending
school in 2021 are more developed in these respects than non-attenders and made more
progress since 2020 (Table 10).

TABLE 9 Numeracy scores by school attendance or not.

Numeracy Standard ‘Effect’” Numeracy Standard ‘Effect’
score 2020 deviation size score 2021 deviation size
Attending school ~ 72.27 25.79 0.79 81.96 21.83 1.04
2021
Not attending 51.62 21.92 56.95 25.73
school 2021
Total 69.22 26.29 78.27 2413

TABLE 10 Social emotional scores by school attendance or not.

Social emotional Standard ‘Effect” Social emotional Standard ‘Effect’

score 2020 deviation size score 2021 deviation size
Attending school  53.50 20.12 0.37 62.15 19.22 0.68
2021
Not attending 46.00 19.60 48.61 20.78
school 2021
Total 52.40 20.21 60.15 20.03
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Regression models predicting literacy, numeracy and social emotion
outcomes

The regression model for literacy omits both the sex of the child and whether they attended
school in 2020 as relevant predictors of literacy scores once other factors are accounted for
(Tables 11 and 12). Prior literacy score is, understandably, the main predictor. However, the
next main predictor is whether the child was attending school in 2021. The increase in R?
is small but it confirms what was suggested by the natural experiment. All children improve
literacy, on average, over the year but the gain is a little greater for those who attend school.
The explicit teaching and directed learning that take place at school are meant to enhance
this natural early progress, but may not always do so to the extent that educators imagine.

The coefficients for the model are as might be expected. Literacy scores tend to be higher
when the child is older, comes from a wealthier household, had a higher literacy score at the
outset and attended school (Table 12).

The model for numeracy is similar (Table 13). Again, school attendance in 2020 and
the sex of the child are not relevant. Here age is entered into the model before household
assets. The overall model is stronger than for literacy. As suggested by the findings noted
so far, the role of school is slightly greater for numeracy than literacy (additional R? of
0.05).

The coefficient for school attendance in 2021 is correspondingly higher (0.20 in Table 14).
The model for social and emotional development is slightly weaker than for the academic
outcomes, suggesting that this outcome is less predictable, using the kind of variables used

TABLE 11 Model for literacy score, 2021.

Step R? Increase in R?
Literacy score 2020 0.304 -

Attended school 2021 0.321 0.017

Sum of household assets 0.334 0.013

Age 0.350 0.006

Note: Not relevant: Attended school 2020, child sex.

TABLE 12 Coefficients for model of literacy score, 2021.

Variable Unstandardised coefficient Standardised coefficient
Age in years 3.359 0.152

Sum of assets 1.846 0.157

Literacy score 2020 0.407 0.414

Child went to school 9.444 0.118

2021

TABLE 13 Model for numeracy score, 2021.

Step R? Increase in R?
Numeracy score 2020 0.336 -

Attended school 2021 0.382 0.046

Age 0.404 0.022

Sum of household assets 0.410 0.006

Note: Not relevant: Attended school 2020, child sex.
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here. Yet again, there is a role for school attendance (Tables 15 and 16). Schools are about
more than attainment. They are where children might learn to interact with others, including
adults.

Schools provide more than learning experiences and tuition. Children can enjoy the so-
cial interactions. One girl aged 6 said:

| had lots of friends. | used to go to school. | had many cousins to play with.
When we came in the city it is better, but | don’t go to school anymore and | miss
all my friends and cousins who | used to play with. Here we have a TV only and
| just spend all day watching dramas. There is no one to talk. School is so much
fun. | have friends and we play. At home it is nice but boring.

Other comments on the social aspects of school include:
| like playing with my school friends.

(Ayesha, age 4 years)

We have a big ground in school, and we play there.
(Salman, age 5years old)

TABLE 14 Coefficients for model of numeracy score, 2021.

Variable Unstandardised coefficient Standardised coefficient
Age in years 3.806 0.202

Sum of assets 0.842 0.084

Numeracy score 2020 0.367 0.400

Child went to school 13.756 0.202

2021

TABLE 15 Model for social emotional score, 2021.

Step R? Increase in R?
Social emotional score 2020 0.262 -

Attended school 2021 0.292 0.030

Sum of household assets 0.300 0.008

Age 0.311 0.011

Note: Not relevant: Attended school 2020, child sex.

TABLE 16 Coefficients for model of Social emotional score, 2021.

Variable Unstandardised coefficient Standardised coefficient
Sum of assets 0.962 0.116

Age in years 1.741 0.112

Social emotional score 0.435 0.439

2020

Child went to school 2021 8.409 0.149
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| like school because we have a nice garden, and we play there. We have toys
and computers in school. | like lunch time in school.
(Ahmed, 6years old)

Of course, such friendships are not only possible at school:

| liked school. | had friends there but | have new friends now. | play with my new
friends now. We play in streets now.
(Fahad, age 4 years)

However, some children, especially girls, sounded as though they were effectively trapped
at home:

I help my mother. | cook and clean house. | have a younger sister who | look after
and we play. | don’t have any friend. We don’t play outside because my mother
does not let us play outside. She only let my brother go outside and play with
his friends.

(Sana, age 6years)

Some further barriers to school attendance

Children who were attending schools generally reported liking their school, seeing it as a fun
place for activities and playing with other children. Going to school was also liked by these
children because of the teachers and rewards they get for being ‘good’ in the class. The fol-
lowing quotations reflect children's reasons for liking school.

We watch cartoons in school. There is music as well. We sing poems with our
piano teacher. | like when we watch TV in school and play in school. Our teacher
Samiya is very nice. | like her very much.

(Amna, 5years old)

Miss Salma is my favorite teacher. | like her. She says | am good. | always get a
star on my work as well.
(Farah, age 6years)

| like school because our teacher is very nice. She reads us stories and let us
play in the ground. She also makes us do drawing and painting. | like drawing
and colouring pictures.

(Salma, 5 age 5years)

However, some children who had attended school but have now left at this early age did
not enjoy it, either because it was seen as boring or because of reported abuse by teachers.
Examples include:

School was nice because we played with friends. My teacher was not nice. She
used to hit me when | was naughty. | don’t want to go back there.
(Shazia, 5years old)
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| like playing with kids in the street more than going to school. | don’t like studying
at school. It is boring.
(Sarmad, age 7 years)

These are probably not the real reasons that the parents removed children from school.
As above, poverty is a key justification for ceasing school, as much as not attending at all.
There are personal/family reasons for ceasing school, and natural disasters like floods also
made it impossible for children to continue their schooling.

There were floods in our village. And our school and houses were destroyed. |
didn’t go back to school after that.
(Farid, age 7 years)

School was nice. | don’t go to school because my father lost his job and we are
poor now. My teacher was always asking for fees and in the end he said don'’t
come to school if your parents don’t pay your school fee.

(Irfan, age 6years)

| used to go to school. My father died and there was no one to look after us. |
stopped going to school.
(Deeba, 6years)

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study did not randomise the cases, and did not try to correct for school attendance like
prior studies using a regression discontinuity design, for example. In addition, the need to
conduct the work outside schools via households, for obvious reasons in a study of school
attendance or not, means that the sample size is relatively modest, especially for the group
who never enrolled in school.

The non-school attenders often started with a low level in both literacy and numeracy—a
position that might make it easier to show progress from. The tests used were relatively
simple, and this might mean that the more advanced learning that could be taking place
in school might not be fully registered by the test. It may be, of course, that other factors
are involved, including unmeasured differences in the types of children attending and not
attending school. The ‘effect’ sizes we report may have been affected (reduced) by the
Covid lockdowns for part of the study, which will have reduced the difference in experience
between school attendees and others to some extent.

Nevertheless, the study is both relatively large scale and in depth, and the findings are
both interesting and challenging.

DISCUSSION

This study confirms several of the studies cited at the start, showing that children make clear
progress in literacy and numeracy aged 4—8 whether they are in or out of school. This is
good news because it shows that delaying exposure to school for a few months or even a
year does not prevent a child from learning. Sometimes the premium for school attendance
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seems rather low, from our natural experiment or from the larger regression discontinuity
studies in developed systems, in comparison with the progress that takes place anyway.

Nevertheless, children who attend school makes considerably more progress than those
who do not, or who drop out. This progress is especially marked in numeracy, and in non-
cognitive development. The most important and the biggest effect of school was on chil-
dren's social emotional learning. Children who attended school compared with those who
never attended school were more self-aware, had more friends to play with and could rec-
ognise emotions of empathy. This shows that schools are about much more than attainment.
The impact of school on children's social emotional skills is substantial.

Of course, this all assumes that schools are benevolent and effective institutions. This is
not always the case. In this study, children who had dropped out of school at an early age
often reported that their life at school was stressful and dull, and that they had more fun
after leaving school. Parents, and children, commonly reported that teachers’ unfriendly
behaviour, strict punishments and bullying were the reasons for their children's aversion
to school. In our interviews, parents told us that they had received harsh comments from
teachers. This was particularly so for parents with children with learning challenges. This
can also be an issue in more developed systems. Teachers can be very good, but they can
also be damaging whether intentionally or not (Gorard & Smith, 2010; Siddiqui et al., 2023).

The bad news is that progress with or without schooling is then more related to family
background and economic factors. Universal schooling in developed systems like that in
England was introduced precisely because privileged children would tend to make good
progress regardless of schools, with educated parents, tutors, books at home and other
resources, but disadvantaged children not only faced the drag factor created by poorer
nutrition, on average, but also tended to lack equivalent educational resources at home. In
systems like that of Pakistan where schooling is not universal it is the poorest families, for
the reasons they describe in this paper, who tend not to use schools. Yet it is these children
who probably need school the most.

Poverty remains a significant barrier to education in many rural areas of India and Pakistan.
The obstacles can be a lack of infrastructure, such as schools and transportation, economic
barriers, such as costs of uniforms and textbooks, or opportunity costs of attending school,
such as inability to earn a wage. However, over and above these barriers caused by fees,
distance, the need to work and child-care, many of the stories related to us in our interviews
suggest that parents face a learned subjective opportunity structure (Siddiqui et al., 2023).
The context and their experience have created a kind of learner identity that either does or
does not encompass schooling as a key factor. To some extent, and only to some extent, the
specific reasons given for using or not using schools may be merely attributed rather than
the primary causes. For the poorest families the need to work and so provide food and shel-
ter for their children is the priority. All else is considerably higher up the hierarchy of needs.
Until and unless parents see the relevance of education, school attendance for the poorest
will not be a priority. There also needs to be a societal change in attitude where education is
valued more for its own sake. Perhaps with advances in technology and the kinds of labour
needed, child labour will be in less demand, and childhood education more necessary and
feasible.

The school ‘effect’ of attendance on progress is there and is noticeable. This may be
especially important for the children from the poorest families least likely to use schools un-
less it becomes the norm. There is good evidence worldwide on how to improve enrolment
and attendance at school in less developed systems like those described in this paper. This
requires the funding of free school places, and perhaps incentives at the outset (Gorard
et al., 2022). Governments should act on this robust body of evidence.

While it is recognised that access to education can promote equality by improving learn-
ing outcomes of poor children, thus closing the socioeconomic gaps, for children living in
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poverty-stricken areas, traditional schooling may not be accessible or feasible. Alternative
methods of education could be conceived, for example, through distance learning and
community-based programmes where community schools might use technology, such as
digital education, so that children in remote communities can have access to learning with-
out the need to travel long distances. Despite poverty most households had access to rel-
atively low-cost technology such as TV and mobile phones. These alternative means can
be useful tools to bridge the learning gaps between children and education where there is a
complete disconnect from school.
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