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South Asia: How can 
education equity and quality  
be protected as non-state 
provision grows?
S H O R T  S U M M A R Y

While governments have a duty to respect, protect and fulfil their citizens’ right to 
education, a wide range of non-state actors with a variety of forms, arrangements and 
motivation, from charity to profit, play a significant role in many education systems.

This regional report focuses on South Asia, the world region with the strongest presence 
of non-state actors in education, and looks at their activities, primarily through the lens 
of equity and inclusion. It covers nine countries: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, 
the Islamic Republic of Iran, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.

Building on the 2021/2 Global Education Monitoring Report, this report draws 
extensively on data collection and expert analysis from collaborations with 
several institutional and individual partners from the region. The report has 
tried to triangulate multiple perspectives on the roles and contributions of 
non-state actors in education. 

A series of country studies on provision, regulation, finance and influence 
were commissioned as well as five thematic studies on low-fee private 
schools; regulation of school education and supplementary tuition;  
public–private partnerships in skills development; teacher education; and 
ancillary services. 

The six partners involved in publishing this report collectively conducted 
over 450 interviews and 4 focus group discussions for their research. Surveys on 
perceptions of desired roles of non-state actors in education were administered  
to some 250 state and non-state respondents.

Since wars begin in the minds of men and 
women, it is in the minds of men and women 
that the defenses of peace must be constructed

42% of primary 
and secondary school 
students in South Asia 

are enrolled in non-state 
institutions
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Foreword
Non-state actors in South Asia grew to meet several education demands. The desire for higher quality closer to home; 
the preference for religious values in a changing world; the persisting demand for English language education; the rise 
of a market for tutoring to make up for where schooling had failed; and the need for quick solutions to cover in times 
of crisis all play a part in the region’s now diverse education systems. 

The critical question this report asks at this point is how governments can establish a just and effective oversight of 
the multiple actors. Whether a school is run by the state, by a religious organisation or by the community, the report 
reminds ministries that it should contribute to the common objective of delivering a quality, equitable education. 

Education systems are dynamic entities, with capacity to absorb innovations, integrate new actors, and respond to 
labour market trends and community demands over time. Countries such as India and Pakistan have responded to 
this change, creating regulatory environments that are more flexible and less restrictive, and allow for innovation 
to prosper. But, as with any fast-paced developments, there is a risk that change may overtake capacity for 
control. Regulations, this report reminds us, lay the ground rules reflecting the core values of the objectives in our 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. When designed and enforced effectively, they keep all actors in check. 

The report, Who chooses? Who loses? draws on the experience of the UNESCO Global Education Monitoring Report, 
and its six partners from the region: BRAC (Bangladesh); the Institute for Integrated Development Studies (Nepal); the 
Institute of Policy Studies (Sri Lanka); Idara-E-Taleem-o-Aagahi (Pakistan); the Centre for Policy Research (India); and 
the Central Square Foundation (India). Combining also experiences from Afghanistan, Bhutan, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran and Maldives, it looks at the occasions where equity issues have come under pressure with the growing advent of 
private education, and where positive practices have successfully created cohesion across all actors involved. 

The rise of non-state actors in education has helped contribute to the fact that access to education has expanded 
more rapidly in South Asia in the past three decades than the rest of the world. However, the report asks ministries to 
consider who loses when choices of different forms of education are made available, and how we can ensure that their 
right to a quality education is not put at risk. 

Discussed in national events across the region and at a regional forum where ministers will come together to  
compare experiences, this report provides a chance for governments to ensure that their choices in system 
design prioritize and fund solutions that will help those furthest behind. It is an important reference document for 
policymakers to take a reflective view of the status quo and make sure that equity and quality do not inadvertently 
slip through the cracks.

Stefania Giannini 
Assistant Director-General for Education, UNESCO
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Key messages
	 Non-state actors are significantly involved in every aspect of education systems in South Asia  

providing services at all levels of education, while also influencing and shaping policies. All state and non-state 
activities must be viewed as part of one education system.

	 Inadequate supply and quality of public education, combined with parental aspirations, have driven private 
education expansion from early childhood to tertiary education.  
About a third of students in India and Pakistan, and a quarter in Nepal, are in private schools that receive no state 
assistance. Over 90% of teacher education institutions in India are funded only by fees.

	 A highly competitive education system and labour market in the region have led to a major boom in private 
tutoring and the growth of education technology companies. 
A premium on English-language education motivated a rise in international schools in Sri Lanka.

	 Non-profit actors and civil society institutions have played a major role in improving access for girls and the 
marginalized and in holding governments and the private sector accountable.

	E xpansion of access, primarily through fee-based non-state activity, has not been equitable.  
Non-state institutions are concentrated in urban areas and attended more by boys and privileged populations. In 
Bhutan, private early childhood care and education centres are attended primarily by families who can afford to pay.

	 Quality education is not the exclusive preserve of any one type of actor. 
There is wide diversity in learning levels within the private schooling sector and faith-based institutions. After 
controlling for socioeconomic status, the relative advantage in learning outcomes that private schools enjoy is 
reduced or eliminated in India and Pakistan.

	 Innovation is often led by non-state actors, but no type of institution has a monopoly on it. 
While non-state tertiary institutions have more flexibility to adapt, public institutions enjoy more  
prestige and research capacity. Non-state actors have advocated for foundational literacy and numeracy  
policies in early grades.

	E xisting regulations focus more on entry and input requirements than equity and quality. 
Fee regulations are common in primary and secondary education, but less so at the tertiary level.  
Regulations are lacking for ancillary institutions and more recent forms of non-state activity.

	 Lack of adequate government capacity and mutual mistrust between government and non-state 
providers hamper regulation enforcement. 
Fragmented education systems, where state and non-state institutions are not governed as a single system,  
are another critical issue.

	 Public–private partnerships in technical and vocational education attempt to catalyse private-
sector support for skills training. 
Lessons from India’s National Skill Development Corporation show that success in partnerships requires clear 
roles, regulatory oversight and governance mechanisms, the flexibility to drive innovation and a clear alignment  
of interests and objectives.
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	H ouseholds are burdened by expenditure due to inadequate government financing. 
Poor learning outcomes lead households to pay for better education. Public institutions are often  
not free. High spending by wealthy families creates major inequality in education opportunities between 
richer and poorer households.

	T eachers do not enjoy the same benefits and working conditions in public and private schools. 
It is necessary to improve state and non-state teacher preparation systems, promote professionalization and 
include teachers in decision making.

	T he desired scope of non-state activity in education and views of its value are debated. 
While diverse stakeholders acknowledge non-state actors’ positive contributions, profit-making and business 
interests are viewed with scepticism and concern because of commercialization.

	 COVID-19 has exposed the fragility of the fragmented education systems in the region. 
Private schools and their teachers and students have faced heavy financial consequences, and parents have had 
to reassess their education priorities. Institutions that were already well-resourced were able to cope better, thus 
likely exacerbating inequality.
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Students participate in class while listening 

to the teacher at the Sujat Nagar urban 

slum school in Dhaka, Bangladesh.

CREDIT: Dominic Chavez/World Bank
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Introduction



K E Y  M E S S AG E S
	� Non-state actors, defined broadly, are significantly involved in every aspect of education in South Asia, 

providing services at all levels while also influencing and shaping policies.

	� Several factors have limited trust in government in South Asia. In India only 46% of adults agreed that the 
primary responsibility for providing school education rested with the government, the lowest share among  
35 middle- and high-income countries.

	� South Asia is the world region with the highest share of private enrolment in institutions. The rapid expansion 
of education access has been associated with substantial growth of non-state schooling provision in primary 
and secondary education, albeit with low learning levels.

	� Debates on the role of non-state activity vary. At the compulsory education level, the focus is on the issue 
of profit making and concern about commercialization of education. At other education levels, such as early 
childhood and technical education, non-state actors' engagement is an inherent feature and collaboration is 
generally accepted.

	� Policy changes in India and Pakistan have emphasized flexibility, autonomy and fewer restrictions. In the 
Punjab and Sindh provinces of Pakistan, private–public partnerships are viewed as important contributors 
to the expansion of access to education. India’s National Education Policy 2020, which proposes to make 
infrastructure requirements on schools ‘more responsive to realities on the ground’, marks the latest step  
in increasing facilitation of private engagement in education.

	� Civil society plays a central role in holding governments accountable for their education commitments.  
Large-scale movements have been launched in South Asia. The Annual Status of Education Report, the world’s 
largest citizen-led learning assessment, which drew attention to low learning levels in South Asia and the rest 
of the world, began in India in 2005.
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The Education 2030 Framework for Action, which 
is the roadmap for achievement of Sustainable 

Development Goal (SDG) 4, highlights the crucial role 
of non-state actors in education (Box 1.1): ‘Country-led 
action will drive change; however, the ambitious 
education goal cannot be achieved by governments 
alone. They will need the support of all stakeholders, 
including non-state actors’ (UNESCO, 2015, §86).

The framework recognizes (§10) that education is ‘a 
public good, of which the state is the duty bearer’ and 
‘a shared societal endeavour, which implies an inclusive 
process of public policy formulation and implementation’, 
with civil society and the private sector, among others, 
having ‘important roles in realizing the right to quality 
education’ and the state having an essential role in 
‘setting and regulating standards and norms’ for ‘a 
fundamental human right and an enabling right’ for 
whose fulfilment countries must ‘ensure universal equal 
access to inclusive and equitable quality education’.

Despite the understanding that fulfilling the right to 
education requires multiple stakeholders and that 
the role of non-state actors has increased over the 
past 30 years, non-state involvement in education 
generates passionate debate, particularly over two 
key concepts: the extent to which education is a public 
or private good, a form of investment or consumption; 
and how to interpret the right to education with 
respect to its implications for state and non-state 
actors’ responsibilities.

Governments take on the high cost of delivering 
education because of its public good qualities – in 
other words, the wider benefits to societies and 
economies. An educated workforce helps develop 
the economy, while public schools develop and 
strengthen a sense of national identity. Without 
state provision, individuals might not invest as 
much in education, reducing societies’ potential.

But education also has strong private good 
qualities. Consuming more education improves an 
individual’s opportunities. Education is a vehicle for 
differentiation and advancement. Those who manage 
to climb the education ladder are better placed 
to improve their standard of living. As education 
systems cannot accommodate everybody on the 
higher rungs, families do everything they can to 
ensure that their offspring make it to the top.

Such competition generates demand, which in turn leads 
to supply of education goods and services. Depending 
on national context and disposition, markets may 
emerge in direct provision of education or in other 
services that confer advantage, such as supplementary 
tuition. Governments differ in the extent to which 
they provide sufficient financing for education – or, 
alternatively, facilitate provision of education goods and 
services by non-state actors – as a means of respecting, 
protecting and fulfilling the right to education.
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This right encompasses both entitlements and freedoms. 
Individuals have a right to free and compulsory 
education, the duration of which varies by country. 
But also recognized are individuals’ rights to choose the 
type of school they prefer for their children, in line with 
their religious and moral convictions, as long as these 
schools meet minimum government standards. Four 
principles have been associated with fulfilment of the 
right to education. There have to be enough schools 
with appropriate infrastructure, trained teachers, 
and teaching and learning materials; the schools 
have to be accessible to all, without discrimination or 
physical, technological or financial obstacles; curricula 
and teaching methods have to be acceptable, relevant, 
culturally appropriate and of good quality; and 
education has to be flexible and adaptable to changing 
societal and community needs (OHCHR, 1999).

If governments are responsible for meeting these 
principles, questions arise on how they should 
intervene. Should they provide, finance or regulate 
education? All of these? In what mix? At what point 
might such activities violate the right to education? 
While governments have a duty to respect, protect and 
fulfil their citizens’ right to education, a wide range of 
non-state actors with a variety of forms, arrangements 
and motivation, from charity to profit, play a significant 
role in many education systems. Their activities may 

or may not involve collaboration with the government. 
Should non-state actors’ participation in education 
be encouraged, contained or prevented? The answers 
may be specific to country context, education level and 
type of activity. The non-state sector exists in relation 
to the state. The centrality of government decision 
making in guaranteeing people’s right to education, 
including how it is funded and provided, influences the 
roles of non-state activity in any education system.

Proponents and opponents of non-state actors in 
education argue their cases in relation to the capacity 
and legitimacy of state and non-state actors to 
promote efficiency, equity and inclusion, and innovation 
in education. This regional report focuses on South 
Asia, the world region with the strongest presence of 
non-state actors in education at all levels, and looks 
at their activities primarily through the lens of equity 
and inclusion. It covers nine countries: Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. This 
chapter shows how South Asia stands apart from 
other world regions, introduces some of the factors 
that explain the growing role of non-state actors in 
education and outlines the positions governments 
are taking as well as the views of opponents and 
proponents of a bigger role for non-state actors. 
It concludes by providing a guide to the report.

BOX 1.1 : 

This report’s definition of non-state actors in education is broad

In this report, ‘non-state’ is a broad, catch-all term describing individuals and organizations involved not only in education provision, but also in 
education financing and in influencing the state’s direction in its obligation to fulfil the right to education.

As such, the term is used in reference to:

	� Individuals who benefit from and/or pay for education  
(e.g. users or purchasers of goods and services, taxpayers), provide education (e.g. single school proprietors, homeschooling providers) and 
express views on its content, modality and delivery (e.g. through participation in school management, through the political process).

	� Private corporations which also provide education-related goods and services (as owners or managers) and which finance (directly and 
indirectly) and influence education.

	� Philanthropic foundations, independent of private entities in their direction, which mainly influence education policy, but also play limited  
roles in provision and financing.

	� Non-governmental, civil society, trade union and faith-based organizations, which may provide, finance and influence education.

	� Academics, researchers and think tanks, even if financed by government, who generate evidence and knowledge on education.

	� The media, which exert influence in the debate on the role of non-state actors in education.

The above description makes it clear that the terms 'non-state' and 'private' are not interchangeable. Rather, private actors are a subset of 
non-state actors.
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SOUTH ASIA IS THE WORLD 
REGION WITH THE HIGHEST 
SHARE OF ENROLMENT IN 
PRIVATE INSTITUTIONS

South Asia has experienced rapid education expansion 
in the past three decades, outpacing the rest of the 
world. In 2000, the primary and lower secondary 
completion rate in South Asia was some 10 percentage 
points below the global average; by 2020, the gap 
had not just been closed but reversed. The gap in 
the upper secondary completion rate fell from 14 to 
6 percentage points during this period (Figure 1.1).

The primary completion rate in Nepal increased by 
two percentage points per year, on average, from 
21% in 1990 to 82% in 2020; taking into account late 
enrolment, 95% of children reached the last year of 
primary school, meaning Nepal almost achieved universal 
primary completion within a generation. Afghanistan 
and Bangladesh increased their primary completion 
rate by 1.7 percentage points in the 30-year period; 
in the case of Afghanistan, the progress accelerated 
rapidly after the fall of the Taliban regime in 2001. 
In Bhutan and Maldives, lower secondary completion 
rates increased by about three percentage points per 
year between 1995 and 2015, among the fastest rates 
of expansion ever observed. In India and the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, the upper secondary completion rate 
increased by almost 1.5 percentage points per year. 
The only country where education expansion was 
below one percentage point per year was Pakistan. 
By 2020, just 56% of its children completed primary 
school on time, although 74% ultimately did so; 6 in 
10 completed lower secondary and 3 in 10 completed 
upper secondary education, the lowest rates in 
the region, alongside Afghanistan (Figure 1.2).

Education expansion has taken place at the same time 
that concerns have been mounting about the quality 
of education. Data are particularly patchy and based 
on very few observations that are linked to the global 
minimum level of proficiency. The UNESCO Institute for 
Statistics (UIS) has nevertheless recently attempted 
to estimate relevant averages. For example, by the 
end of lower secondary education, 24% of students in 
Central and Southern Asia, compared with 41% globally, 
achieve minimum proficiency in reading. When this is 
adjusted for the fact that about one in five does not 
complete lower secondary school, and assuming that 
none of those who leave school early manage to learn 
the basics, 19% of adolescents in Central and Southern 
Asia, compared with 32% of adolescents globally, achieve 
minimum proficiency in reading. Between 2000 and 
2020, the estimated annual growth in the share of those 
who achieved minimum proficiency was somewhat 
slower in Central and Southern Asia (0.43 percentage 
points) than the rest of the world (0.56 percentage 
points). Similar conclusions were reached in the 
case of mathematics proficiency (Figure 1.3).

Data from household surveys confirm that levels of 
learning are low. These surveys estimate learning to 
be at levels well below global minimum proficiency. 
For instance, the UNICEF Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Surveys (MICS) administered a foundational learning 
module to a sample of 7- to 14-year-olds who may or 

FIGURE 1.1 : 
Education has expanded rapidly in South Asia
Completion rate, by level, world and South Asia, 2000–20
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FIGURE 1.2: 
Over the past 30 years, some South Asian countries have achieved some of the fastest education expansion rates 
ever observed
Completion rate, by country, level and timeliness, 1990–2020
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may not be in school. Foundational reading skills are 
defined as the abilities to correctly read 90% of words 
in a short story and correctly answer three literal and 
two inferential questions. The proportions of grade 
5 students with these skills were 64% in Bangladesh, 
56% in Punjab province, Pakistan, 43% in Sindh province, 
Pakistan, 39% in Nepal and 23% in Balochistan province, 
Pakistan (Figure 1.4a).

Foundational numeracy skills are defined as the 
abilities to correctly do a number reading task, 
a number discrimination task, an addition task and a 
pattern recognition task. Among grade 5 students, 
the percentages of those who could do addition 
tasks were 68% in Bangladesh, 61% in Nepal, 20% in 
Sindh, 19% in Punjab and 1% in Balochistan.

FIGURE 1.3: 
Learning levels in South Asia are more than one third below the global average and growing more slowly than in the rest 
of the world
Percentage of students and adolescents with minimum learning proficiency in reading and mathematics by the end of lower 
secondary education, world and Central and Southern Asia, 2000–20
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The Annual Status of Education Report (ASER), a series 
of citizen-led assessments, evaluates learning at levels 
similar to or below the MICS. The share of students 
who could read a grade 2 level text at grade 5 was 
50% in rural India in 2018, while in rural Pakistan in 
2019 it was 59% in Urdu, Sindhi or Pashto and 55% in 
English (Figure 1.4b). Mounting evidence suggests 
that learning levels have fallen after two years of 
school closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Rapid education expansion and low learning levels have 
been associated with rapid expansion of non-state 
schooling provision in primary and secondary education. 
The UIS defines private education institutions as those 
‘not operated by a public authority but controlled 
and managed, whether for profit or not, by a private 
body (e.g. non-governmental organization, religious 
body, special interest group, foundation or business 
enterprise)’. The share of private institutions doubled 
in primary education – both worldwide, increasing by 

9 percentage points in 20 years, from 10% in 2000 to 
19% in 2020, and in South Asia, growing by 19 percentage 
points, from 19% to 38%. The share of private institutions 
in secondary education increased by 8 percentage 
points in 20 years, both globally, reaching 27%, and in 
South Asia, reaching 50%. In both cases, South Asia is 
the world region with the highest share (Figure 1.5).

In pre-primary education, a period of expansion of public 
services in South Asia between the mid-1980s and early 
2000s was followed by a rapid expansion of private 
provision, from 21% in 2013 to 32% in 2020, although this 
was still below the global average of 38%. At the tertiary 
level, the share of enrolment in private institutions in 
South Asia was 49% in 2017, just below Latin America and 
the Caribbean, but well above the global average of 33%. 
The share remained constant in South Asia in the 2010s 
as increasing shares in India, Nepal and Sri Lanka were 
balanced by decreasing shares in Bangladesh, the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and Pakistan.

FIGURE 1.4: 
Most students in South Asia acquire foundational literacy skills too late

a. Percentage of students with foundational literacy skills, by 
grade, 2017–20

b. Percentage of students who can read sentences, by grade, 
2018–19
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FIGURE 1.5: 
In South Asia, the shares of private enrolment in primary and secondary education are the world’s highest
Share of enrolment in private institutions, by education level, 1970–2020
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India is driving the regional averages at all levels 
except pre-primary education (25%), where its share of 
enrolment in private institutions is below average. It is 
above the global average in primary (45%) and tertiary 
(57%) education. The Islamic Republic of Iran (98%) 
and Sri Lanka (80%) have the highest shares in 
pre-primary education, while their respective shares in 
primary and secondary education have historically been 
well below the average, as have those in Afghanistan, 
Bhutan and Maldives. Bangladesh (94%) has the highest 
share in private secondary education although, as will be 
explained, these schools are heavily subsidized by the 
government. Private tertiary education expanded rapidly 
in Afghanistan in the 2010s (Table 1.1).

THERE HAS BEEN GROWTH OF 
NON-STATE ACTORS IN EDUCATION 
IN RESPONSE TO LIMITED 
STATE CAPACITY AND LIMITED 
TRUST IN GOVERNMENT

Contemporary and historic socioeconomic and political 
factors provide some explanation for the high, albeit 
variable, presence of non-state actors in South Asian 
education systems. One key reason governments have 
trouble expanding public education systems is their 
small budgets. South Asian countries have long had 
some of the world’s lowest tax ratios as a percentage of 
gross domestic product (GDP), with little progress over 
the past 20 years. Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Pakistan 
have been trapped at GDP ratios around or below 10%, 
while India has never exceeded 12%. Sri Lanka, which is 
experiencing a deep financial crisis, has regressed with 
respect to its tax revenue-raising capacity (Figure 1.6).

Socioeconomic inequality is another factor. Some of it 
is entrenched, based on caste, religion and ethnicity, 
which have created social fault lines. Most countries have 
experienced prolonged armed conflict periods, often 
related to some of these factors. Insurgencies have 
presented serious challenges in India, Nepal, Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka. While there has been a resurgence of state 
power, many areas of contestation remain (Staniland, 
2020). National cohesion crises, such as the 25-year civil 
war in Sri Lanka or the 10-year civil war in Nepal, have 

TABLE 1.1
Share of enrolment in private institutions, by education level, 2020 or latest available year

Pre-primary Primary Secondary Tertiary

Afghanistan ... 7 4 54

Bangladesh 55 24 94 36

Bhutan 14 4 10 13

India 25 45 51 57

Iran, Isl. Rep. 98 15 11 43

Maldives 36 4 5 49

Nepal 47 25 24 37

Pakistan 39 34 34 21

Sri Lanka 80 3 ... 12

South Asia 32 38 50 49

World 38 19 27 33

Source: UIS database.
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effects that last long after the conflicts have ended 
(Richards et al., 2022). Afghanistan is dealing with the 
aftermath of two decades of US military intervention 
and the return of a Taliban government in 2021.

South Asian and Latin American countries have 
the world’s highest agricultural land inequality 
(Bauluz et al., 2020). Analysis of differential land 
concentration in Pakistani villages shows that 
inequality affects the quality of public services that 
richer households can opt out from, such as public 

schools, though it does not as significantly affect 
services everyone needs, such as public transport, 
electricity and drainage systems (Rama et al., 2015).

In India, economic liberalization in the 1990s increased 
aspirations, creating a competitive labour market, 
but also increased income inequality. According to 
the World Inequality Database, India had the lowest 
income inequality in South Asia in 1995, with a Gini 
index of 0.23; by 2021, it had the region’s highest 
income inequality, with a Gini index of 0.33.

FIGURE 1.6: 
Domestic resource mobilization is low in South Asia
Tax-to-GDP ratio, 2000s and latest values
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There are indications that the general public in South 
Asia lacks trust in government institutions and service 
delivery. This may be the result of inequality or major 
episodes of unrest (Acemoglu et al., 2020; Paul, 2010). 
The responsiveness of governments in providing or 
regulating public services, their reliability in anticipating 
change and protecting citizens, their integrity regarding 
ethical use of power and public resources, their openness 
in engaging with citizens and the fairness of their efforts 
to improve living conditions for all citizens are key 
drivers of trust in government institutions (Brezzi et al., 
2021). Deficits in these areas have negatively affected 
trust in government in South Asia (Naseer, 2010).

Analysis of the 2016 International Social Survey 
Programme (ISSP) special module data on the role 
of government, commissioned for the 2021/2 Global 
Education Monitoring Report, addressed support for 
public education using a sample of 35 countries, 
including 10 middle-income countries (Edlund and 
Lindh, 2021). There was generally strong support for 
public education provision, but in India, the only South 
Asian country included, just 46% of adult respondents 
agreed that the government had primary responsibility 
for providing school education (Figure 1.7).

FIGURE 1.7: 
Support for public provision in education among middle- and high-income countries is lowest in India
Percentage of adults saying the primary responsibility for providing school education rests with the government, 2016
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NON-STATE ACTORS ARE 
SHAPING EDUCATION SYSTEMS, 
BUT THE SCOPE OF THEIR 
INVOLVEMENT IS CONTESTED

The debate around the role of non-state actors in 
education is divided between those who focus on the 
state’s responsibility to fulfil the right to education 
and those who advocate for multi-stakeholder 
partnerships that acknowledge the many roles played 
by non-state actors. Networks with different positions 
on this question mobilize to influence national policy 
development, providing differing diagnoses on what 
has caused weak public-sector capacity to deliver 
equitable education of good quality – and coming 
up with different solutions for the future. These 
debates are more intense at compulsory education 
levels than at non-compulsory levels, often over 
questions of profit making and commercialization.

In Bangladesh, the political will to expand educational 
access by relying on non-state actors has ebbed and 
flowed over time. After independence from Pakistan 
in 1971, primary schools were nationalized and 
education was declared to be compulsory, secular and 
modernized. Throughout this period, an increase in girls’ 
enrolment was supported by non-formal schools run 
by non-governmental associations (NGOs) (Hossain 
et al., 2019). Key education documents that have called 
for stronger public–private partnerships include the 
National Education Policy 2010, the government’s 
five-year plans (of which the seventh plan for 
2016–20 was the most recent) and the National Strategy 
for Accelerated Poverty Reduction. The country’s first 
education act, still in draft, has emphasized giving 
the education ministry more authority to monitor 
non-governmental and private education institution 
activities, as well as coaching centres (Alamgir, 2021).

Another issue is that since the 1980s, including 
after the return to multiparty democracy in 1991, 
the government has used public funds to expand 
Islamic education, although it remains under-resourced 
compared with government schools. But the 
development of a faith-based education system with 
two streams, one assisted and the other neither 
assisted nor overseen by the state, complicates the 
division between state and non-state actors so much 
that the system is not challenged (BRAC, 2022).

In India, the Constitution requires the state to provide 
free and compulsory education and to secure the 
right to education. Schools are expected to register 
as non-profit institutions. Three major civil society 

networks – the Right to Education Forum, the Campaign 
Against Child Labour and the Alliance for the Right 
to Early Childhood Development – have campaigned 
for the right to education of good quality from birth 
to age 18 (Right to Education Forum et al., 2018). 
Some advocates, more supportive of profit making 
in education, argue that civil society and private 
actors can provide more innovative and cost-efficient 
services, improve learning outcomes and satisfy 
parental demands better than government (Narang, 
2019). The National Education Policy 2020 has been 
a focus of debates on such issues (Box 1.2). Some 
critics argue that it does not recognize education 
as a public good, pushes for private activity and 
places confidence in communities, volunteerism and 
philanthropy, implicitly ignoring the need to target 
the most marginalized (Bhatty, 2020). Others argue 
that the policy has helped level the playing field 
for private schools but does not go far enough in 
abolishing fee regulations (Agarwal and Narang, 2021).

As a result of India’s federal system, education reforms 
require collaborative efforts of state, district and 
block officials, making it more difficult for national 
political parties to have explicit education messaging 
in their campaigns. Nevertheless, the manifestos 
of national political parties for the 2019 national 
parliamentary elections showed that they positioned 
themselves either as advocating for public provision 
at all levels of education, with the private sector 
playing only a supplementary role, or as not making 
such a distinction. By contrast, some political parties 
at state/territory level, as in Delhi and Haryana, have 
campaigned in the past decade with an education 
focus aiming to improve critical levers of the public 
education system, such as infrastructure, financing 
and teacher training (Goel, 2020; Sahoo, 2019).

One factor shaping trust in government actions in 
education is how political actors engage with private 
education. A factor that undermines public trust is 
politician ownership of education institutions, as it 
can lead to citizens believing that government officials 
may not uphold support for publicly provided and 
managed education. It has been claimed that some 
Indian politicians have used their positions to establish 
private education institutions or become members of 
school or college boards, often circumventing regulatory 
procedures (Centre for Policy Research, 2022).

Political incentives have also shaped how politicians 
interact with education policy. Analysis of electoral data 
over 30 years has shown that education was more likely 
to expand in constituencies where elections were more 
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BOX 1.2: 

India’s National Education Policy 2020 facilitates private engagement in education

India’s National Education Policy 2020 was the last in a series of documents that increasingly sought to shift from a dominant central ‘government’ 
role in education to a focus on ‘governance’ to facilitate private engagement in education. The midterm appraisal of the 11th Five Year Plan 
(2007–12) called for easing entry barriers and revisiting norms for schools, such as land requirements, as key elements of a reform agenda 
(Planning Commission, 2011). The Kasturirangan Committee in 2019 pointed out that to ease entry for schools and encourage alternative models  
of education, the 2009 Right to Education Act requirements for schools would need to be made ‘substantially less restrictive’.

The National Education Policy 2020 recognizes an ‘overemphasis on inputs and the mechanistic nature of their specifications – physical and 
infrastructural’ and proposes making these requirements ‘more responsive to realities on the ground … leaving suitable flexibility for each school 
to make its own decisions based on local needs and constraints’. The policy aims to shift focus to desired learning outcomes, limiting input 
regulations to child safety, access and inclusion, the non-profit nature of schools, and minimum standards (Centre for Civil Society, 2022).

Philanthropic involvement in education has also shifted, reflecting changes in the nexus between business, politics and education after economic 
liberalization in the 1990s. Five Year Plans have included actions and language making public–private partnerships acceptable. The 12th plan 
(2012–17) created a Working Group on Private Sector Participation and Public Private Partnership in School Education (Centre for Policy Research, 
2022). With the diminishing role of the state in education financing, regulation and management, private players are moving from provision of 
school services to that of supplementary services and managerial expertise and helping set the policy agenda. 

This shift is happening despite the fact that the Constitution clearly positions non-state actors as subordinate to the state in the interest of a larger 
public purpose (Centre for Policy Research, 2022). Some see the efficiency agenda and the outcomes approach championed by non-state actors as 
a move away from core state functions. Criticism of the National Education Policy 2020 has focused on its silence with respect to the 2009 Right 
to Education Act and its relation to Article 21A, which sought to make education free and compulsory. Some consider that the policy conceives 
students and parents to be consumers and education a private good (SAAPE, 2019). 

competitive. Interviews with local politicians in 
Haryana, Kerala and Madhya Pradesh states in 2020 
and 2021 revealed that they viewed private schools as 
more flexible and expedient and felt they could more 
directly engage with them to facilitate rapid education 
expansion, bypassing public education bureaucracies. 
Politicians becoming private education entrepreneurs 
has been viewed as a stepping stone to community 
prominence and a signal of interest in social service 
(Read, 2022). But the growing political importance 
of education in India could result in a stronger focus 
on quick fixes to show results, which are more easily 
achieved through non-state participation (Centre for 
Policy Research, 2022).

In the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Fundamental 
Reform Document of Education, adopted in 2011, 
reaffirmed the political character of education. 
While it recognized the participation of non-state 
actors in state education system development 
strategies, it posed strict conditions. Nevertheless, 
establishment and ownership of private institutions 
by key political actors has blurred the lines between 
state and non-state actors (Paivandi, 2022).

In Nepal, there has been a gradual acceptance of 
the role and contribution of the private sector in 
education among the major political parties (Bhatta 
and Pherali, 2017). In the 1990s, left-leaning parties 
vehemently opposed private schools, even calling for 
them to be closed. However, nationalizing schools 
became a complex issue, so these parties began to 
view private schooling growth as an undesirable 
but pragmatic solution to the country’s resource 
constraints. More right-leaning parties have pointed 
at education disparity and quality issues but have 
insisted on the importance of private initiatives.

The Constitution and public policies have progressively 
taken the view that access to education is a 
fundamental right. In the School Sector Development 
Plan 2016/17–2022/23, public–private partnerships are 
encouraged in secondary and tertiary education to reach 
vulnerable populations. The 2016 Eighth Amendment 
to Nepal’s Education Act removes the provision that a 
new school may be established under the Company Act, 
creating a policy environment where existing for-profit 
institutions could continue to operate, but preventing 
new ones from emerging. The National Education 
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Policy 2019 highlights the challenges of having a 
profit-oriented rather than service-oriented education 
system, emphasizing the need to ensure the latter. 
The High-Level National Education Commission Report, 
also issued in 2019, was more specific in recommending 
that all current institutional (private) schools be steadily 
converted to non-profit schools within a decade; a 
stand against profit making was taken but not against 
non-state schools. However, some private actors have 
actively resisted, which means the commission report 
has not been officially released by the government 
(Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

As in India and the Islamic Republic of Iran, anecdotal 
reports suggest that influential government officials 
increasingly have a stake in or are on the board of 
private schools. This may imply a lack of political will 
not just to implement regulations but also to improve 
public education, despite public pronouncements to 
the contrary (Institute of Integrated Development 
Studies, 2022).

In Pakistan, political regimes have had a strong 
role in the development of the education system 
(Saleem, 2020). The National Education Policy 
2017–25 encourages private-sector involvement in 
education. At the provincial level, both the Punjab 
Education Sector Plan (2019/20–2023/24) and the 
School Education Sector Plan and Roadmap for Sindh 
(2019–24) view public–private partnerships as important 
for expanding access to education. Punjab and 
Sindh are expected to increase and strengthen 
public–private partnership modalities. Similarly, 
the 2002 Higher Education Commission Ordinance 
strongly encouraged non-state sector participation in 
tertiary education to cope with the major demand for it.

In Sri Lanka, the government has traditionally seen 
itself as the sole provider of education. It has considered 
schools catering to children aged 5 to 14 registered as 
business organizations under the supervision of the 
Registrar of Companies or Board of Investment schools 
as illegal. More recent policy documents indicate a 
change in perceptions towards the non-state sector. 
Objectives under Proposals for a National Policy on 
General Education in Sri Lanka 2016, Reimagining 
Education in Sri Lanka 2020 and the Sri Lanka General 
Education Sector Development Plan 2020–25 
recognize the need for these schools to be regulated 
and monitored at the national and provincial 
government levels.

SOME VIEW PROFIT MAKING IN EDUCATION 
WITH SCEPTICISM

Opposition to commercialization comes from many 
civil society organizations. In 2019, 57 human rights, 
academic and advocacy experts, including experts from 
Bangladesh, India and Nepal, formulated 10 ‘guiding 
principles on the human rights obligations of States 
to provide public education and to regulate private 
involvement in education’, known as the Abidjan 
Principles (Skelton et al., 2019). While the Abidjan 
Principles gave a global voice to the right to education 
movement, several campaigns lobby for these 
principles at the national level. The All India Forum 
for Right to Education campaigns against increasing 
commercialization and the promotion of public–private 
partnerships models, highlighting challenges entailed 
by a bigger role for private schools (RTE Forum, 2020). 
Oxfam India has mapped private school regulatory 
frameworks, offering an analytical commentary on 
policy developments (Mehendale, 2020).

In India’s West Bengal state, a draft policy on  
public–private partnership model schools was issued 
in February 2021, outlining a request for proposals 
from private players to run and operate institutions 
on infrastructure provided by the government. 
The proposal was greeted with fierce opposition,  
with the All Bengal Teachers Associations calling for  
a protest rally, arguing that the proposal would lead  
to the privatization and corporatization of schools 
(Bharat Times, 2022).

The National Campaign for Education Nepal, a national 
network of 433 members founded as the national 
chapter of the Global Campaign for Education, 
focuses on strengthening public education systems. 
Its advocacy activities include events to protest against 
privatization, demand monitoring of private schools and 
call for adequate public education financing (National 
Campaign for Education Nepal, 2017).

In Sri Lanka, the government granted degree-awarding 
status to the South Asian Institute of Technology and 
Medicine (SAITM) but faced strong opposition from the 
Inter University Students’ Federation (IUSF) and the 
Government Medical Officers’ Association, which 
noted that the benchmark for admission to SAITM 
was lower than that of public universities. In 2016, 
the Sri Lanka Medical Council refused to register the 
first cohort of SAITM graduates, claiming they had 
inadequate clinical and academic training. The following 
year, a court instructed the council to register the 
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graduates. Ultimately, the government abolished SAITM, 
suspending enrolment and transferring students to a 
military institution (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022). 
More recently, the IUSF demanded the withdrawal of 
a government proposal to allow the establishment of 
international branch campuses in Nepal, claiming the 
government was again trying to privatize education 
(De Alwis, 2020).

While students have repeatedly protested price hikes, 
nearly all countries today support higher education 
through a combination of state and non-state means, 
and few would argue that higher education is an entirely 
public or private good that should be exclusively 
provided and financed by one or the other (Altbach 
et al., 2021). The debate regarding the role of non-state 
actors in higher education is thus mostly one of degree. 
Although hesitancy about profit maximization and 
the privatization of education are more present in the 
tertiary sector, lack of capacity and funding in the public 
sector has forced most to welcome the participation 
of non-state actors. Today, policy frameworks in the 
region tend to hold friendly or neutral views towards 
the participation of non-state actors in tertiary 
education. In Bhutan, the target is to double non-state 
institutions and increase their share of enrolment 
(Schofield and Roder, 2022).

At the same time, non-state tertiary institutions try 
hard to protect their market. In Afghanistan, after the 
Ministry of Education banned six universities in 2018, 
the private universities association formed a commission 
with the parliament and the second vice president to 
examine the case and found that the universities met the 
minimum conditions required. The non-state sector also 
lobbied policymakers to amend the strict regulations 
put in place with the 2019 Private Higher Education 
Institution Regulation (Hatsaandh, 2022).

The Association of Private Universities of Bangladesh 
has spoken against the government’s approval of an 
Australian study centre, claiming that the operation 
of for-profit centres would be unfair competition and 
would violate the Private University Act, which states 
that non-state universities must not operate for profit 
(Wadud, 2021a). The association has also been vocal 
against government proposals to impose a 15% tax on 
the income of non-state universities (Wadud, 2021b).

NON-STATE ACTORS HAVE PUSHED FOR EARLY 
CHILDHOOD, TECHNICAL, VOCATIONAL 
AND ADULT EDUCATION

Non-state actors have been instrumental in the 
expansion of early childhood, technical, vocational 
and adult education services through direct provision, 
funding support, capacity development, research 
and advocacy. Early childhood education provision 
is dominated by non-state providers; governments 
have accepted engaging with them to develop service 
provision in collaborative ways, focusing on improving 
synergies to help mainstream early childhood education. 
In Afghanistan, the Aga Khan Foundation established 
70 preschool centres between 2009 to 2013 as part of its 
Girls’ Education Support Programme and subsequently, 
with foreign donor support, established and sustained 
213 government and community-based preschool 
centres in remote locations (Hatsaandh, 2022).

The Bangladesh Early Childhood Development Network, 
a partnership of 172 members from government, NGOs 
and international organizations, was established in 
2005 for advocacy and stronger cooperation through 
information sharing, technical guidance and capacity 
building (Zahar and Khondker, 2017). Its advocacy led 
to a working group being set up by the Ministry of 
Primary and Mass Education to prepare an Operational 
Framework of Pre-Primary Education, which defined the 
developmental and educational support children need 
between ages 3 and 6, emphasizing learning through play 
and taking the first steps towards literacy and numeracy.

In Bhutan, Save the Children, an international NGO, 
has worked closely with the education and health 
ministries to develop quality monitoring tools for 
early childhood centres and build capacity among 
district education officers. In Nepal, national non-profit 
organizations, such as Seto Gurans National Child 
Development Services, have aimed to develop human 
resources and provide technical support to organizations 
operating in early childhood (Institute of Integrated 
Development Studies, 2022). In Pakistan, the research 
organization ITA has embedded early childhood 
education in its flagship programme, the ASER citizen-led 
assessments, to raise the profile of early childhood 
education and produce high-quality data. ITA has also led 
large-scale research studies on early childhood education 
across the Punjab region.

In technical and vocational education and training (TVET), 
partnering with the private sector has become a policy 
priority to expand capacity. The Sri Lanka National Skills 
Development Plan 2014–20 aimed to double training 
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participation rates and supply. India’s 12th Five Year Plan 
for 2012–17 aimed for 400 million workers to obtain skills 
by 2022. Punjab province in Pakistan aspired to prepare 
2 million people for work by 2018. These approaches 
acknowledge the key role of non-state actors and 
explicitly rely on their increasing engagement to achieve 
ambitious training targets (Béteille et al., 2020). As a 
result, more complex forms of cooperation have emerged 
to attract private-sector engagement in a market that is 
seen as involving high financial risk and limited returns 
(Nambiar, 2022). In TVET, public–private partnerships 
have been developed to expand access, facilitate private 
engagement and encourage resource mobilization.

Core objectives of Pakistan’s TVET Sector Support 
Programme include increasing private-sector 
participation in decisions on vocational education and 
strengthening employers’ role in TVET institution 
management. Some provinces were more receptive than 
others to participating. The Technical Education and 
Vocational Training Authority of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
signed multiple memoranda of understanding with local 
companies and engaged with industry associations, while 
Punjab did the same with a diverse range of non-state 
organizations operating in key industry sectors, such as 
transport, trade, and information and communication 
technology (ITA, 2022).

Non-state actors are a driving force in adult learning and 
education in South Asia. In some contexts, they have 
had a pioneering role. The Afghan National Association 
for Adult Education promoted the Accelerated Learning 
Programme to allow youth and adults, notably women, 
to complete primary education and obtain a formal 
qualification issued by the state. The initiative aimed 
to bridge non-formal education and adult literacy with 
formal provision (Hanemann, 2021). Bangladeshi NGOs 
led by BRAC were responsible for introducing non-formal 
second-chance primary education programmes in the 
1980s that were later scaled up nationwide (BRAC,  
2022). Proven NGO-based provision models have been 
endorsed and replicated by the government’s Bureau  
of Non-formal Education.

In the same period, Bhutan’s National Women’s 
Association launched a basic literacy project. The state 
drew on the initiative to fund a literacy programme 
in Dzongkha, targeted at youth and adults who had 
not completed compulsory education. Managed 
by the education ministry, it has since become the 
flagship programme (Schofield and Roder, 2022). 
The Islamic Republic of Iran has outsourced most of 
its adult education provision to NGOs (UIL, 2019). 

In Nepal, community-based organizations were key 
to raising awareness of literacy development and to 
targeting activities at community needs within the 
National Literacy Campaign and Literate Mission. 
NGOs contributed to the mission’s objectives with by 
implementing their own programmes (Nepal Ministry of 
Education Non-Formal Education Centre, 2017). Pakistan 
set up a public–private partnership to provide non-formal 
basic education. Established in 2002, the National 
Commission for Human Development is a non-profit 
organization managing Functional Literacy Centres 
and providing basic and health education. The public–
private partnership raises funds from the private 
sector, philanthropists, international donor agencies, 
volunteers and the government (Hanemann, 2021).

Faith-based institutions have traditionally been 
involved in adult literacy. In Afghanistan, many mosque 
educators provide literacy courses as part of religious 
education. They benefit from strong support by local 
communities. Their activities are neither monitored 
nor financed by the state (Robinson-Pant et al., 2021).

NON-STATE ACTORS HAVE EMPHASIZED 
INCLUSION AND ACCOUNTABILITY
There are several other prominent home-grown 
non-state efforts in education in the region. Civil society 
platforms have been key in pushing for better education 
governance and ensuring that governments commit 
to education and are held accountable. In Bangladesh, 
civil society advocates have developed an agenda for 
improved governance that lists needs for resources, 
decentralized management, new thinking about 
teachers and the workforce, and specific improvements 
for early childhood, skills development, non-formal 
education and lifelong learning (BRAC, 2022).

Major movements for accountability have been launched 
in South Asia and gone on to influence global trends. 
In India, Pratham, an NGO, initiated ASER in 2005, which 
has become the world’s largest citizen-led assessment 
and drawn attention to questions of quality and 
accountability in education. It has also been linked to 
quality-enhancing community-based actions (Banerji, 
2021). Pratham’s approach to scaling up cost-effective 
models for improving education routinely includes 
government and supports the public education system. 
ASER research and data have been used as major 
advocacy tools in parliamentary discussions and quoted 
by government sources. They also had a major influence 
over the inclusion in the 2020 National Education Policy 
of a reference to foundational literacy and numeracy as 
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an ‘urgent and necessary prerequisite’ to learning (India 
Ministry of Human Resource Development, 2020).

Facilitating and advocating for inclusion of girls and 
women has been another key role for many non-state 
actors. Culture, religion and politics can limit their 
education opportunities, but single-sex tertiary 
institutions have helped improve women’s engagement 
and leadership development. The founding of Indian 
Women’s University, now SNDT Women’s University, 
in 1916 began a slow movement towards the opening 
of stand-alone women’s colleges, women’s colleges 
affiliated with co-educational universities (e.g. Lady 
Shri Ram College for Women and the University of 
Delhi) and independent women’s universities. Some 
women’s colleges and universities have been started 
specifically to educate women in science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics, including Dr. APJ Abdul 
Kalam Women’s Institute of Technology (Darbhanga), 
Women Institute of Technology (Dehradun) and Indira 
Gandhi Delhi Technical University for Women (Delhi). 
Government and private institutions now make 
up the world’s largest single-sex education sector, 
with over 4,500 institutions, including a third of the 
country’s vocational colleges (India Today, 2016).

THE SOUTH ASIA REGIONAL REPORT 
RESEARCH AND PARTNERSHIP

Considering the wealth of evidence on South Asia, 
as reflected in recent institutional reports by UNICEF 
(Borkowski et al., 2021) and the World Bank (Béteille 
et al., 2020), two characteristics distinguish this 
regional report. First, building on the 2021/2 Global 

Education Monitoring Report, this report looks at 
non-state activity in education with a perspective 
that education systems need to achieve equity 
and inclusion (UNESCO, 2021). Second, it draws 
extensively on data collection and expert analysis 
from collaboration with several institutional and 
individual partners in the region. The report has tried 
to integrate multiple perspectives on the roles and 
contributions of non-state actors in education.

For all countries except India, country studies analysed 
issues of provision, regulation, finance and influence, 
covering all levels of education to the extent possible. 
All country studies included brief research reviews, 
analysis of policy and legislative documents, descriptive 
analysis using secondary data sets or reports, and 
state and non-state stakeholder perspectives through 
interviews or surveys.

Five thematic studies were also developed. Four focused 
primarily on India: on low-fee private schools; regulation 
of school education and supplementary tuition; public–
private partnerships in skills development; and teacher 
education (which also covered Afghanistan and Nepal). 
One study focused on ancillary services in Pakistan.

The regional report partners interviewed and engaged 
with a diverse set of national and local actors at various 
levels of education, focusing particularly on education 
providers, government officials, experts and academics, 
teachers, parents, students, and other non-state actors 
(Table 1.2). Collectively, the partners conducted over 
450 interviews and 4 focus group discussions for their 
research. Surveys on perceptions of desired roles of 
non-state actors in education were collected from 

TABLE 1.2
Types of non-state actors engaged by partners in the preparation of this report

Actors

Government officials National and local officials

Teachers Public and private school teachers; teacher trainees

Other non-state actors Foundations; business leaders; civil society organizations; religious authorities

Parents and students

Experts and academics 

Providers

Direct services 

Ancillary services

Early childhood education centres; primary and secondary schools: founders and administrators, budget private schools and 
franchise school owners, not-for-profit foundations, private school associations; tertiary institutions; TVET institutions

Tutoring centres and tutors; teacher training institutions; language training centres; school meal providers; technology and 
mobile phone firms
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some 250 state and non-state respondents. In Pakistan, 
720 students of 36 state and non-state schools in 
3 provinces were assessed to include primary learning 
outcome data comparing public and private schools. 
In India, over 1,000 budget private school proprietors 
were surveyed to understand their characteristics and 
their relationship with the regulatory system in which 
they operate. Over 500 teachers and individuals involved 
in teacher training institutions in India were surveyed 
to understand their views of their experiences of 
professional development and needs.

The report discusses various dimensions of non-state 
activity in education. Chapter 2 maps types of education 
service provision at various levels of education. 
It describes why non-state actors have come to play 
such a wide range of roles in South Asia, looking at 
both aspirations and government capacity. The chapter 
then discusses key ancillary services, such as private 
tutoring, textbooks, technology and support services, 
to highlight the scale and scope of their involvement.

Chapter 3 reviews the evidence on the impact of 
non-state activity, with reference to equity, quality 
and innovation, at individual and system level, 
highlighting trends.

Chapter 4 provides an overview of governance and 
regulation before describing implementation issues 
and the challenges encountered when education does 
not fall under government oversight. It documents 
provider perspectives on how they experience the 
government’s regulatory reach.

Chapter 5 describes financing, highlighting the 
inadequacy of public funding, the role of donors and 
philanthropies, and the significant contributions 
of households.

Chapter 6 concludes with recommendations, adapting 
those of the global report to the South Asia context. 
It describes critical factors for the future, including 
collaboration with non-state actors and the need for 
more trust in government, which will require efforts 
to develop capacity for governance, regulation 
and financing.
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Ten-year-old Ramya, left, and a classmate 

walk home after school in the Tamil 

settlement of Sangamam Gramam in 

the eastern Ampara District, Sri Lanka.

CREDIT: UNICEF/Pietrasik

C H A P T E R   2  •  Provision 20



2
CHAPTER

C H A P T E R   2  •  Provision  21

Provision



K E Y  M E S S AG E S
	� Parental aspirations have largely driven recent growth in enrolment in private, especially unaided,  

institutions. A survey found that 73% of parents in India chose private schools because public schools 
did not meet quality standards, 12% because they offered English-medium education and 10% because  
public schools were not available.

	� Faith-based education provision aims to preserve cultural and religious values. In Pakistan, 4.1 million students 
in 2017/18 studied in more than 31,000 religious schools, representing 8% of overall enrolment.

	� Early childhood care and education provision is dominated by non-state providers. The private sector is  
often the main provider at this level in many countries, accounting for 93% in the Islamic Republic of Iran  
and 71% in Sri Lanka.

	� Non-state provision in tertiary education has expanded in India and Pakistan due to a marked policy 
shift in the 1980s away from the post-independence strategy of expanding higher education through 
public institutions.

	� Expansion of participation in technical and vocational education and training in the region is driven by an 
increase in private for-profit provision and public–private partnerships. Institutions managed by non-state 
actors in this sector doubled from 3,000 to more than 6,000 in Bangladesh between 2012 and 2019, while 
there are only some 900 state-managed institutions.

	� Non-state actors are heavily involved in teacher education in the region. More than 90% of the 32,751 
recognized pre-service teacher education institutions in India were privately funded and running on student 
fees in 2020.

	� Private tutoring is highly prevalent, partly due to quality concerns but primarily because of the competitive 
formal education and employment landscape. In Sri Lanka, the percentage of households spending on private 
tutoring increased between 1995/96 and 2016 from 41% to 65% for urban households and from 19% to 62% 
for rural households.

	� Large-scale textbook, tutoring and technology providers are blurring boundaries, aiming to be one-stop 
shops that provide both online and offline education. In Pakistan, a franchise model of tutoring is prevalent, 
with companies or academies running schools and tuition centres, and developing their own curriculum 
and textbooks.
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While South Asia has the world’s largest share of 
enrolment in private institutions today, the history 

of state and non-state education in the region is 
complex. Politics has played a major role in the expansion 
and contraction of public education. Public education 
provision was once dominant. Non-state providers have 
moved in to fill gaps in provision. Governments have 
taken over, worked with or struggled to accommodate 
non-state education providers. Private institutions that 
receive little or no government assistance have expanded 
remarkably. Today’s non-state education service 
providers defy easy categorization. Institutions may 
or may not be owned by the government, while their 
governance and financing lie on a continuum of forms. 
The boundaries are not always clear and relationships 
between the state and non-state providers vary 
according to type and function.

This chapter describes the diversity of non-state direct 
provision of schooling, including teacher education, and 
the reasons behind it. It then maps the landscape of 
ancillary services, including tutoring, textbook provision 
and education technology, and the types of institutions 
that engage in their provision.

Before introducing these different forms of non-state 
provision, it is important to recall that historically there 
have also been movements in the opposite direction, 
with governments taking over several education 
systems in the 1970s. The Bangladeshi government took 
over primary schools in 1974 to centralize education 
provision. In Maldives, the government first started 
bringing community schools under government 
regulation in the 1940s, transitioning from the 1980s 
onwards into a government-provided primary and 
secondary school system. In 2005, all community 
schools were given the opportunity to become fully 
fledged government schools; by 2019, community 
schools were just 5% of the total (Shougee and Shareef, 
2022). In Nepal, the first major policy reform that 
sought to create a unified system of public education 
was initiated in 1971. The quest to increase central 
government responsibility was particularly significant 
in terms of teacher provisioning but also led to local 
interest groups losing influence in schooling (Joshi, 
2014c). Pakistan nationalized 3,000 schools in the 
1970s, allowing only a select few English-medium 
non-state schools to operate (ITA, 2022).

There is wide diversity in non-state education provision....................................... 24

Non-state provision grew to satisfy demand for more, better and 
more appropriate education........................................................................................... 25

Non-state provision has also expanded in 
non-compulsory education.............................................................................................. 31

Private tutoring is a prevalent and growing phenomenon 
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Textbook provision varies for public and private institutions......................... 38

Education technology providers have expanded rapidly.................................. 39

School meals are provided in partnership with a range of 
non-state actors...................................................................................................................40

Conclusion..................................................................................................................................... 42
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THERE IS WIDE DIVERSITY IN 
NON-STATE EDUCATION PROVISION

Non-state providers are diverse, with unique 
characteristics, enrolment shares and operation 

modes. Using administrative records and supporting 
information, this report classifies primary and 
secondary schools in each country based on financing, 

management and ownership, the last being the main 
criterion that helps distinguish between state and 
non-state schools (Table 2.1). In India and Pakistan, about 
35% of students are enrolled in non-state, independent 
schools that do not receive any public funds (Figure 2.1). 
The complexity of institutional arrangements multiplies 
at other education levels.

TABLE 2.1
Typology of state and non-state primary and secondary schools in South Asia

State-owned schools Non-state-owned schools

State-managed
and -funded

Non-state-managed 
or -funded

State-funded Non-state-funded Other schools

Afghanistan State Private, religious, 
community-based, 
home-based

Unregistered

Bangladesh Government primary, 
newly nationalized 
primary, experimental

Alia madrasas, including 
primary (ebtedayee); 
lower secondary (dakhil); 
upper secondary (alim)

Registered non-
government primary, 
community, Reaching 
Out-of-School Children 
project, shishy kollyan

Non-registered non-
government primary, NGO

Unregistered 
qawmi madrasas

Bhutan State Autonomous, central 
residential 

State monastic Private, private 
international, 
private monastic

India Central and state 
government, railway, 
Kendriya Vidyalaya, 
Navodaya Vidyalaya, 
Tibetan, madrasas

Adopt-a-School Government-aided
state-funded madrasas

Private unaided Unregistered or 
unrecognized private 
schools and madrasas

Iran, Isl. Rep. Public, Nemoneh Mardomi Semi-private Private, including non-
profit and international

Unlicensed

Maldives State For-profit private
Community

Nepal Community, mobile for 
migratory communities

Community-managed, 
community teacher-
aided and partially aided, 
community unaided

Religious – 
madrasas (Islamic), gumbas 
(Buddhist), gurukuls (Hindu)

Institutional – private trust, 
public trust, for-profit 
company; international

Unregistered institutional, 
unregistered madrasas, 
Buddhist and Hindu

Pakistan State, Adopt-a-School 
(Sindh Education 
Foundation)

Public support programme 
(Punjab), EMO programme

Foundation Assisted 
Schools (Punjab); self-
assisted, existing support, 
Middle and High School 
Programme (Sindh); 
New School Programme, 
Promoting Private Schools 
in Rural Sindh; School 
Support Programme 
(Islamabad Capital 
Territory); community – 
girls, model, Balochistan 
Education Foundation

Private (low-fee or elite), 
deeni madaris

Unregistered private

Sri Lanka Provincial and national 
state, assisted

International NGO 
supported

Buddhist (pirivenas), Islamic 
(madrasas, ahadiyas), special

Private, international Unregistered private, 
unregistered Islamic

Notes: The terms used are based on local usage. NGO = non-governmental organization, EMO = Education Management Organization.
Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the PEER country profiles on non-state actors in education.
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In India and Pakistan, about 35% of students are enrolled in non-state, independent schools 
that do not receive any public funds

FIGURE 2.1 : 
India and Pakistan have the largest shares of private independent school enrolment
Share of enrolment by type of primary and secondary school, 2020 or latest available year
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Sources: Ministry of Education (Afghanistan, 2019); BANBEIS (Bangladesh, 2020); Annual Education Statistics (Bhutan, 2020); UDISE (India, 2019/20), 
Flash Report (Nepal, 2019/20), Education Statistics (Pakistan, 2017/18); School Census (Sri Lanka, 2020); School Statistics (Maldives, 2019); Statistical 
Centre (Iran, Isl. Rep., 2020).

NON-STATE PROVISION GREW TO SATISFY 
DEMAND FOR MORE, BETTER AND MORE 
APPROPRIATE EDUCATION

The variety of non-state education provision in South 
Asia has resulted from three main factors: household 
responses to the limited availability and low quality of 
public education, non-state actors’ responses to crises, 
and historical circumstances related to religion and 
culture. All three have been affected by past and present 
political decisions to expand public education systems.

Aspirations have driven recent growth in private 
education provision

In recent years, private institutions have expanded 
substantially in many countries. In Bangladesh, most 

private school growth has happened at the primary level: 
29,000 privately owned schools called kindergarten 
schools represent 22% of the total. According to the 
Kindergarten Unity Council, the number of privately 
run kindergarten schools was over 60,000 before the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, which implies that a 
large share of these schools are not registered (BRAC, 
2022). In India, 67,000 of the 97,000 schools established 
since 2014 have been private and unaided (Figure 2.2). 
In the Islamic Republic of Iran, the number of non-state 
elementary schools tripled from 3,400 to 10,100 between 
2008 and 2018 (Paivandi, 2022).

At one end of the cost spectrum are low-fee private 
schools, a term used widely albeit without a clear 
definition. In India, several studies have highlighted 
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the marked growth of such budget schools, while 
defining them quite differently in their analyses: for 
instance, relating their fees to the minimum daily 
wage, per capita income or government per-pupil 
expenditure. Drawing from nationally representative 
data sets from the National Sample Survey, the Annual 
Status of Education Report and the District Information 
System for Education, one study found major growth 
in cheaper schools between 2010/11 and 2014/15. 
The median annual fee was about 10% of the annual 
minimum wage of daily wage labourers (and less 
than 4% in Uttar Pradesh). For 26% of rural students, 
the monthly fees were below the daily minimum wage 
(Kingdon, 2020). Nationally representative data from 
2018 showed that 46% of private school students paid 
less than INR 500 a month in fees and 70% paid less 
than INR 1,000 a month (about US$15), suggesting 
that the majority of the large private schooling sector 
is low-fee (Central Square Foundation, 2020).

A survey of 1,052 recognized and unrecognized schools 
in five Indian states (Andhra Pradesh, Assam, Haryana, 
Jammu and Kashmir, and Telangana), conducted for this 
report and drawing from the 60,000 members of the 
National Independent Schools Alliance, found that most 
of the cheaper private schools surveyed were established 
in the early 2000s. The scale of these institutions was 
typically small: two thirds were established by individuals 
in the community and 80% of school owners had only 
one school in operation. While the bulk of the schools 
charged similar fees, there were many outliers; the 
widest fee range and the highest fees were observed in 
Telangana. The median monthly primary school charged 
INR 500 in Jammu and Kashmir, INR 750 in Haryana, 
INR 900 in Andhra Pradesh and INR 1,500 in Telangana. 
Fees were typically higher at higher levels of education. 
In Andhra Pradesh, the median preschool charged INR 
700 while the median secondary school charged INR 
1,600 (Centre for Civil Society, 2022) (Figure 2.3).

FIGURE 2.2: 
Out of all new schools established in India, 7 in 10 are private independent schools
Share of new schools established, by type, states/union territories of India, 2014–19
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Source: Unified District Information System for Education Plus (UDISE+) 2019-20.

 

In Bangladesh, most private school growth has happened at the primary level: 29,000 
privately owned schools called kindergarten schools represent 22% of the total
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FIGURE 2.3: 
Fee ranges of private schools in India vary widely by state and grade
Monthly fees charged by private schools, by education level, selected states in India, 2021
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Notes: The coloured bar represents the distribution of school fees from the 25th to the 75th percentile. For example, in Andhra Pradesh, the median 
primary school in the bottom half of the distribution charged INR 600, while the median school in the top half of the distribution charged INR 1,850. 
The x sign represents the mean fee charged. The lines show the minimum and maximum values, excluding outliers, which are shown with dots.
Source: Centre for Civil Society (2022).
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In Nepal, most private schools are registered as 
company schools and are mainly for profit (Bhatta and 
Pherali, 2017). In Pakistan, low-cost private schooling 
has flourished since the 1990s in both urban and rural 
areas. In the early 2000s, private schools charged fees 
ranging from US$3 to US$200 per month (Andrabi et al., 
2008). Public–private partnerships – formal long-term 
commitments between the state and non-state 
actors – have become more common in education 
but the model followed in Pakistan is unique in its 
scale and comprehensiveness. It has gone through 
several stages since the grant-in-aid system was 
suspended in 1972. Foundations in all provinces target 
children of lower socioeconomic status. The largest, 
the Punjab Education Foundation, caters for over 
2.1 million students, followed by the Sindh Education 
Foundation with 0.5 million students (ITA, 2022).

Unregistered schools are common. In Bangladesh, 
official records suggest over 360,000 students are 
enrolled in non-registered primary institutions. 
In India in 2020, there were about 29,600 unrecognized 
schools educating 3.8 million students. This may be 
an underestimate, given differences in the quality 
of record-keeping at the state level (Kingdon, 2020). 
An assessment of low-cost private schools in Pakistan in 
2015 found that 18% of primary, 14% of lower secondary 
and 4% of upper secondary schools were unregistered. 
A survey indicated that two thirds of the 5,000 private 
schools in Rawalpindi city were not registered. 
According to the 2016/17 Private School Census, some 
54,000 private schools offered pre-primary education 
in Punjab province under various categorizations, such 
as pre-nursery, nursery and prep. The majority of 
programmes operated as unregulated entities, without 
government supervision and oversight (ITA, 2022).

Quality, distance and status considerations determine 
parental choices. In 2014, a survey found that 73% of 
parents in India chose private schools because public 
schools did not meet quality standards, 12% because 
they sought English-medium education (Box 2.1) 
and 10% because public schools were not available 
(Central Square Foundation, 2020). Distance to school 
was important in poor neighbourhoods, where public 
schools were lacking and parents were concerned for 
their children’s safety, for instance in Delhi (Mousumi 

and Kusakabe, 2019). Few studies include data that 
identify whether parents’ choices are motivated by social 
status differences between public and private schools. 
In Nepal, public school parents were much more likely 
than private school parents to agree that parents chose 
private schools for social status reasons (Joshi, 2014b).

An analysis of the preferences of 4,400 parents from 
low-income households across eight cities in India 
found that over 86% of the children were enrolled in 
a budget private school or would expect to transition 
to one in grade 1. The main choice criteria included 
English-medium instruction, schools’ ability to provide 
classes beyond pre-primary, proximity to home, 
and education quality proxies such as school reputation 
(Irfan et al., 2017). A longitudinal study of 14,000 children 
aged 4 to 8 living in rural areas of Assam, Rajasthan 
and Telangana states found that parents perceived 
private preschools as better than public ones, although 
they acknowledged that teachers at anganwadis – rural 
government childcare centres – were better trained 
(Kaul et al., 2017).

At the other end of the fee spectrum, some schools 
cater for the elite, part of a growing global trend: The 
number of schools that provide international curricula 
and use English as a medium of instruction increased 
from 2,600 in 2000 to 11,600 in 2020 (ISC Research, 
2020). In India, the number of international schools 
grew by 45% between 2013 and 2018 and enrolment 
by 70% (Cook, 2018). In Pakistan, the government 
subsidizes elite schools with capital and by reducing the 
amount required for duties (Khattak, 2014). In Sri Lanka, 
enrolment in international schools outside of Ministry 
of Education jurisdiction doubled between 2012 and 
2019 (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022).

Franchising models have developed to cash in 
on established brands and expand. In Pakistan, 
the Beaconhouse Group evolved from a single private 
school in Lahore to more than 750 establishments in 
Pakistan and in eight other countries. Its division The 
Educators has over 200,000 students from pre-primary 
to secondary in more than 600 schools across 200 towns 
and cities in Pakistan. It has become one of the world’s 
largest private school networks and has moved into 
other education services (Malik and Hussain, 2022).

 

In 2014, a survey found that 73% of parents in India chose private schools because public 
schools did not meet quality standards
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In Sri Lanka, networks of international schools, such 
as Lyceum, have highly competitive admissions, teach 
an international curriculum and expect students to 
study at higher education institutions abroad. A study 
conducted in four international schools in Sri Lanka 
showed that, in addition to English language and fluency, 
foreign curricula and certification mattered to parents. 
They also perceived access to education technology 
and online resources as beneficial. International 
schools offered flexibility in subject choices and 
parents said they thought their children’s education, 
general knowledge and social skills were markedly 
better than those of their public school counterparts 
(Wettewa, 2015). But a major concern is their use of 
foreign curricula, which produces a generation of Sri 
Lankans with knowledge about the outside world but 

little awareness of Sri Lankan history, culture and 
geography (Wettewa, 2016; Wettewa and Bagnall, 2017).

In Nepal, too, private schools which began as individual 
institutions have gradually merged into chain or 
network schools, such as the Little Angels’ School 
system or the 11-institution Kathmandu Model College 
network, which has secondary, higher secondary and 
post-secondary programmes (Bhatta and Pherali, 
2017). The Chaudhary Group of Schools, established in 
2006/07, partnered with the India-based Manipal Group 
in 2009 and acquired schools that were operating as 
Campion schools. In the third year of the partnership, 
the Manipal primary and secondary school component 
was acquired by the London-based Pearson Group. When 
this partnership was terminated, the Campion schools 

BOX 2.1 : 

The use of English as the medium of instruction in private schools is viewed as a passport to privilege in South Asia

English functions as a symbol of class in the region due to a long colonial history and globalization. It also serves as a major linking language across 
peoples from diverse linguistic backgrounds. English-medium schools have been a way to maintain an elite system, perpetuating class structures 
in India (Nambissan, 2021), Nepal (Khanal and Kapilvastu, 2020), Pakistan (Haidar, 2017; Rahman, 2005) and Sri Lanka.

Throughout the colonial period, elite populations in India were products of expensive English-medium schools. Even in the 1970s, the majority of 
recruits of the prestigious Indian Administrative Service had attended English-medium schools. In the 1990s, the middle class began shifting in 
large numbers from public to private institutions, which proliferated especially due to the use of English-medium education and the downsizing 
of the public sector with liberalization policies (Nambissan, 2009). Parents value English because they perceive it as boosting their children’s 
advantage in labour market competition.

Language of instruction is contentious in Sri Lanka. A 1998 education reform emphasized English education, but scholars and activists objected 
to this, citing a need to preserve Sinhala and Tamil. Ironically, resistance to English limits English usage and proficiency to the select few who 
attend elite schools (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022). A key driving force behind the choice of international schools, besides access to education 
technology, international curriculum and flexibility, is the use of English and how it enhances future prospects (Wettewa, 2015). 

Evidence of language discrimination in high-stakes examinations in India suggests real consequences for not going to English-medium institutions. 
While there is a choice of language, question papers for some high-stakes examinations, including for the civil service and university admission, 
seem to be initially drafted in English, then poorly translated into other languages, putting non-English-speaking candidates at a disadvantage 
(Khan, 2021). Over time, fewer candidates have been taking the examinations in national languages. It is estimated that only 40 candidates who 
took the Indian civil service examination in 2018/19 wrote in Indian languages, of whom 17 chose Hindi (Khan, 2021). In 2019, Jawaharlal Nehru 
University, one of the only top-tier universities that still allowed students to take the admissions test in Hindi, changed the admissions test to 
English only (Jangid, 2019). The dominance of English usage means that members of disadvantaged social groups, such as Dalit and Madhesi 
communities in Nepal and scheduled caste and tribe members in India, are under-represented among successful candidates as they are likely to 
attend public schools (Sunam and Shrestha, 2019).

 

Globally, the number of schools that provide international curricula and use English  
as a medium of instruction increased from 2,600 in 2000 to 11,600 in 2020
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and the Chandbagh School came under CG Education 
management (Bhatta and Pherali, 2017). The Samata 
Foundation has 80 low-fee schools that charge less than 
US$1 per month and educate some 60,000 students. 
The fees cover only 25% of total expenses, with national 
and international donors contributing the rest (Institute 
of Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

Non-state providers have stepped in to support 
education in periods of crisis

Crisis periods can provide a role for non-state actors 
in education in certain contexts, as shown by two 
large, non-formal education systems that sprang up 
during crises and later were gradually mainstreamed. 
In Afghanistan, after the end of the first Taliban regime 
in 2001, a community-based education system grew 
in response to major barriers to access for girls and for 
children in remote areas. The system expanded with 
significant international support. By 2015, it enrolled 
334,000 or 5% of all primary education students, thanks 
to further support from local government, communities 
and NGOs. In 2018, a policy was developed to formalize 
the system: The National Education Strategic Plan 
2017–21 envisaged expanding the system in the short 
term before scaling it down by 2030 (Afghanistan 
Ministry of Education, 2016; Bakshi, 2020).

In Bangladesh, just as the government was nationalizing 
schools in the early 1970s, several NGOs began 
work in rural areas to address the consequences of 
the 1970 cyclone and 1971 liberation war; this work 
included non-formal education programmes. By the 
early 2000s, these NGOs reached 1.5 million, or 9% of 
all primary education students. About 70% of those 
attending NGO schools were girls (CAMPE, 2005). 
The system was gradually formalized, with NGO school 
students participating in primary education graduation 
examinations from the early 2010s, enabling them 
to transition to formal secondary education. In 2014, 
the government brought 30,000 schools fully under 
its control (BRAC, 2022). By 2018, the system had 
contracted to 674,000 students, which represented less 
than 4% of total enrolment (Bangladesh Directorate of 
Primary Education, 2019).

Faith-based institutions help preserve cultural 
and religious values

In South Asia, much like in the rest of the world, 
faith-based education formed the historical basis of 
learning (Kumar, 2020). Vidya Bharati, which operates 
over 12,000 schools in India, is one of the world’s 
largest private school networks. It emphasizes 
Hindu identity and retains strong ties with the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (Bhatty and Sundar, 2020). 
Muslim-majority countries continue to support and 
promote faith-based schools. In Bangladesh, formal 
aliya madrasas include hybrid religious and secular 
education, encouraged by a state subsidy, while qawmi 
madrasas are non-formal and usually mosque-based 
(Roy et al., 2020). In Pakistan, 4.1 million students 
in 2017/18 were studying in more than 31,000 deeni 
madaris (religious schools), representing 8% of overall 
enrolment (Pakistan NEMIS and AEPAM, 2021). 
However, the exact number of these privately operated 
schools is difficult to ascertain due to the lack of a 
sufficiently rigorous registration process (ITA, 2022).

Religious school choice is linked to income, access 
to other options, parental education and religious 
motivations. Analysis of school choice in 12 districts 
of rural Bangladesh found that madrasa enrolment 
fell as household income increased, and that more 
religious households were more likely to send their 
children to madrasas (Asadullah et al., 2015; Asadullah 
and Chaudhury, 2016). In Pakistan, parents with fewer 
years of formal schooling were more likely to enrol 
their children in madrasas than in other private schools 
(Siddiqui, 2017). Madrasas provide boarding, food, 
textbooks, clothing and other necessities (Anjum, 2017).

Many religious education institutions are unregistered; 
they are often unwilling to follow government 
auditing and curriculum requirements. In India, 
an estimated 4,139 unrecognized madrasas educate over 
500,000 students. In Nepal, there is a prevalence of 
unregistered madrasas and Buddhist and Hindu schools. 
Up to 3,000 madrasas may be operating unregistered 
while about 1,000 are registered (Rajbanshi, 2019; Taylor, 
2021). In Bangladesh, non-state, independent madrasas 
are often unregistered. Sri Lanka has an estimated 

 

In Afghanistan, after the end of the first Taliban regime in 2001, a community-based 
education system grew in response to major barriers to access for girls and for children 
in remote areas
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1,000+ madrasas that are not registered with the 
government and face threats of closure.

In Bhutan, by contrast, faith-based schools are on 
the decline. Roughly 5% of the student population in 
Bhutan consists of Buddhist monks, a remnant of the 
dominant form of monastic education in the 16th and 
17th centuries. The government funds some monasteries 
and the Central Monastic Body receives a per-student 
monthly subsidy to cover the monks’ living and other 
costs. Private monasteries also educate some monks 
but there are no reliable statistics on the scale of these 
institutions. Recent modifications to the monastic 
curriculum have included the addition of English and 
new curriculum plans developed by the Central Monastic 
Body in cooperation with UNICEF and the Ministry 
of Education. Unlike monks, nuns primarily study in 
institutions that are supported by private donations and 
local foundations, such as the Bhutan Nuns Foundation 
(Schofield and Roder, 2022).

NON-STATE PROVISION HAS ALSO EXPANDED 
IN NON-COMPULSORY EDUCATION

While South Asia stands out as having a particularly high 
share of enrolment in non-state primary and secondary 
education, such participation is also high at other levels 
of education, even if not always the highest in the world.

Early childhood provision has been dominated by 
non-state providers

Inadequate supply of services in early childhood care 
and education (ECCE) has led non-state actors to enter 
the sector to meet demand. In Bangladesh, just over half 
the children in pre-primary education attend various 
types of non-state institutions, including registered 
non-government schools, private kindergartens, 
NGO schools and private religious schools (Bhatta et al., 
2020); the other half, about 47% of children, attend 
government primary schools offering pre-primary 
classes, which represented 59% of all institutions.

In the Islamic Republic of Iran, 93% of ECCE services 
are provided by the private sector or businesses, 
but even public kindergartens require some payment, 
which can be a barrier to entry for many parents 
(Sharifian, 2018). In Sri Lanka, private organizations 
or individuals provide 71% of ECCE services, 
including preschools, childcare or day-care centres, 
and integrated centres with both preschool and 
childcare facilities (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022).

NGOs also play an important role in promoting access 
to ECCE, especially for children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. In Afghanistan, three types of ECCE 
exist: private centres in urban areas, NGO-organized 
pre-primary education, mostly in rural areas; and 
religious pre-primary education centres. The Robani 
Foundation, an NGO, has established mobile ECCE 
centres in collaboration with the government ECCE 
directorate. A driver and two female employees go 
to internally displaced populations’ and returnees’ 
camps and gather children for two to three hours. 
The government pays the mobile centres’ operational 
costs (Hatsaandh, 2022).

In India, the NGO Pratham provides early childhood 
education programmes directly to families and also 
supports government programmes, such as anganwadi 
centres or preschool classes in government schools. 
In 2020/21, 492,000 children benefited from these 
services, of whom 92,000 participated in direct 
services, while the rest benefited through government 
partnerships (Pratham, 2022; Rao et al., 2021).

In Pakistan, the private sector is the largest provider 
of organized ECCE provision but the lack of public 
supply has also led several NGOs to provide ECCE 
services, particularly in rural areas (Khan, 2018). ITA, 
The Citizens Foundation and CARE Foundation have 
worked in 26,000 schools and provided services to over 
250,000 children (Saeed and Bari, 2021). The Aga Khan 
Education Services offers four-year early childhood 
education programmes, combining two years of 

 

In Pakistan, 4.1 million students in 2017/18 were studying in more than 31,000 deeni madaris 

 

In the Islamic Republic of Iran, 93% of ECCE services are provided by the private sector 
or businesses 
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pre-primary with grades 1 and 2 to ensure readiness 
for learning (Khan, 2018).

Bhutan has the region’s lowest pre-primary gross 
enrolment ratio, with only a third of children enrolled. 
Privately owned centres represent about 20% of ECCE 
provision for 3- to 5-year-olds, catering for families in 
urban areas. Community-based centres in rural areas 
are supported by various actors, including national civil 
society organizations and international NGOs such as 
Save the Children (Pisani et al., 2017; Rao et al., 2020).

In Nepal, early childhood education has one of the 
region’s highest share of private institutions in total 
enrolment. There are two main types: privately run 
kindergartens, located in urban areas and serving 2- 
to 5-year-olds, and community-based centres, some 
supported by NGOs and others by the government and 
local communities, for children under 4. Communities 
provide space and facilitators for the second type of 
centre. While government-established centres are 
free, community-based centres run by NGOs receive 
contributions from parents in addition to government 
and NGO funding. In 2017, more than 30,000 of 
about 36,000 ECCE institutions were community 
centres (Béteille et al., 2020; Institute of Integrated 
Development Studies, 2022).

While non-state actors fill important gaps in ECCE 
service provision, there is also one particular type of 
service where more could be done to meet demand: 
work-based childcare (Box 2.2).

Non-state provision in tertiary education has expanded 
due to weak public supply

The growth of non-state suppliers is commonly 
explained as a response to demand for 
‘different’, ‘better’ or ‘more’ tertiary education. 
It is accordingly associated with three main types 
of non-state institutions: religious-cultural, elite, 
and demand-absorbing, a term commonly used to 
describe the mass of smaller, non-denominational 
institutions (Levy, 2006; Pachuashvili, 2009). With some 
exceptions, the bulk of non-state provision development 
in South Asia corresponds to the third type.

In Afghanistan, non-state tertiary provision was illegal 
until 2006 (Hayward and Babury, 2015), but then 
rapidly increased to amount to over half of enrolment 
in 2020. Most of the increase could be explained 
by lack of supply – over half of upper secondary 
graduates were left without places in free public 
universities. As the government struggled to keep 
up with increasing demand, non-state universities 
filled the gap, particularly in urban centres (Saif, 
2018). In the Islamic Republic of Iran, non-state actors 
were invited to participate in education due to the 
gap between public supply and growing demand 
(Paivandi, 2022). In India and Pakistan, the non-state 
sector has rapidly increased since the 1990s due to 
a combination of growing demand, limited public 
funding and a marked policy shift in the 1980s away 
from the post-independence strategy of expanding 
higher education through public institutions (Ravi et al., 
2019; Sedgwick, 2007; Varghese and Panigrahi, 2019).

In Bhutan and Sri Lanka, the share of private institutions 
in tertiary enrolment is about 12%, the lowest in the 
region. Still, limited government capacity, tightening 
of public budgets and fear over high levels of brain 
drain have led both countries to ask non-state 
providers for support (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022; 
Schofield and Roder, 2022). In Bhutan, where 25% of 
the tertiary student population is enrolled abroad, 
the policy target is to double the number of private 
colleges from two to four and to increase the share 
of non-state enrolment to 15% by 2027 (Schofield 
and Roder, 2022). In Sri Lanka, the first non-state 
higher education course was recognized in 2000 and 
non-state participation has since gradually increased, 
going from 5% of students in 2012 to 12% in 2020.

In some countries, a more recent push by the 
government to increase public spending and supply 
has reversed the trend. In Nepal, the limited capacity 
of the country’s only university in the early 1980s 
opened the doors for the establishment of non-state 
campuses, both community- and privately managed. 
The non-state sector grew considerably until 2013, 
coinciding with a decline in public spending at this 
level. Since then, the share of government spending 
has slowly risen again and the share of enrolment in 

 

In Nepal, early childhood education has one of the region’s highest share of private 
institutions in total enrolment
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non-state institutions has fallen from 65% in 2013 to 
37% in 2020 (Institute of Integrated Development 
Studies, 2022). In Bangladesh, there was rapid 
growth in non-state enrolment after 1992, when the 
first non-state higher education institutions were 
allowed to operate – but the share fell from 63% in 
2000 to 36% in 2020 (Ahmed, 2015; UIS, 2021).

The use of English attracts students to non-state 
tertiary institutions in the region. In Sri Lanka, the focus 
of non-state institutions on graduates’ English language 
skills has been identified as an advantage relative to 
public institutions (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022). 
In Pakistan, wealthier families often prefer to send 
their children to English-language private universities 
rather than the predominantly Urdu-language public 
institutions (Zubairi et al., 2021). In Bangladesh, English 
has become the prevailing medium of instruction, used 
in over 100 non-state universities, while Bangla is the 
norm in public institutions (Karim et al., 2021). Non-state 
institutions aim to promote internationalization and 

student employability, but this approach can exacerbate 
inequality, as those with low English skills struggle 
to learn and socialize (Sultana, 2014). English-only 
policies may also compromise education quality in 
non-state institutions, since many professors are not 
sufficiently proficient in English (Karim et al., 2021).

The establishment of tertiary institutions by religious 
groups in the region is historically tied to governments. 
In India, the country’s first central university, Banaras 
Hindu University, was established in 1916 with the goal of 
preserving and popularizing Hindu thought and culture. 
Such links remain strong to this day. In 2021, Tamil Nadu 
state opened three colleges under the Hindu Religious 
and Charitable Endowments Department and ruled that 
only Hindus could be employed by them (The Hindu, 
2021; Times of India, 2021). The Indian government 
protects the rights of six recognized religious minorities 
to establish their own higher education institutions, 
which may reserve up to 50% of spots for students from 
their communities (Journals of India, 2020). Catholic 

 

In Afghanistan, non-state tertiary provision was illegal until 2006 but then rapidly increased 
to amount to over half of enrolment in 2020

BOX 2.2: 

Employer-based ECCE centres have not managed to meet high levels of demand

Employer-based ECCE services and incentives include childcare vouchers, subsidies, breastfeeding support and on- or off-site childcare centres 
run or sponsored by the employer. Employers providing childcare programmes can benefit from tax incentives through deductions or credits, and 
from subsidies, in-kind support and a positive public image (IFC, 2019; UNESCO, 2020). Laws require at least some employers to support or provide 
childcare for their employees in 26 of 189 countries. In Bangladesh, the Labour Act of 2006 (Chapter 8, Section 94) states that any establishment 
with 40 or more female workers is required to have a room for children under 6 to be managed by women with expertise in childcare (ILO, 2006).  
In Bhutan, work-based childcare centres involve a partnership between companies, UNICEF and the Ministry of Education (Tshomo, 2017).

India’s Maternity Benefit Act (1961, 2017 amendment) requires all employers with 50 or more employees to provide childcare services for children 
under age 5 on company premises or in the employees’ community. The government provides tax incentives, implementation guidelines and 
sanctions for non-compliance, but employers say they lack guidance on quality issues, such as curriculum, standards and selection of third-party 
providers (IFC and Bright Horizons, 2019). In the Islamic Republic of Iran, the National Labour Law (Division 4, Section 78) states that workplaces 
employing women shall set up children’s care centres, such as day nurseries, kindergartens or similar childcare, depending on the age of the child; 
however, there are few of these types of ECCE services and they charge fees (Sharifian, 2018).

In Sri Lanka, the 1939 Maternity Benefits Ordinance obliges employers ‘with a prescribed number of women workers’ to establish and maintain 
a crèche (IFC et al., 2018). With the nationalization of schooling in the 1970s, free education services were extended to schools on tea estates, 
which existed because they were compelled to provide some option for childcare during work hours. The crèches usually were operated by a 
young woman with secondary education who was given basic training. When the plantations were privatized in 1992, crèches evolved into child 
development centres. In practice, employers tend to outsource ECCE services to private preschool providers. Some employers have developed  
a ‘workplace consortium model’ to share operational costs (Warnasuriya et al., 2020).
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congregations run over 400 colleges and 3 universities 
(UCA News, 2018). There are institutions funded and 
managed privately by the Sikh, Jain (Lexlife, 2020; 
Maes, 2021) and Muslim communities (Bisht, 2018).

Minority religious groups, such as the Bahá’í community, 
often struggle to meet their education needs (Box 2.3). 
In Pakistan, minority groups have long fought, mostly 
unsuccessfully, for policies to increase their access to 
higher education. In 2018, the government rejected 
a bill that proposed a quota for religious minorities 
in all public and private higher education institutions 
(Pakistan Today, 2018). In 2020, Punjab became the 
first province to set a quota for students from religious 
minorities (Khan, 2020). Although legislation prohibits 
religious discrimination, minority religious leaders 
have denounced discriminatory practices, including 
the obligation for students to declare their religious 
affiliation on application forms (USDOS, 2021). In this 
context, several religious minorities, including Christians 
in Lahore and Ahmadis in Rabwah, have set up their 
own institutions (Mehfooz, 2021; OFPRA, 2019). Still, 
the government maintains a strong presence in many 
of them. A report has claimed that three of the five 
Christian colleges nationalized in 1972 remained under 
government control. In 2021, the Supreme Court ruled 
for nationalization of Edwardes College Peshawar, 
a missionary institution, leading to a strong pushback by 
the Christian community (Chaudhry, 2021).

Non-state provision is dominant and informal in TVET
Participation in technical and vocational education and 
training (TVET) programmes has consistently increased 
in recent years, with substantial non-state contributions. 
Enrolment in short-term training programmes in India 
nearly quadrupled between 2011 and 2016 to reach 
more than 8 million learners. In Bangladesh, enrolment 
in formal training almost doubled from 2009 to 2015. 
In Pakistan, access to vocational programmes under 
the Sindh Technical Education and Vocational Training 
Authority grew by 50% over six years. In Nepal, 
completion of technical and vocational education almost 

quintupled in 10 years (Béteille et al., 2020), especially 
in agriculture and engineering (Institute of Integrated 
Development Studies, 2022).

Non-state actors have contributed to this expansion. 
Private registered for-profit providers almost doubled 
in Sri Lanka between 2011 and 2020 to now outnumber 
public institutions and compensate for a decrease in 
not-for-profit provision (ADB, 2015; Institute of Policy 
Studies, 2022). TVET institutions managed by non-state 
actors doubled from 3,000 to more than 6,000 between 
2012 and 2019 in Bangladesh, where there are only 
some 900 state-managed institutions (BANBEIS, 2019). 
In Nepal, community-led institutions have grown fivefold 
since 2016 (Institute of Integrated Development 
Studies, 2022).

Public–private partnerships in TVET are widely accepted 
(ETF, 2020). In the last decade, South Asian countries 
have used such partnerships to engage with the private 
sector and meet multiple objectives, first and foremost 
expanding provision capacity and increasing access 
to training (ADB, 2017). For example, the National Skill 
Development Corporation (NSDC) in India was set up 
in 2009 to leverage the private sector’s expertise and 
resources to train a large and growing labour force. Over 
the years, the NSDC has established a large network of 
training partners, including employer representative 
bodies, which have helped design curricula, deliver 
training and provide access to skills (Nambiar, 
2022). Through the NSDC’s catalytic role, more than 
600 training partners have been mobilized throughout 
the country, establishing 10,800 centres and delivering 
1,800 courses with a capacity to reach over 5 million 
people. NSDC reports having trained and certified over 
25 million youth and adults through this network of 
private providers (Desjardins, 2019; UNESCO, 2020).

Still, the private sector is not considered to sufficiently 
contribute to skills development. In South Asia, only two 
in seven firms provide formal training to their full-time 
permanent employees, below the global average (World 
Bank, 2020). The large share of the informal sector 

 

Minority religious groups, such as the Bahá’í community, often struggle to meet their 
education needs
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and the scarcity of large companies further dampen 
demand for formal on-the-job training (Mehrotra, 
2017). About 70% of South Asia’s labour force working 
in non-agriculture sectors is in informal employment 
(ILOSTAT, 2021). Early and continuing learning is 
therefore most likely to occur informally. In India, more 
than four in five people have acquired professional skills 
informally. It is estimated that they have developed their 
competencies on the job (39%), have been self-taught 
(28%) or have had their skills passed down by family 
(25%) (UNESCO New Delhi Office, 2020).

Traditional apprenticeships follow traditional social 
norms, do not have a curriculum and do not lead 
to state-recognized qualifications (ILO, 2019). 
In Afghanistan, it is estimated that 700,000 apprentices 
were trained in 2019 through Ostad Shagerdi, 
an informal type of early skills development, including 
some three quarters of skilled workers employed 
in the metal sector and almost all those engaged 
in automobile engineering (Hatsaandh, 2022).

Non-state teacher education and training providers  
fill important gaps

In South Asia, non-state actors are significant providers 
of teacher education and sometimes the majority of 
them. Their participation has been growing since the 
1990s (Sirois et al., 2021). Gaps in pre-service training 
and outdated methods in in-service teacher education 
in South Asia have prompted non-state actors to offer 
their services (Singh et al., 2020; TISS, 2022). Non-state 
actors provide teacher education in most countries in 
the region, the exceptions being Bhutan, where only the 
national university provides teacher training courses 
(Royal University of Bhutan, 2016; King, 2021), and the 
Islamic Republic of Iran, where the more than 20 teacher 
training institutes are all public (Amin, 2020).

In India, non-state actors dominate teacher training. 
In 2020, there were 16,754 teacher education institutions, 
92% of which were privately run and funded through 
student fees. Their growth was fuelled by diploma 
requirements for primary school teachers under the 

 

Private registered for-profit providers almost doubled in Sri Lanka between 2011 and 2020 
to now outnumber public institutions

BOX 2.3: 

A grass-roots faith-based university has operated in the Islamic Republic of Iran

Since the Islamic Revolution of 1979, Iran’s largest religious minority, the Bahá’ís, have faced numerous forms of persecution. A 1981 official 
decree granted admission to higher education only to students professing one of the four recognized religions (Islam, Christianity, Judaism and 
Zoroastrianism). A 1991 memorandum stated that Bahá’ís should be denied entry or expelled from universities (Iran Human Rights Documentation 
Center, 2011; Yazdani, 2015). Numerous cases of Bahá’í youth being denied university entry or suffering expulsion continue to be reported (Bahá’í 
World News Service, 2019; Moinipour, 2016; Radio Farda, 2020).

In response, the Bahá’í community founded the Bahá’í Institute for Higher Education (BIHE) in 1987. This grass-roots institution has become a 
symbol of resilience and empowerment through education (Bollag, 1998; Small Media, 2013). Considered illegal by the government, the institution 
does not have a physical campus but developed innovative, community-based strategies to continue to function, including establishment of a 
courier service to collect and deliver assignments and the use of private homes for small-group classes and as libraries for students in various 
districts (Bahá’í International Community, 2005; Yazdani, 2015). Numerous government crackdowns led to arrests of professors, raiding of homes 
and confiscation of learning materials (Ahmari, 2012; Bollag, 1998; Iran Press Watch, 2011; Small Media, 2013). With time, the institution began 
increasingly to rely on a hybrid learning model, which is harder to ban, and has offered online courses since 2005 (Small Media, 2013).

Today, BIHE offers over 35 associate, undergraduate and graduate degree programmes and counts over 700 professors, many of whom are 
volunteers from around the world through the community’s Affiliated Global Faculty. It takes in about 450 students each year, out of over 
1,000 applicants. Although BIHE degrees are not officially recognized in the Islamic Republic of Iran, over 85 foreign universities have accepted 
BIHE graduates for further study.
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2009 Right to Education Act (Sarangapani, 2022). Some 
64% of these institutions offer only a single programme, 
such as Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) or Bachelor of 
Elementary Education (UNESCO, 2021). Four states – 
Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu and Uttar Pradesh – 
account for more than half of the institutions (Centre for 
Policy Research, 2022).

In Bangladesh, the private sector has a significant and 
growing role in service provision. More than 60% of 
institutions are private (BRAC, 2022) and more than 
40% of secondary school teachers obtain B.Ed. degrees 
from non-government teacher training colleges (Ahmed 
et al., 2015). In Pakistan, only 27% of the 217 teacher 
training institutions are private, enrolling 7% of students 
(Pakistan NEMIS and AEPAM, 2021).

Some governments have contracted teacher education 
providers. In Nepal, the National Centre for Educational 
Development, which is responsible for teacher 
development, outsources teacher training delivery 
to non-state entities through short-term contracts 
typically for one to three years (ADB, 2017). In Sri 
Lanka, international NGOs, including Save the Children, 
and companies, including Hemas Holdings, have formed 
public–private partnerships with provincial authorities 
that aim to improve teacher training in disadvantaged 
parts of the Central, Southern and Eastern provinces 
(Institute of Policy Studies, 2021).

Some non-state organizations that focus on teacher 
training have a large-scale reach. The India School 
Leadership Institute, which is the Indian partner 
organization for Global School Leaders, has worked 
with over 3,000 school leaders to fill gaps in education 
leadership training (Global School Leaders, 2019). 
Its influence extends beyond education provision to 
support for research and development, funding and 
advocacy for capacity building in teacher education 
across South Asia, with significant corporate support 
(TISS, 2022).

The Centre for Teacher Accreditation (CENTA) is an 
Indian private teacher certification organization, which 
reports having reached 500,000 teachers across 
68 countries through its platform, myCENTA. It aims 

to connect teachers to opportunities to support 
their upskilling. It includes a focus on government 
engagement and its founder is part of the National 
Council for Teacher Education committee set up 
to support the development of India’s National 
Professional Standards for Teachers (CENTA, 2022). 
The international organization Teach For All, which 
provides alternatives to traditional university teacher 
preparation, operates in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
Nepal, India and Pakistan (Teach For All, 2021) (Box 2.4).

PRIVATE TUTORING IS A PREVALENT AND 
GROWING PHENOMENON IN THE REGION

Supplementary private tutoring or ‘shadow education’ 
is a prevalent and growing phenomenon in the region, 
notably in Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan and 
Sri Lanka (Joshi, 2020). The share of households in 
Bangladesh that paid for private tutoring increased 
between 2000 and 2010 from 28% to 54% in rural areas 
and from 48% to 67% in urban areas (Pallegedara and 
Mottaleb, 2018). In Sri Lanka, the share of household 
spending on tutoring increased between 1995/96 and 
2016 from 41% to 65% of urban households and from 
19% to 62% of rural households (Abayasekara, 2018). 
In Nepal, an analysis of 11,000 secondary school students 
taking the school-leaving certificate examination in 
2004 found that more than 50% had used private 
tutoring (Jayachandran, 2014).

Small-scale or qualitative studies also indicate high levels 
of prevalence of private tutoring in the Islamic Republic 
of Iran, where in Khorramabad, 74% of male and 68% of 
female grade 9 and grade 12 students had received some 
sort of private tutoring during the previous 12 months 
(Arani, 2016); in Maldives, where a study of grade 8 and 
grade 10 classrooms in two secondary schools found 
that teachers regularly provided tutoring to supplement 
their incomes (Mariya, 2016).

Student and parent surveys have helped analyse tutoring 
demand. In India’s Assam, Bihar and Odisha states, 61% of 
secondary school students said they took tutoring due 
to poor schooling quality, 12% because it was a social 
norm and 3% because teachers insisted (RMSA-TCA 2016).

 

In South Asia, non-state actors are significant providers of teacher education and sometimes 
the majority of them
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Private tutoring can begin at an early age. In Bangladesh, 
20% of pre-primary school children attended private 
tutoring (CAMPE, 2014). In India, according to the 
National Sample Survey in 2017/18, 12% of children in 
pre-primary received private tutoring. Private tutoring’s 
prevalence rises with the education level, peaking in 
secondary education. High-stakes examinations at 
the end of secondary education, which often serve as 
university entrance examinations, increase tutoring’s 
prevalence. In India, less than 1% of candidates 
succeeded at the Indian Institutes of Technology 
Joint Entrance Examination in 2017 (Bhandary, 
2017). Of the 450,000 who took the preliminary 
examination for government services training in 
India, only 0.2% were selected in 2017. These and 
other selective examinations, including the United 
Public Service Commission examinations, thus help 
spur a multimillion-dollar coaching and mentoring 

industry in India (Sharma, 2022). In Pakistan in 2019, 
tutoring’s prevalence among children in urban areas 
attending a private school rose from 23% in grade 
5 to 39% in grade 8 and 59% in grade 10 (Figure 2.4).

There are more and more coaching organizations 
that provide training for high-stakes examinations. 
In India, the number of coaching institutions may run 
into hundreds of thousands. Kota, Rajasthan, known 
as the ‘coaching capital of India’, is home to more than 
150 coaching institutions preparing students for elite 
programmes in engineering and medicine, among others 
(Lakshman, 2022; Rao, 2017). In Bangladesh, private 
tutoring has evolved from small individual operations 
to institutional coaching centres due to competitive 
examinations or dissatisfaction with classroom delivery 
(Alam and Zhu, 2021).

BOX 2.4: 

Teach For All has become a major influence in the region

Teach For All provides talented young people, who may not have considered an education career, with limited initial training to teach in high-needs 
classrooms for two years. In South Asia, Teach for All has linked with partner organizations in Afghanistan (2017), Bangladesh (2014), India (2009), 
Nepal (2013) and Pakistan (2018). The modality emphasizes mentoring and leadership development.

Teach For Nepal recruits outstanding university graduates and young professionals, provides six weeks of residential training and follows up with 
in-classroom support through coaching and training. It has placed over 400 fellows in 80 schools in Lalitpur, Sindhupalchowk, Dhanusa, Parsa, 
Dang and Lamjung districts. It is viewed as a competitive programme, with only about 7% of candidates successful. Since 2017, Teach For Nepal has 
developed partnerships with several local governments (Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

Teach For India provides five weeks of training before placing fellows in government and low-fee private schools. During their two-year teaching 
stint, fellows are mentored through city-based Teach For India organizations (Sivasubramaniam, 2020). The programme began as a public–
private partnership in 2009 in struggling municipal schools in Pune and Mumbai and had reached five other cities by 2016: Delhi, Bangalore, 
Hyderabad, Chennai and Ahmedabad. According to Teach for India, 3,800 people have graduated from the fellowship programme and have taught 
35,000 students in 7 cities (Subramanian, 2018).

Teach For India’s influence is multiplied through members of its alumni network who are in major leadership positions: 77% of its alumni continue 
to work in the social sector and have founded 168 organizations that influence the lives of students and communities in need. The organization 
claims that its alumni have reached more than 33 million, or 1 in 10, students in India at various levels of the system (Teach For India, 2021). The 
programme works with local, state and central governments. For example, the Bengaluru municipal government uses the Teach For India online 
teacher training portal, Firki, to train government teachers. Teach For India is also part of the Voluntary Action Cell Education Subcommittee of NITI 
Aayog, a government think tank, through which it influences national policy.

 

The share of households in Bangladesh that paid for private tutoring increased between 
2000 and 2010 from 28% to 54% in rural areas and from 48% to 67% in urban areas
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A franchise model of tutoring is prevalent in urban 
Pakistan, where companies or academies (KIPS, Punjab 
Collegiate, Students Inn, MAKS Coaching) try to be a 
one-stop shop for diverse education needs. They run 
schools and tutoring centres and develop curricula 
and textbooks. KIPS is among the largest chains, with 
14 tutoring centres and schools in Punjab province and 
in Islamabad. It provides formal schooling during the day 
and after-school academies, which offer both academic 

and co-curricular activities, using their own books and 
in-house activities.

Other franchises operating in less affluent 
neighbourhoods sublet spaces from private schools 
to run private academies in the evening. Interviews 
with franchise owners for this report found that 
premium academies charged around PKR 9,000 (US$40) 
per year and smaller academies about half that. There 
is fierce competition to attract not only popular and 
experienced teachers but also students who are already 
performing well in schools, since student performance 
on high-stakes examinations is used as advertisement 
to improve academies’ branding and popularity (Azmat 
et al., 2021; Malik and Hossain, 2022).

Even in tertiary education, 13% of students get private 
tutoring. In India, at both the secondary and tertiary 
levels, private tutoring is more prevalent for public 
school students. For instance, 30% of public secondary 
school students but 24% of their peers in private unaided 
secondary schools took private tuition (Bhattacharya, 
2021; National Statistical Office, 2020).

TEXTBOOK PROVISION VARIES FOR PUBLIC 
AND PRIVATE INSTITUTIONS

Teaching and learning materials are key for education 
quality and national identity development. In South 
Asia, textbook development, publishing and printing are 
transitioning from a relatively tightly state-controlled 
system to one where corporate publishers are starting 
to play a major role. Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Maldives 
and Sri Lanka have centralized textbook provision 
systems in which textbooks are manufactured at low 
cost and distributed free of charge for single use to 
students. But the presence of a large private school 
sector supports the existence of commercial publishing 
(Smart and Jagannathan, 2018).

 

High-stakes examinations at the end of secondary education, which often serve as university 
entrance examinations, increase tutoring’s prevalence

 

There are more and more coaching organizations that provide training for high-stakes 
examinations

FIGURE 2.4: 
Private tuition prevalence in Pakistan increases  
with grade and location
Prevalence of private supplementary tuition, by grade, 
location and type of school attended, Pakistan, 2019
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Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Maldives and Sri Lanka have centralized textbook provision systems 
in which textbooks are manufactured at low cost and distributed free of charge for single use 
to students

An industry report estimated that India had over 
5,000 primary and secondary school textbook publishers 
in 2015 (FICCI and Nielsen India, 2016). S. Chand Group, 
the largest textbook developer in India, has a massive 
national distribution and sales network, including over 
5,000 distributors and dealers. Attempts to prioritize 
government publishing have led to tensions with private 
textbook publishers. The National Council of Educational 
Research and Training (NCERT) publishes textbooks used 
in public schools. The government recommends NCERT 
textbooks for public and private schools participating in 
the Central Board of Secondary Education examinations 
and cautions against expensive privately published 
textbooks. Private schools and parents argue that 
NCERT textbooks have production delays and errors 
and are outdated, all reasons to use other publishers’ 
books (Frontlist, 2019; Mufti, 2017; Vinayashree, 2017). 
Yet parents also express concern that the textbook 
industry works with private schools to require costly 
books that increase financial burdens (Mishra, 2019).

Nepal employs a mixed approach: Government 
textbooks for grade 6 and above are printed and 
distributed by the government’s Janak Education 
Material Centre, while grade 1–5 textbooks are printed 
and distributed by the private sector. Shortages and 
delays are reported in relation to both (Smart and 
Jagannathan, 2018). In Pakistan, textbook boards 
are set up at the provincial level to design textbooks 
for public schools in the province. Publishers may be 
contracted to edit, lay out and print them. However, 
private schools can import, reprint or demand new 
content for their textbooks. International publishers 
from Western countries, including Germany and the 
United Kingdom, are active in Pakistan’s textbook 
publishing industry, catering exclusively for non-state 
school students (Kaiser, 2017). While the government 
is in charge of providing textbooks and stationery to 
all students in Maldives, the state collaborates with 
various non-state actors for curriculum development 
and publishing. Local authors are contracted to reform 
curricula, and international publishing houses, including 
Cambridge University Press, collaborate with the 
government (Maldives Ministry of Education, 2019).

EDUCATION TECHNOLOGY PROVIDERS HAVE 
EXPANDED RAPIDLY

Key actors in education technology are not just suppliers 
of goods and services but also intermediaries seeking to 
influence government policy and funding (Miglani and 
Burch, 2019). Private education technology providers 
work in both formal and non-formal education, offering 
products ranging from content to learning management 
systems and from supplementary tutoring to test 
preparation (Mukit, 2020; Fayaz, 2022). Since 2015, more 
than 288 education technology firms have started in 
Pakistan and fundraising for education technology 
companies has increased 15-fold (Khoso, 2021). The scale 
and influence of education technology companies only 
accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic.

India’s education technology landscape is one of 
the most vibrant globally. In 2019, there were over 
4,500 education technology start-ups (Singh and 
Dayalani, 2020). While only 16 out of a sample of 127 big  
education technology firms provided services to higher 
education (PWC and CII, 2021), it is estimated that higher 
education institutions spend US$40 billion annually on 
education content and tutorials, and that this is bound 
to increase (Chaudhary, 2021). Services provided by 
these companies include digital libraries and courses, 
digitalization of application processes and virtual college 
fairs (PWC and CII, 2021). Nevertheless, given the 
government’s strong restrictions on close ties between 
higher education institutions and education technology 
companies, many universities and state governments 
have been developing in-house solutions (India Brand 
Equity Foundation, 2021; Sharma and Niazi, 2022).

Boundaries between large providers of textbooks, 
tutoring and technology are blurring

Publishers are rapidly moving away from an exclusive 
focus on traditional textbooks, adapting to the increase 
in distance learning opportunities, with the aim of 
harnessing technology for learning inside and outside 
the classroom. They offer new digital products such 
as e-books, mock tests, digital examination platforms, 
apps and teacher training content. Some large private 
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textbook publishers in India, including Oxford University 
Press, MBD Group, McGraw Hill and S. Chand, provide 
offline and online content suited to a hybrid model of 
teaching and learning (Kalra, 2020). Their platforms use 
technology such as QR codes in books linked to videos or 
quizzes, software for tracking student progress, forums 
where students can exchange information and platforms 
for simplified access to relevant literature (Kaushik, 2021; 
McGraw Hill India, 2022).

As part of digital expansion strategies, big firms market 
platforms and applications broadly as ‘solutions’ directed 
at students, including tutoring, language learning and 
personalized assessment, and at teachers and school 
leaders for professional development and teacher 
training in digital learning. S. Chand blends online and 
offline interventions with apps and digital initiatives; 
its vision includes stronger integration of the provision 
of analytics and insight, digital content, live classes, 
assessment and teacher content (S Chand and 
Company Ltd, 2021).

Some large-scale companies aim to cover all educational 
services and levels. The Pakistani start-up Maqsad, 
initially a provider of primary and secondary education 
services, has begun catering for adults by offering 
professional development courses, aspiring to provide 
lifelong learning services (Pathak, 2021). Byju's, founded 
in 2011 and headquartered in Bengaluru, India, quickly 
became one of world’s most valuable education 
technology companies (Banerjee and Rathi, 2022). While 
Byju's began with a focus on primary and secondary 
education (India Brand Equity Foundation, 2021), 
its lifelong learning vision has kept expanding, with 
professional upskilling products under its umbrella of 
education technology services (Bhalla, 2021). Its products 
offer video-based learning programmes for school 
students as well as test preparation for national-level 
examinations to enter engineering, medical, business and 

civil service careers and for international examinations 
(Byju's, 2022; Rajan, 2022).

The boundaries between private tutoring and education 
technology companies are blurring. Education 
technology companies that provide supplementary 
education sometimes set up physical centres for 
students. Byju’s plans to open at least 500 of them 
to address parents’ demands to maintain a physical 
element of learning (Thakur, 2022). Similarly, large 
coaching institutions are moving into the digital space to 
counter the rise of education technology platforms by 
embracing a hybrid online and offline model. This allows 
them to differentiate their pricing based on the mode of 
delivery chosen by the student, with lower rates offered 
for online delivery and pre-recorded lessons than for 
physical or online live classes (Deka, 2020).

Private tutoring offered by individuals is also moving 
online. Education technology platforms aim to act as 
online marketplaces, helping students and teachers 
connect (Curran and Jenks, 2022). Learning management 
platforms that help create lesson modules, allow video 
lessons and integrate payment methods make it easier 
for tutors to digitize their lessons and reach a larger 
student base. A Bangladeshi learning management 
system, Classtune, helps private tutors transition 
to online teaching and allows them to track student 
performance and attendance (Rabab, 2021).

SCHOOL MEALS ARE PROVIDED IN PARTNERSHIP 
WITH A RANGE OF NON-STATE ACTORS

School meals are viewed as a critical investment for 
better learning outcomes while at the same time 
keeping vulnerable children in school and improving 
gender equity in education (Bedasso et al., 2022). 
Community organizations, private actors, philanthropies 
and international organizations play an active role in 

 

The scale and influence of education technology companies only accelerated during the 
COVID-19 pandemic

 

International publishers from Western countries, including Germany and the United 
Kingdom, are active in Pakistan’s textbook publishing industry, catering exclusively for 
non-state school students
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advocacy, design and training for midday meal provision 
and policies (Global Child Nutrition Foundation, 2021).

One of the key modalities of providing school 
feeding programmes for the World Food Programme 
(WFP) has been partnering with community groups 
and NGOs with strong local networks and deep 
contextual understanding (WFP, 2020). For instance, 
WFP Bangladesh partnered with multiple NGOs, 
including Rangpur Dinajpur Rural Services (RDRS) 
and BRAC, to implement the McGovern Dole School 
Feeding programme. The partnership benefited from 
RDRS’s expertise in high-energy biscuit distribution in 
schools, while BRAC provided technical support, such 
as training teachers, to improve the overall quality of 
schooling (Cano et al., 2018).

Non-state actors have historically been major providers 
of India’s national Mid-Day Meal Scheme, which catered 
to 90 million children in 2019, making it the world’s 
largest school feeding programme (WFP, 2020). A report 
on good practices for midday meals in six southern 
Indian states found a variety of non-state actors 
involved. Self-help groups cooked and provided meals 
while private organizations, such as pharmaceutical 
companies, worked with local governments to provide 
fortified breakfast items; community experts were 
mobilized as local nutritional and medical experts in 
designing the menu, and farmers were asked to set up 
school nutrition gardens (Mishra et al., 2020). The largest 
provider of school meals in India is the Akshaya Patra 
Foundation, the first public–private partnership in India’s 
midday meal programme (Box 2.5).

 

As part of digital expansion strategies, big firms market platforms and applications broadly 
as ‘solutions’ directed at students

 

The boundaries between private tutoring and education technology companies are blurring

BOX 2.5: 

Faith-based decision making influences school meal provision in India

Established in 2000, the Akshaya Patra Foundation is a faith-based non-profit organization. Private donors and state involvement helped expand 
its reach to become the largest school lunch provider in the world, serving 1.8 million children in 19,000 government and government-aided schools 
in 14 Indian states (Srinivasaraju, 2020)

The organization receives support from the state in the form of grain and cash subsidies to provide meals from two types of kitchens: centralized 
or automated kitchens that can produce large numbers of meals (estimated at over 100,000 at a given time) and decentralized kitchens managed 
by women from self-help groups (Centre for Policy Research, 2022). In addition to state subsidies, it receives up to 60% of its funding from private 
donors to operate the kitchens (Gujarat CSR Authority, 2018).

The influence of its parent religious organization, the International Society for Krishna Consciousness, extends to management positions in the 
foundation. The organization adheres strictly to religious values and ensures that menus also adhere to such values, prohibiting the inclusion of 
certain ingredients.

Right-to-food campaign activists and stakeholders have argued against the growing influence of non-state organizations that base menus on 
their values instead of making food culturally relevant for diverse groups of children. In 2018, the Karnataka State Food Commission found that 
Akshaya Patra was the only provider in the state to violate the terms of a memorandum of understanding by not including certain ingredients. 
An evaluation by the National Institute of Nutrition in 2019, however, found that the food met all nutritional requirements, and as a result the 
contracts were maintained. Several state governments continue to contract with the organization, whose advantages include its large scale, 
competitive prices, donor funding and experience in delivering meals in the country for over two decades (Nathan, 2019).
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CONCLUSION

From early childhood to adult learning, non-state 
providers play important roles in education systems in 
South Asia. They fill government supply gaps. Non-state 
providers are dominant or the fastest-growing provision 
category in early childhood and tertiary education. They 
target marginalized groups that lack access to education 
of good quality. Faith-based institutions help preserve 
cultural and religious values in an affordable manner. 
Most teacher training is provided by private institutions 
that primarily rely on student fees.

Parents’ ambitions for their children’s learning and 
future life chances have led to a rise in private schools at 
every price range and an emphasis on English-medium 
education. The intensely competitive education system 
has led to high prevalence of tutoring after school 
hours, with a ready supply of underpaid teachers. 
Large-scale technology companies and franchised 
school networks have entered or expanded their scope 
of education activities, seeing opportunity for profit 
making. Companies are stepping up to meet demand for 
individualized, personalized education progress.

 

Non-state actors have historically been major providers of India’s national Midday Meal 
Scheme, which catered to 90 million children in 2019
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A group of boys study sitting on 

the floor at a community-based 

education center in Shurandam 

village, Kandahar city, Afghanistan.

CREDIT: UNICEF/Karimi
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K E Y  M E S S AG E S
	� Expansion of access through non-state provision is inequitable. In India, children from the richest quintile were 

seven times as likely as children from the poorest quintile to attend private early childhood institutions.

	� Gender is a determinant of school choice in South Asia. In rural India, girls are 51% of public, 47% of private 
aided and 43% of private unaided school students. In Nepal, girls are the majority of public (52%) but a minority 
of private (42%) primary and secondary school students.

	� Tertiary non-state expansion facilitated access for privileged groups first. In India, among students enrolled in 
tertiary institutions in 2018, about 20% from the poorest quartile but 35% from the richest quartile attended 
private independent institutions.

	� Non-profit vocational training providers target the poor, but rarely scale up. In Sri Lanka, the number of 
institutions managed by non-governmental organizations declined while for-profit institutes surged.

	� School facilities are typically better in private institutions. In India, private unaided schools are more likely to 
have computers, internet and boundary walls, but less likely to have ramps.

	� Private schools perform better than public schools on assessments and examinations, but the advantage 
is eliminated in rural Pakistan and reduced by about half in rural India after controlling for student 
background characteristics.

	� While the impact of tutoring on student performance is mixed, student satisfaction is high. In India, tutoring in 
Delhi slums did not lead to improved test scores. In Nepal, students reported positive perceptions of the role of 
English language coaching in their improvement.

	� Innovations can be found in state and non-state institutions in early grades. In India, public preschools used 
more play-based activities, while private ones had more formal instructional styles. Claims of non-state actors’ 
innovations are often not externally evaluated.

	� Public tertiary institutions are more likely to be engaged in research, while non-state institutions target labour 
market needs. In India, about 40% of private colleges offer only one field of study, mostly education.

	� Rapid expansion of private schooling has led to stratification and potentially to stigma for public schooling. 
In Pakistan, analysis of 2014 data from 2,500 schools shows that children were highly clustered in terms of 
poverty and performance.

	� Low teacher salaries are a common but not sustainable means of achieving school cost-effectiveness.  
Teachers in low-fee private schools in India and Pakistan are paid between one eighth and one half of  
what public school teachers receive.
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In early childhood care and education, non-state for-profit provision is common 
in urban areas

Following the report’s review of the diversity of 
non-state activities in education, this chapter 

looks at the evidence on non-state actors’ impact on 
individuals and systems. As described in the introduction, 
proponents for and opponents of a bigger role for 
non-state actors in education base their assumptions 
and justifications on three core arguments: equity 
and inclusion, quality and innovation, and efficiency. 
The chapter examines these arguments in turn, 
reviewing evidence at education levels from early 
childhood to post-secondary.

ENROLMENT IN NON-STATE 
INSTITUTIONS MAINLY 
DEPENDS ON ABILITY TO PAY 
AT EACH EDUCATION LEVEL

Although there is a variety of providers, the expansion 
of non-state activity in education has been driven by 
those charging fees. Using their services thus depends 
mainly on household ability to pay, which drives a wedge 
between the twin objectives of improving access and 
ensuring equity.

In early childhood care and education (ECCE), non-state 
for-profit provision is common in urban areas. In Bhutan, 
government centres are located throughout the country, 
but private centres are more likely to be in urban 
areas, although some non-state actors also operate 

centres in poor communities; examples include the 
Loden and Tarayana foundations and Save the Children, 
an international non-governmental organization (NGO) 
(Rao et al., 2020). Parents of children in private centres 
had more financial resources, were more likely to be 
literate and had a higher education level than parents 
with children in centres supported by the community 
and civil society (Pisani et al., 2017). In Maldives, most 4- 
to 6-year-olds are in government schools, but the capital, 
Malé, has 15 private preschools and just 3 community and 
4 government preschools (Shougee and Shareef, 2022).

In India, children from the richest quintile were seven 
times as likely (63%) as children from the poorest quintile 
(9%) to attend private institutions (Figure 3.1). Children 
in rural areas and from scheduled tribes were half as 
likely to use private provision as those in urban areas and 
non-designated social groups. Still, 9% of the poorest, 
18% of those from scheduled tribes and 23% of rural 
households sent their children to private preschools 
(India Ministry of Women and Child Development, 2015).

In Nepal, most ‘institutional’ schools, which are private, 
are located in urban areas. Children in remote areas – 
often the ones who need access the most – are left 
without it due to factors including significant distances 
between home and school, limited education of parents 
regarding the benefits of attending ECCE, lack of 
infrastructure and inadequate funding (Karki et al., 2018; 
Education International, 2010). Intake at government 
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FIGURE 3.1 : 
Wealthy families are far more likely to send their children to private pre-primary education in India
Distribution of children aged 36 to 59 months, by type of education and background characteristics, India, 2013/14
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institutions is usually for children over age 4, while 
private ones also admit children under 4 (Institute of 
Integrated Development Studies, 2022). The tendency 
of non-state institutions to offer care and education to 
younger children has also been reported in Bangladesh 
(BRAC, 2022) and Maldives (Shougee and Shareef, 2022).

In Sri Lanka, about 71% of preschools are managed by 
private individuals and organizations, 7% by religious 
organizations, 3% by NGOs and only some 20% by 
government institutions. Since most childcare centres 
levy fees, affordable childcare is very limited. Children 
from wealthier households and urban areas (68%) 
are more likely to attend than children from rural (48%) 
and tea estate (44%) areas (Warnasuriya et al., 2020). 
Private preschools can have highly competitive entrance 
processes in urban areas, in response to parental demand 
for academic outcomes.

There is usually gender parity in ECCE in South Asia. 
In Bangladesh, equal numbers of boys and girls attend 
non-government primary schools with attached 
pre-primary classes (Bangladesh Directorate of Primary 

Education, 2021). However, there are exceptions, such as 
in Pakistani katchi abadis, or informal settlements, where 
58% of those enrolled are boys (ASER Pakistan, 2021).

Access to more primary and secondary education 
options allows parents to find a school that matches 
their preferences, stay engaged and see their children 
achieve better outcomes. However, socioeconomic 
status is directly related to whether such choices can 
be made, what information the decisions are based 
upon and what criteria are used, such as perceived or 
actual school quality and access to social networks. 
Parents refer to class size; teacher quality, effort and 
presence; school responsiveness, discipline and safety: 
and language of instruction. Poor parents are less likely 
than rich parents to be able to choose, have access to 
information and have their dissatisfaction with public 
services heard or responded to. In Nepal, richer parents 
who chose private schools were the most engaged and 
satisfied, while poorer parents, who had no choice and 
whose children went to poor-performing public schools, 
were dissatisfied and disengaged (Joshi, 2014a).
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Non-state institutions are concentrated in urban areas 
and wealthier provinces. In Afghanistan, 46% of all 
private schools are in Kabul, and three quarters of all 
private schools are in the five major regional capitals 
(Hatsaandh, 2022). In Sri Lanka, 65% of private schools 
are concentrated in the richest province, Western 
province, which accounts for only 29% of the population 
(Institute of Policy Studies, 2022).

Gender is one of the determinants of school choice in 
South Asia (Alcott and Rose, 2015), as boys are more 
likely to attend private schools than girls practically 
everywhere except Bangladesh. In Afghanistan, before 
the Taliban takeover, girls were 39% of public school and 

28% of private school students; the ratios were reversed 
among public and private Islamic schools. In rural India, 
girls are 51% of public, 47% of private aided and 43% of 
private unaided school students. In Nepal, girls are the 
majority of public (community) (52%) but a minority 
of private (institutional) (42%) primary and secondary 
school students. In urban Pakistan, girls are 50% of 
students in public but 45% in private schools (Figure 3.2). 
This is consistent with findings in an analysis of Learning 
and Achievement in Punjab Schools project data, which 
found that being a girl decreased the probability of 
attending a private school by six percentage points 
(De Talance, 2020).

FIGURE 3.2: 
Boys are more likely to attend private school in South Asia
Distribution of enrolment by sex and school ownership
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POLICIES TO MAKE ACCESS TO PRIVATE 
SCHOOLS MORE EQUITABLE HAVE HAD 
MIXED SUCCESS

Faced with unequal access to private schools, India 
and Pakistan have tried to address the disparity 
through policy. In Pakistan, public–private partnership 
programmes have operated through three channels: 
putting failing government schools up for adoption 
and operation by non-state providers; introducing 
double shifts in government schools to let non-state 
providers use the premises; and providing education 
vouchers to parents. Interviews conducted with a range 
of stakeholders in Pakistan for this regional report 
found their views generally converged to agree that the 
partnerships have increased availability, accessibility and 
affordability of education. The Sindh Education Fund 
voucher arguably brought many private-sector students 
to such schools (ITA, 2022). An analysis of the location  
of voucher, subsidy and contract schools in Punjab’s 
public–private partnerships programmes found that 
these schools were closer to where out-of-school 
populations were concentrated (Ansari, 2020).

However, some design features of public–private 
partnership models have had adverse consequences 
on equity. The Punjab Education Foundation awards 
financial assistance based on school performance in 
the annual quality assurance test to hold participating 
schools accountable. Funding is discontinued if the 
school fails the test twice in a row (Afridi, 2018; Ansari, 
2020; Barrera-Osorio and Raju, 2015). In practice, 
the competitive pressures of this test-based funding 
model have been shown to work against equity. 
In interviews, providers said the pressure to perform well 
on the test and minimize the risk of losing government 
funding led to selecting students exclusively based 
on academic ability as determined by screening in 
admissions. About 90% of interviewed providers 
identified the test as one of the biggest obstacles that 
prevent out-of-school children from accessing school 
(Afridi, 2018). Still, public–private partnership models 
are considered successful in expanding access to basic 
education because different socioeconomic groups are 
equally represented in such schools (Bedasso et al., 2021).

In India, the 2009 Right to Education Act’s Section 12(1)
(c) mandated that up to 25% of private unaided schools 
should admit children with socioeconomic disadvantage. 
Analysis for this report using data from 2007/08 to 

2017/18 found a significant increase in completion rates 
for children from low-income backgrounds, but the 
increase was mostly through public schools, with limited 
contribution from private schools (Bhattacharya, 
2022). Analysis of administrative and survey data from 
Chhattisgarh state has shown that receiving a quota 
seat makes students 24 percentage points more likely to 
attend a private school. However, the quota applicants 
were disproportionately from more educated and better 
off households. Over three quarters of applicants who 
did not receive an allotted seat attended private schools 
as fee-paying students. Thus, while there were clear 
gains for direct beneficiaries, the quota did not broaden 
the applicant base (Romero and Singh, 2022).

PRIVATE TUTORING EXACERBATES INEQUALITY 
IN EDUCATION OPPORTUNITIES

Given the need to pay for the services, access to private 
tutoring is inevitably uneven. It can further benefit 
those who were already going to do better in school due 
to their socioeconomic status. There are differences 
related to location and income in access to private 
tutoring. Analysis of the Nepal Living Standards Survey 
2010/11 found that richer, more educated and urban 
parents were more likely to purchase private tutoring 
services. Families that sent all their children to public 
schools had a 29% probability of hiring private tutors, 
compared with 38% for households with no children in 
public schools, which also spent almost three times as 
much on private tuition (Mottaleb et al., 2019). In urban 
Pakistan, 45% of private school students and 25% of 
public school students had private tuition in 2019; 
the corresponding shares in rural areas were 22% and 
8% (ASER Pakistan, 2020a, 2020b). India is an exception 
in the region, with parity in the use of tutoring between 
public and private school students, about 3 in 10 of 
whom use such services (ASER, 2019).

In Bangladesh, India and Pakistan, boys are more likely 
than girls to use private tutoring. The gap increases  
as education and household income levels rise. Males  
in India were 1.5 times more likely than girls to take 
private tutoring; the effect of gender was higher 
among poorer than among richer households. 
Similarly, in Bangladesh the gender gap in access 
to private tutoring increased between primary 
and secondary school (Borkowski et al., 2021).

 

There is usually gender parity in ECCE in South Asia
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Analysis of the Right to Education Act in India using data from 2007/08 to 2017/18 found a 
significant increase in completion rates for children from low-income backgrounds, but the 
increase was mostly through public schools

In Sri Lanka, which has a long history of private 
tutoring, disparity appears to be relatively limited: 
60% of students from the poorest and 68% from the 
richest households use private tutoring, suggesting 
it has become a social norm (Institute of Policy 
Studies, 2021). However, the types of private 
tutoring available are potentially differentiated 
by students’ ability to pay (Deka, 2020).

Some services cater particularly for poorer students. 
In Afghanistan, civil society organizations, including 
Musbat Badlon Tolana, have helped increase access to 
those who cannot afford to pay by providing services 
for free or at discounted rates (Hatsaandh, 2022). In Sri 
Lanka, mass private tutoring classes that allow students 
to take part for free are offered by individuals and 
institutions. In Galle district, a free Sinhala class served 
over 100 students from rural areas, helping maintain 
learning continuity during COVID-19 school closures 
(Institute of Policy Studies, 2022).

Acknowledging the unfair advantage private tutoring 
offers in high-stakes examinations, state governments in 
India’s Karnataka and Rajasthan provide disadvantaged 
students free coaching for teacher training, law, medical 
and engineering entrance examinations (News18, 2021; 
News Minute, 2022). In a survey of 300 public and private 
school principals from Kathmandu and Chitwan districts 
in Nepal, almost all confirmed they had instituted 
school-leaving coaching. Two thirds of private schools 
but less than half of public schools targeted coaching 
specifically to weaker students (Joshi, 2016).

Throughout the region, teachers who also provide 
tutoring contribute to inequity, for example, by deciding 
to teach less in class and save lessons for tutorials. 
In Nepal, teachers who offered tutoring covered less 
material in school to increase demand for tutoring. 
Poorer students who did not enrol in tutoring did worse 
on exams (Jayachandran, 2014). Teachers were found to 
be gentler and more attentive during home tutoring than 

in school teaching (Subedi, 2018). In Sri Lanka, teacher 
absenteeism is common, and parents have criticized 
teachers for not covering the syllabus or teaching 
properly during school hours but encouraging students 
to attend their private classes (Wettewa, 2015). 

TERTIARY EDUCATION HAS GROWN THROUGH 
PRIVATE INSTITUTIONS, BUT FIRST FOR 
THE WEALTHY

The wealth gap in access to tertiary education is high 
in much of the world. Data from the World Inequality 
Database on Education show that the median global 
gap in tertiary attendance between the richest and 
poorest quintiles is 21 percentage points, but in Pakistan 
it is 24 points and in Nepal 31. High levels of private 
participation pose a risk of widening the gap.

In India, among students enrolled in tertiary institutions 
in 2018, about 20% from the poorest quartile but 
35% from the richest quartile attended private 
independent institutions (Figure 3.3). Non-state expansion 
facilitated access for the most privileged groups first, 
before reaching out to the most privileged members 
of each group that benefits from affirmative action in 
government-aided institutions, such as scheduled tribes 
and scheduled castes (Gérard, 2020). In Bangladesh, 
non-state colleges and universities mostly increase access 
for middle-income students, who do not enter the more 
prestigious public universities but can still afford the 
much higher cost of attending a non-state institution. 
Such institutions do not substantially improve access for 
the poorest 40% of the population (World Bank, 2019).

Non-state tertiary provision tends to be even more 
concentrated in urban centres than primary and 
secondary schools. In Afghanistan, about 70% of all 
non-state higher education institutions are in the 
capitals of four regions: Kabul (Central), Balkh (Northern), 
Herat (Western) and Jalalabad (Eastern) (Hatsaandh, 
2022). In Nepal, non-profit community campuses 

 

There are differences related to location and income in access to private tutoring
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are located in rural areas whereas mainly for-profit, 
private campuses are concentrated in urban areas 
(Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022). 
Rural community campuses, which are managed by 
community stakeholders, have helped improve access 
to women in rural areas, and therefore overall female 
participation (Bajracharya, 2020).

NON-PROFIT VOCATIONAL TRAINING PROVIDERS 
TARGET THE POOR BUT ARE SMALL IN SCALE

In South Asia, access to formal technical and vocational 
education and training (TVET) is often hampered by 
institutional barriers, such as tight entry requirements, 
which can favour male, relatively well-off and urban 
students. Vocational education institutions require, 
on average, completion of eight years of schooling to 

 

Globally, the median global gap in tertiary attendance between the richest and poorest 
quintiles is 21 percentage points, but in Pakistan it is 24 points and in Nepal 31

 

Acknowledging the unfair advantage private tutoring offers in high-stakes examinations, 
state governments in India’s Karnataka and Rajasthan provide disadvantaged students 
free coaching

FIGURE 3.3: 
Students from richer households are more likely to enrol in private tertiary institutions in India
Distribution of tertiary education enrolment, by location and income, India, 2017/18

%

Public

Private aided

Private unaided

0 

Poorest Lower
middle

Upper
middle

Rural Urban

Richest Poorest Lower
middle

Upper
middle

Richest

25

50 

75 

100 

Source: National Sample Survey.

52 C H A P T E R   3  •  Impact

3



enrol (Mehrotra, 2017). In Sri Lanka, access to some 
courses is conditional on completion of previous 
qualifications and minimum proficiency in mathematics 
and English (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022). In Nepal, 
students can have access to vocational education and 
obtain the Technical School Leaving Certificate if they 
have passed the grade 10 examination (Institute of 
Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

Non-state actors may further obstruct equitable 
access and participation. For instance, in Nepal private 
TVET institutions charge higher fees than public 
ones (Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 
2022). But non-state actors may have less rigid entry 
requirements, and NGO-sponsored programmes are 
more likely to support students and provide them 
with stipends, uniforms, meals, learning materials and 
tailored programmes. UCEP Bangladesh, a programme 
run by a non-for-profit actor, provides both short 
training courses and formal technical education for 
marginalized youth at 10 institutions in 8 districts. 
It is aligned with the National Technical Vocational 
Qualification Framework and can award formal 
qualifications. It also provides students with an 
opportunity for access to further education through 
a four-year programme at the Institute of Science 
and Technology in Dhaka (UCEP Bangladesh, 2018).

TVET institutes run by faith-based institutions tend 
to target the most disadvantaged. In Sri Lanka, the 
Don Bosco network, a Catholic programme, runs 
17 centres providing training to low-income boys. 

The Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement provides 
vocational education for girls in the city of Moratuwa 
(Institute of Policy Studies, 2022).

Girls’ participation in TVET is particularly low in 
South Asia. Only 2% of 15- to 24-year-old women 
attend vocational education, almost half the 
proportion of young men. In Nepal, non-state 
providers such as the independent Swiss NGO 
Helvetas and the Council for Technical Education and 
Vocational Training address low female participation 
through entry quotas and scholarships (Institute 
of Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

Rural residents are also less likely to benefit from 
TVET. In India, the government partnered with NGOs 
and financial institutions to provide entrepreneurship 
education to rural unemployed youth through 
Rural Development and Self-Employment Training 
Institutes. The training, which has been extended 
to every district, combines both technical and soft 
skills and may include financial support to promote 
self-employment (UNESCO New Delhi Office, 2020).

However, not-for-profit interventions are rarely 
scaled up. In Sri Lanka, the number of institutions 
managed by NGOs recorded a dramatic decline in the 
past decade. Youth do not consider their entry-level 
training offering attractive, and their programmes 
had trouble meeting the required quality standards. 
Conversely, the number of for-profit institutes 
has surged (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022).

 

Non-state tertiary provision tends to be even more concentrated in urban centres than 
primary and secondary provision

 

In South Asia, access to formal technical and vocational education and training is often 
hampered by institutional barriers, such as tight entry requirements, which can favour male, 
relatively well-off and urban students 
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QUALITY AND INNOVATION IN 
EDUCATION ARE NOT EXCLUSIVE 
TO ANY ONE TYPE OF ACTOR

There is mixed evidence on the difference between 
public and private providers when it comes to various 
dimensions of quality. While differences in terms of 
observable characteristics usually favour non-state 
providers, much of the gap is erased once unobservable 
differences are taken into account. Meanwhile, 
information on sustainable innovations offered by 
non-state providers remains limited.

STATE AND NON-STATE SCHOOLS DIFFER 
IN TERMS OF TEACHERS AND FACILITIES

Teachers in the public sector tend to have higher 
qualifications, but there are exceptions. Analysis of 
PEER country profiles shows that early childhood 
education teachers at non-state providers must meet 
minimum qualifications in six of the nine countries 
in the region. Despite these regulations, 47% of 
teachers surveyed from Punjab Education Foundation 
schools reported not having received any training in 
the past 12 months. Furthermore, 74% of teachers 
reported receiving insufficient training to be effective 
pre-primary teachers (ITA, 2022). A survey of 72 public 
and private schools conducted for this report found 
that, overall, government schoolteachers were better 
qualified, although there still were far more teachers 
in government institutions with just a Secondary 
School Certificate (Figure 3.4). Similarly, in Sri Lanka, 
data from the 2017 school census showed that while 
98% of public school teachers were either graduates 
or had received training from teacher training 
colleges, the corresponding figure among private 
school teachers was 68% (Figure 3.4). Information 
was not available for international schools.

Low-cost private schools usually employ young women 
as teachers and pay low salaries, as in Pakistan. This 
is seen as a response by private school proprietors to 
demand for private education and is facilitated by the 
availability of teachers willing to work for low wages 
(ITA, 2022). Analysis of teacher characteristics from the 
Samata low-cost private school network in Nepal found 

a high prevalence of untrained teachers, mainly women, 
working long hours for salaries well below what is needed 
to make ends meet. Nearly 65% of teachers stated 
they were in college and 37% stated they also taught at 
private tutoring institutions or at other schools. Of the 
surveyed teachers, 75% did not have a teaching licence. 
For grades 9 and 10, the majority of schools rely on 
part-time teachers whose expertise is in preparation for 
the high-stakes examination (Institute of Integrated 
Development Studies, 2022).

In India, a comparison of teacher subject expertise, 
classroom practice, professional competency, and local 
ability and communication, carried out by the Centre 
for Teacher Accreditation with support from the Michael 
& Susan Dell Foundation, found that government 
schoolteachers in Tamil Nadu were as competent on 
subjects as those in expensive private schools. The main 
difference was in communication, measured in terms of 
language, structure, sensitivity and comprehension, with 
teachers at costly private schools scoring higher (63%) 
than teachers at government schools (48%) and low-fee 
private schools (45%) (Ramakrishnan, 2018). Teacher 
quality differences can depend on subjects at the 
secondary level, as in Sri Lanka (Box 3.1).

High levels of teacher absenteeism in public schools 
lead to an advantage for private schools in the region. 
In India, absenteeism primarily reflects differences in 
responsibilities rather than lower teacher effort, with 
public school teachers having administrative and political 
duties (e.g. elections, examinations, census enumeration, 
data collection) that increase their workload beyond 
schooling duties (UNESCO, 2017). In addition to this 
systemic challenge, there was a 17% vacancy rate in 
public school teaching posts in 2020/21. Government 
officials in Himachal Pradesh and Rajasthan states 
expressed concern during field interviews for this report 
over how teacher engagement in administrative work 
affects teaching (Centre for Policy Research, 2022).

Data comparing private to public schools showed that, 
on average, private schools had better facilities in 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India and Sri Lanka (Borkowski 
et al., 2021). In Afghanistan, the average pupil/teacher 
ratio was 47:1 in public and 19:1 in private schools. 

 

Only 2% of 15- to 24-year-old women attend vocational education, almost half the proportion 
of young men

54 C H A P T E R   3  •  Impact

3



All private schools had functional buildings while 20% of 
the almost 14,500 public primary and secondary schools 
were either in the open air or in tents (Hatsaandh, 
2022). In Bhutan, there were 5 children per facilitator in 
private early childhood education centres, while in public 
centres the ratio was 9.5, although private teachers 
were generally less qualified (Schofield and Roder, 
2022). In India, private preschools were located in less 
hazardous areas than public preschools, with buildings 
designed to function as schools (Kaul et al., 2017).

Comparing government, private-aided and 
private-unaided schools in India in 2019/20 showed that 
private schools had better access to internet, computers 
and boundary walls. However, there was little difference 
in the availability of drinking water and functional 
toilets. Private schools (45%) were less likely than public 
schools (78%) to have ramps for students with mobility 
difficulties (Centre for Policy Research, 2022) (Figure 3.6).

FIGURE 3.4: 
In Sri Lanka, public school teachers tend to have higher qualifications
Distribution of schoolteachers, by qualifications and school type, Sri Lanka, 2017
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Source: Institute for Policy Studies (2022).
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as in Pakistan
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Misreporting is a problem. A survey of more than 
1,000 low-fee private schools in India’s Andhra Pradesh 
Haryana, Jammu and Kashmir and Telangana states 
showed that nearly half lacked access to the public 
drainage and sewerage network, but most reported that 
they could provide safe drinking water and separate 
toilets for boys and girls, raising the question of whether 

positive responses were driven by a need to maintain 
reputation and report compliance with regulations. 
About 30% of respondents acknowledged issues 
with safety, teacher quality and student learning and 
satisfaction (Centre for Civil Society, 2022).

BOX 3.1 : 

Public secondary school teachers are more likely than private school peers to have subject knowledge in Sri Lanka

According to the 2014 Service Minute of the Sri Lanka Teachers’ Service, recruitment to the service is based on four criteria: graduate teachers, 
trained teachers, untrained teachers with two- to three-year diplomas, or novice teachers not yet absorbed into the teachers’ service. Each type 
of teacher recruit is also categorized according to subject knowledge. Recruitment to the Teachers' Service is also carried out at various levels, 
referred to as classes, which depend on initial qualifications, teaching experience and examination scores.

A study examining teacher quality in Sri Lankan secondary schools classified teachers who either have a degree in a particular subject or have been 
specifically trained to teach a particular subject as ‘in-field’ teachers, those with good knowledge in the subject they teach. The study classified 
teachers of Class 2–Grade II and higher as ‘experienced’ teachers.

Using this categorization, there were more teachers with subject qualifications and teaching experience in public schools than in private schools 
for three subjects considered (Figure 3.5). The gap was particularly large in the case of English teachers. However, while public schools have 
more in-field and experienced English teachers, they are distributed unevenly and are mainly concentrated in more privileged schools. Many 
underprivileged public schools lack adequate qualified and experienced English teachers (Arunatilake and Abayasekara, 2017).

FIGURE 3.5:
In Sri Lanka, public school teachers tend to have higher qualifications
Share of in-field and experienced teachers in public and private secondary schools, 2018
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Source: Arunatilake and Abayasekara (2017) based on school census data.
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PRIVATE SCHOOL ADVANTAGE IN LEARNING IS 
OFTEN DUE TO STUDENT BACKGROUND

Public school students generally fare worse than private 
school students on learning assessments or high-stakes 
examinations. Analysis conducted for this report in 
Pakistan shows that students at non-state schools have 
higher levels of proficiency in English and mathematics 
but similar levels in Urdu, Sindhi and Pashto. Among  
6- to 10-year-olds, 20% of non-state school students and 
10.5% of their state school peers were able to perform 
division (ITA, 2022). In Nepal, the 2019 Secondary 
Education Examination results showed that 41% of 
institutional school students but only 4% of community 
school students attained a grade point average of 3.2 or 
above (Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 
2022). However, the sector is not homogeneous.

Low levels of learning are reported for some non-state 
schools, especially religious institutions, such as 
unregistered qawmi madrasas in Bangladesh (BRAC, 
2022). In Pakistan, less than 10% of 5- to 16-year-olds in 

madrasas achieved foundational literacy and numeracy 
levels, below even the learning levels of children who left 
school early (ASER Pakistan, 2021). Low and stagnant 
levels of learning have been noted at low-fee private 
schools in India. Parents judge the quality of schooling 
options on the basis of proxies, such as English-medium 
instruction or infrastructure, rather than on core learning 
outcomes, since 60% of private unaided schools do not 
extend to the grade of board examinations (Central 
Square Foundation, 2020).

Overall, in India, while non-state schools have a modest 
advantage in reading and mathematics, there is wide 
variation between states in the learning achievements 
of private school students, according to data from the 
India Human Development Survey and the 2019 Annual 
State of Education Report (ASER). Grade 5 private 
school students in metropolitan areas tend to have 
higher scores than those in smaller towns and villages. 
A 2013 study by the Michael & Susan Dell Foundation 
administered tests involving 75,000 students from 

FIGURE 3.6: 
Private schools in India have superior access to computers and internet
Availability of school facilities by type, India, 2019/20
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grades 3 to 7 in Ahmedabad, Bengaluru, Delhi, Dharwad, 
Hyderabad and Rajkot. It showed that 88% of students 
in high-fee private schools performed above the 
intermediate proficiency level, compared with only 
38% in government schools and 47% in low-fee private 
schools (Rajagopalan and Agnihotri, 2014). Analysis 
of ASER data from India and Pakistan indicates that, 
for the poorest quintile, a higher percentage of 10- to 
12-year-olds in non-state than in state schools could 
read. Between 2011 and 2018, the gap between state  
and non-state school performance widened in India  
and narrowed in Pakistan (Borkowski et al., 2021).

However, once student characteristics are accounted for, 
these gaps are reduced. A meta-analysis of 17 studies of 
the impact of various types of non-state provision on 
foundational literacy and numeracy outcomes in South 
Asia showed a moderately positive effect on learning, 
larger for language than mathematics, after controlling 
for household and school factors. Household survey 
analysis from India and Pakistan on children in grades 2 to 
6 found that controlling for family background eliminated 
the positive effect of private schooling in rural Pakistan, 
and reduced it by about half in India (Gruijters et al., 2021). 
However, it is difficult to draw definitive conclusions. 
Private unrecognized schools are often missing from 
data sets. A lack of longitudinal studies makes it difficult 
to conclude how, why or even which types of non-state 
providers outperform state schools, not just at one 
point in time but over time (Borkowski et al., 2021).

An earlier study in Pakistan, Learning and Educational 
Achievements in Punjab Schools, surveyed 
12,000 children in 112 villages to assess their learning 
in Urdu, English and mathematics. It concluded that 
school type had a significantly greater effect than 
other background variables, including household wealth, 
parental education and the child’s age and gender 
(Andrabi et al., 2007). However, the long-term evidence 

on continued improvement in already high performing 
schools was weak (Barrera-Osorio and Raju, 2011). 
In Sindh province, the Standardized Achievement 
Test carried out from 2013 to 2016 for grades 5 and 
8 showed no significant improvement in learning 
outcomes (Sohoo et al., 2019).

Comparisons on learning outcomes other than numeracy 
and literacy are uncommon. Some argue that learning 
outcomes such as social-emotional learning, cognitive 
and social development, creativity, social interaction 
and community engagement are better in state schools 
(Stromquist, 2018). However, among three cognitive tasks 
administered in the 2019 ASER in India (seriation, pattern 
recognition and puzzles), only 24% of grade 1 children 
could do all three in public schools, compared with 
43% in private schools. Analysis in the Islamic Republic 
of Iran found that students in non-profit institutions 
consistently performed better on critical thinking and 
social skills, as the institutions included more content 
on civic education and skills (Paivandi, 2022). None of 
these studies, however, controlled for the socioeconomic 
background of students.

THE IMPACT OF TUTORING ON STUDENT 
PERFORMANCE IS UNCLEAR

The impact of private tutoring on learning outcomes 
is difficult to untangle from multiple observable and 
unobservable variables, such as child motivation and 
ability, type of school attended, parental gender bias 
and parental education preferences. A study using 
ASER data in India, which controlled for unobservable 
variables, found positive effects of private tutoring 
on learning outcomes, especially for students in 
one or more of the following categories: enrolled 
in public schools, from poorer households and with 
less educated parents (Dongre and Tewary, 2015). 
In Nepal, a study of 22,500 students taking the grade 

 

Analysis in Pakistan shows that students at non-state schools have higher levels of 
proficiency in English and mathematics but similar levels in Urdu, Sindhi and Pashto

 

Household survey analysis from India and Pakistan on children in grades 2 to 6 found that 
controlling for family background eliminated the positive effect of private schooling in rural 
Pakistan, and reduced it by about half in India
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Negative effects of private tutoring on individuals – such as lack of time, psychological stress 
and intense competition with peers – have also been highlighted in South Asia

10 School Leaving Certificate examination found that 
public school students who had received tutoring 
had a 1.7 percentage point advantage (Thapa, 2011).

Few studies explore how the length, type and duration 
of private tutoring affect learning outcomes (Borkowski 
et al., 2021). An assessment in Sri Lanka showed that an 
average of five months of tutoring had no impact on grade 
5 examination scores (Cole, 2017). However, exposure 
for 15 to 27 months produced a statistically significant 
effect on test scores (Aturupane at al., 2013). For a random 
sample of 100 O-Level and 300 A-Level public school 
students who sat examinations in 2017 in Colombo, time 
spent in tuition classes was found to have a positive and 
statistically significant impact on scores, unlike time spent 
studying in public schools (Herath, 2019). Another study 
found that the net effect of private tutoring was reduced 
once parental education and time spent on homework 
were factored in (Damayanthi, 2018).

Other studies have found little if any improvement 
from the effects of private tutoring. In India, analysis 
of tutoring in Delhi slums found no evidence 
that tutoring improved test scores (Berry and 
Mukherjee, 2019). While positive effects of private 
tutoring were observed in certain subjects in early 
grades in Bangladesh, the effects diminished 
in later grades (Ruthbah et al., 2016).

Negative effects of private tutoring on individuals – 
such as lack of time, psychological stress and intense 
competition with peers – have also been highlighted 
in South Asia. In Sri Lanka, 60% of students took 
private tuition to prepare for the grade 5 scholarship 
examination despite a perception that the 
supplementary classes reduced students’ leisure 
time (Abayasekara, 2019). Among grade 8 and grade 
10 students who took private tutoring in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh, 36% said it created a heavier workload and 
pressure, reducing time for sports and social interaction 
(Mahmud, 2021). India’s 2020 National Education Policy 
acknowledged the pressure from a coaching culture that 
dissuades students from true learning by focusing on 
passing tests (Gupta, 2021). An overt reliance on private 
tutoring could remove any impetus for reforms to 
improve the quality of education (Dundar et al., 2017).

Regardless of the availability of robust evidence on 
student outcomes, it is useful to consider household and 
student perceptions of the value of tutoring (Ghosh and 
Bray 2020), which are attributed to immediate feedback 
and quick redressal of problems in tuition classes 
even if teachers do not adopt new pedagogical styles 
(Subedi, 2018). A qualitative study of grade 11 students 
in Nepal taking English language coaching highlighted 
perceptions that improvements were due to tutoring 
and not to regular schooling (Kshtree, 2020). Similar 
perceptions were reported in Bangladesh (Mashraky, 
2019) and Maldives (Shougee and Shareef, 2022).

Personalized learning through education technology 
can be considered a form of tutoring, but research on 
the impact of education technology companies that 
use personalized learning is not conclusive, as the 
programmes are still new. In addition, the companies 
may rely on research design that promotes their 
products (Burns, 2021). A global database of such 
companies, including 38 from India, found that 71%  
lacked evaluations of their efficacy, while 10% of 
companies with evidence cited internal evaluations 
(Central Square Foundation, 2021). There is limited 
research on the learning outcomes achieved by students 
using Byju's products (Smythe, 2021). Papers mostly 
highlight its success story, using vague research 
methodologies. Their conclusions describe Byju's 
product offerings using phrases such as ‘dominance  
over its rivals’ (Tripathy and Devarapalli, 2020).

NON-STATE ACTORS ARE INVOLVED IN 
EDUCATION INNOVATION BUT HAVE 
NO MONOPOLY ON GOOD IDEAS

Non-state actors have been active in developing 
innovative solutions for accelerated learning, 
occasionally working with the government. 
In Bangladesh, a literacy-based poverty alleviation 
programme, Ganokendra, with a reach of 80,000 families 
in seven districts, relies on groups of newly literate 
women to run community centres, provides them with 
training support and equips the centres with libraries 
and facilities to enable them to function as centres 
empowering communities (Oyasu, 2019). In 2007, 
the Education for Children of Migrant Labour programme 
of the Azim Premji Foundation in India, in partnership 
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Fee-charging private schools may rely more on rote learning and a strict curriculum because 
parents expect high scores on high-stake examinations

 

Non-state actors have been active in developing innovative solutions for accelerated learning, 
occasionally working with the government

with two construction companies and the Karnataka 
state education department, aimed to bring migrant 
children into the mainstream education system within 
one year through a developmental curriculum approach 
that included all children regardless of their ability, 
using multilingual and multilevel teaching and learning 
processes and resources, and meeting their health and 
nutrition needs (Kavoori and Subha, 2022).

But innovative curricula are not only available in 
private institutions. In India, public preschools use 
more play-based activities, while private preschools 
have a more formal instructional style (UNESCO, 2021) 
(Box 3.2). The Delhi government introduced a ‘happiness 
curriculum’, integrating social and emotional activities 
in government schools, but the programme has not yet 
been implemented in private schools. Extreme pressure 
from competitive examinations means students are likely 
to engage in rote learning, which destroys creativity 
(Mehra, 2021). Fee-charging private schools may rely 
more on rote learning and a strict curriculum because 
parents expect high scores on high-stake examinations.

A global compilation of 3,000 innovations in education 
(‘an idea or technology that is a break from previous 
practice, and is often new in a particular context, even 
if not new to the world’) suggested that 60% were 
implemented by NGOs, 26% by for-profit organizations 
and 12% by public actors (Winthrop, 2018, p. 6). Of those, 
276 were in India, second only to the United States; 
49 in Pakistan; 28 in Bangladesh; and 18 in Nepal. 
India is especially viewed as a laboratory for scaling 
up non-profit innovations. For instance, FSG, a global 
non-profit consulting firm, has ambitions to replace 
rote with activity-based learning to improve early 
education in private schools. By 2022, its Program to 
Improve Private Early Education (PIPE) aims to supply 
high-quality, affordable activity-based learning to at 
least 500 low-fee private schools. Agastya International 
Foundation delivers demonstration and activity-based 

science programmes to more than 1.5 million rural 
school children each year. Labhya Foundation, 
in partnership with the Uttarakhand State Institute 
of Educational Management and Training and the 
State Council of Educational Research and Training, 
introduced a socioemotional learning programme, 
Anandam Pathyacharya, in over 18,000 government-run 
schools in the state (Pandey et al., 2017).

But few studies exist on how these initiatives affect 
learning outcomes and most of the research comes from 
the programmes themselves, rather than independent 
evaluators. In Pakistan, Teaching in Clusters by Subject 
Specialists, a programme of the Punjab Education 
Foundation, has been credited with innovative teaching 
methods and raising scores significantly within three 
years of the programme’s beginning (Malik, 2010). 
An evaluation of a low-budget NGO enrichment 
programme focusing on sports and creative arts 
in Bengaluru, India, showed significant increases in 
cognitive, emotional and social life skills (Pearson et al., 
2021). An assessment of 1,187 children in 151 schools 
showed that senior kindergarten children in PIPE schools 
scored 48% higher on learning outcomes than students 
in control schools (FSG, 2020).

Foundational learning has received high priority in 
India’s National Education Policy 2020 and has led to 
the Nipun Bharat programme, which aims to target 
50 million 3- to 11-year-old children (India Ministry 
of Education, 2021). The Central Square Foundation, 
Language and Learning Foundation, Pratham and 
Room to Read are among non-state stakeholders 
heavily involved in its implementation, providing 
management, technology and pedagogical inputs.

The motivation of non-state actors to improve 
education is key. An analysis of low-fee private 
school proprietors in the Indian cities Bangaluru, 
Hyderabad and Pune found that they started their 
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A global compilation of 3,000 innovations in education suggested that 60% were 
implemented by NGOs

schools because they wanted to engage in education 
proactively, expressing concern over the quality of 
education provided by government schools (Mond and 
Prakash, 2019). Providers of continuing professional 
development programmes in India interviewed for 
this report stressed that their motivation was to 
address the lack of innovation in state-run training 
centres. They portrayed themselves as concerned 
stakeholders, willing to invest in and improve education 
by engaging in teacher preparation, creating learning 
systems, and developing child-centred pedagogy and 
whole-of-school improvement programmes. Several 
institutions aim to integrate schooling with pre- and 
in-service education. For example, MN, a Mumbai-based 
non-profit organization, started with a handful of 
community members working as early childhood 

practitioners. It emphasizes schools as a learning 
space for teachers to observe, research and practise 
teaching-learning processes. Since 2003, MN has evolved 
into a hub-and-spokes model with a teacher education 
centre and seven English-medium municipal schools by 
training thousands of community members (TISS, 2022).

Despite private actor innovations, public universities 
still hold more prestige

In tertiary education, quality and prestige are 
strongly tied to academic personnel and research 
output, which tend to be better in public institutions. 
In Bangladesh, non-state institutions tend to recruit 
part-time, temporary professors, who do not have many 
professional development opportunities and are not 

BOX 3.2: 

Play-based learning for the youngest is not limited to one sector

Child-centred teaching focused on play is a vehicle for learning and the development of language, socioemotional and creativity skills. It can range 
from free play to various forms of guided play where adults can facilitate or direct and structure learning (Whitebread et al., 2012). Both state and 
non-state actors use play-based learning in South Asia.

In Bangladesh, a BRAC-led initiative, Humanitarian Play Lab, was implemented for children under 6 in Rohingya refugee camps, combining 
play-based learning and psychosocial support for positive development (Mariam et al., 2021). In 2015, BRAC implemented a pilot programme 
in government primary schools to improve the pre-primary education learning environment by providing low-cost play materials, creating 
play-friendly spaces for children and guiding teachers and children to use play inside and outside the classroom. However, an assessment found 
that play had not been adequately included and only a quarter of the schools had supplementary teaching-learning and play materials (Bhatta 
et al., 2020).

In Bhutan, both state and non-state ECCE centres are required to follow a curriculum guided by the Ministry of Education and the National 
Early Learning and Development Standards. Linked to the country’s core values on happiness, the learning standards seek to strengthen holistic 
development of children through play and exploration by addressing their physical well-being, health and motor development, language and 
literacy, cognition and general knowledge, and spiritual, moral and cultural development (Schofield and Roder, 2022).

In India, the absence of regulations on curriculum and standards results in learning experiences differing across pre-primary education (ASER, 
2020). Children in private schools spend far more time in formal teaching and less time in play-based learning than children in government-run 
anganwadi centres. This supports the notion that private schools cater to parental expectations rather than age-appropriate teaching practices. 
Private provision in Nepal and Sri Lanka also caters for parental demand, which means a focus on academics, as many parents seek to prepare their 
children for entry into primary education. Most parents, providers and policymakers in Nepal appear to see preschool as an extension of school 
rather than essential to holistic child development (Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022). In Sri Lanka, the lack of a standard early 
childhood education curriculum means private preschools have developed their own curricula to meet parental demand emphasizing academic 
development (Warnasuriya et al., 2020).
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involved in the long-term development of the institution. 
Their academic staff also hold fewer qualifications: While 
one third of professors at public universities hold a Ph.D., 
only one fifth do so at private ones (World Bank, 2019). 
It is also common for private universities to hire public 
university professors as a way of improving quality and 
standing. In India, public university professors often 
move to private universities after reaching retirement 
age, between 58 and 62 years (Powar, 2015).

Most non-state institutions focus on professional and 
vocational education and do not award doctorates 
(Seeber, 2016). Still, even among universities, public 
institutions often take the lead in research output. 
In Bangladesh, public tertiary institutions are the main 
drivers of research: In 2020, 11 of the 15 universities with 
the most scientific articles published, including the 
top four, were public (Ahmed, 2021; World Bank, 2019). 
There are notable exceptions. In 2019, one non-state 
institution alone, BRAC University, spent more on 
research than 10 public universities combined (Siddiqui, 
2022). Access to public funds can help foster research 
and make institutions more attractive to professors. 
Non-state providers tend to be left out of research 
funding opportunities, as in Maldives (Shougee 
and Shareef, 2022). In Sri Lanka, the government 
has been trying to help non-state institutions 
develop their academic capacities by offering Ph.D. 
scholarships (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022).

Demand for specialized and professionally oriented 
programmes is shaping tertiary education growth 
globally, including in South Asia (Muzammil, 2019). 
Non-state institutions particularly tend to focus on 
programmes teaching students skills that are rewarded 
in the labour market and enable them to recuperate 
the cost of their studies. However, this focus may blunt 
innovation. Smaller institutions with little capital offer 
only fields of study that require little upfront investment 
in infrastructure and are less regulated by governments 
and professional associations (Asian Development Bank, 
2012; Teixeira et al., 2016). In Afghanistan, non-state 
institutions usually only offer courses with a close link 
to the labour market (Hatsaandh, 2022). In Bangladesh, 
the high cost of offering science, technology, engineering 

and mathematics programmes is a key reason why 
non-state institutions tend to focus on humanities 
or business (World Bank, 2019). In India, about 40% of 
private colleges offer only one field of study, usually 
education (Muzammil, 2019). In Maldives, lack of field 
diversification and unavailability of programmes in 
disciplines considered to be of national importance have 
been identified as major challenges in tertiary education 
(Shougee and Shareef, 2022).

Governance and financial ties often make it easier for 
governments to interfere with public higher education 
institutions. In India, the government has intervened 
at several public universities believed to be hostile 
to official views (Scholars at Risk, 2021). At Nalanda 
University, government meddling with the composition 
of its governing board led to two chancellors stepping 
down (Tripathi, 2017). In Sri Lanka, concerns were fed 
over a bill that would have placed a public university 
under the defence ministry and outside the regulatory 
framework of the Universities Act (De Alwis, 2021). In the 
Islamic Republic of Iran, there has been opposition to the 
removal of faculties’ right to select university presidents 
and develop curricula (Golkar, 2015; Radio Farda, 2015).

India’s government made it mandatory for academics at 
public institutions to obtain approval from the Ministry 
of External Affairs to hold webinars or virtual seminars 
on topics considered to be sensitive or related to national 
security, a regulation that does not apply to private 
institutions (Niazi, 2021a). Governments have also been 
increasing oversight of non-state institutions in the 
region. In Bangladesh, the University Grants Commission 
has proposed amending the Private University Act 
2010 to allow the government to appoint vice chancellors 
to non-state universities, which is already the rule for 
most public universities (Jasim, 2021b). In India, there are 
concerns that pressure on public institutions is spreading 
to non-state institutions, as reflected in the resignation 
of academics from Ashoka University who were vocal 
critics of the government (Niazi, 2021b). In Pakistan, 
the senates of non-state institutions are required to have 
one government member and one member nominated  
by the Higher Education Commission (Pakistan Higher 
Education Commission, 2002).
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Higher education authorities in Bangladesh, India and Pakistan have published annual lists of 
non-state universities that operate illegal, unrecognized or fake programmes

The region’s non-state actors have been tarnished by 
accusations of deceptive practices. Faced with such 
complaints, the Ministry of Education in Afghanistan 
decided to review the degrees of private universities 
before they are issued to students, including by 
potentially testing students to verify they pass a 
minimum standard (Hamid, 2017). Higher education 
authorities in Bangladesh, India and Pakistan have 
published annual lists of non-state universities that 
operate illegal, unrecognized or fake programmes  
(Jasim, 2021a; Pakistan Higher Education Commission, 
2022; University Grants Commission of India, 2021).

India has had issues of fraud and unprofessional 
practices in medical training. Government and court 
records showed that, between 2010 and 2015, at least 
69 of the 398 medical colleges and teaching hospitals 
were accused of rigging entrance examinations or 
accepting bribes to admit students. The regulator 
recommended closing 24 of the colleges. In 1980, India 
had 100 public and 11 private medical schools; by 2015, 
the respective figures were 183 and 215. Accreditation 
of private institutions was suspect; many were set up 
by businessmen and politicians with no experience 
in operating medical or educational institutions. 
The Medical Council of India found private colleges 
hiring people to pose as full-time faculty members 
and healthy people to pose as patients in order to 
pass inspections (Clark, 2015). Around 15% of spots in 
most Indian private engineering and medical schools 
are reserved under the management quota, a legal 
provision that allows colleges to select students at their 
discretion. In practice, these seats are often sold to 
underperforming rich students, compromising ethical 
and quality standards (Frayer and Pathak, 2019).

Nevertheless, there is also evidence that non-state 
institutions can be flexible and faster at adapting to 
change. In Bangladesh, non-state universities have 
developed learning modules and training centres focused 
on improving the cognitive and soft skills of students, 
a strategy rarely seen in public institutions. They have 
also offered remedial courses to help prepare students 
in English and mathematics prior to their degree 
programmes (World Bank, 2019). These measures have 
been credited with improving the employability and 

entrepreneurial spirit of private university graduates, 
especially as compared with those from public 
universities (Wadud, 2019).

In Afghanistan, non-state institutions have offered 
evening classes to attract working students (Hatsaandh, 
2022). After the Taliban returned to power in August 2021, 
a directive ordered male and female university students 
to be segregated. Most non-state universities were able 
to comply and resume operations by September 2021, 
while public institutions failed to do so and remained 
closed at least until February 2022 (Saif, 2021, 2022). 
In Bhutan, Royal Thimphu College offered one-off 
semesters for students studying abroad who had to 
remain in the country during the COVID-19 pandemic. This 
has helped promote internationalization of the national 
education system through partnerships with institutions 
in Europe and North America (Schofield and Roder, 2022).

Private actors lead innovation in TVET but 
student outcomes are highly variable

In a rapidly changing global economy, private actors 
have been filling skills gaps where public institutions 
have been slow at responding to new demands 
(Fernandez-Stark and Bamber, 2018). As information 
technology companies emerged in India in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, public vocational education 
institutions needed their involvement to be able to 
respond to increasing demand for skilled professionals 
(Mehrotra, 2017). Medical and computer technology 
were launched by non-state institutions in Bangladesh, 
while digital content was provided by the privately run 
Deerwalk Institute of Technology in Nepal (BRAC, 2022; 
Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022). 
Conversely, private providers have been less involved 
in more established sectors, including construction, 
manufacturing and retail (Flake et al., 2017). In Maldives, 
private actors are the sole providers of specific 
skills-based education. The 2021 Higher Education Act 
recognized TVET as a distinct education level, separate 
from higher education. So far, only the Maldives 
Institute of Technology and the Technical & Vocational 
Education Centre, which are private, have provided 
training in sectors such as electricity, engineering 
and construction (Shougee and Shareef, 2022).
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Yet private institutions generally cannot afford 
expensive, innovative technical equipment and offer 
adequate learning experiences, which may jeopardize 
the quality of training and learning outcomes 
(Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022). 
In Bangladesh, there is a substantial performance 
gap between public and private institutions: 96% of 
students completing public programmes achieved the 
highest grades on the Secondary School Certificate 
examination, compared with 36% of their peers in 
private programmes (which account for more than 
three quarters of TVET enrolment). While private 
institutions have better pupil/teacher ratios and 
teachers have more industry experience, the teaching 
force is less qualified and has less teaching experience 
than in the public sector. They are also less likely to 
continue their training (Nakata et al., 2018). A review of 
Nepal’s TVET system showed that trainees in private 
institutions performed worse on the final examination 
than their peers in public institutions, probably due 
to a lack of qualified teachers and adequate learning 
and teaching materials (Sharma et al., 2019).

One way to assess the quality of technical and 
vocational education is employment results. 
An evaluation comparing skills development under 
various programmes in India showed that diligence in 
provider selection makes a difference in employability. 
The National Skill Development Corporation was the 
only institution to include a multiple-step process to 
select providers: Trainees in its programmes, 90% of 
which are provided by private actors, increased their 
employment rate by 11 percentage points from 
pre-training levels and found more secure jobs than 
their peers in other training initiatives (World Bank, 
2015). An evaluation of employability outcomes for 
polytechnics graduates in Bangladesh showed no 
substantial difference in employment status between 
students in private- and public-led institutions up to 
two years after graduation. Overall, though, private 
polytechnics had better links with industry. Some three 
quarters reported having some form of partnerships 
with businesses, allowing them to provide students with 
apprenticeships and workplace visits (Nakata et al., 2018).

NON-STATE ACTIVITIES IN 
EDUCATION MAY BE LESS EFFICIENT 
THAN COMMONLY THOUGHT

Non-state activities in education, especially in South 
Asia, are often credited with introducing efficiency to 
education systems dominated by a wasteful public 
sector. While there is value in this argument, the debate 
often looks only at parts of the system or considers 
only short-term and not long-term implications.

COMPETITION HAS LED TO EDUCATION 
SYSTEM STRATIFICATION

Expanding school choice was expected to empower 
parents, force schools to improve through competition, 
and increase satisfaction with schooling (Chubb 
and Moe, 1990). Potential negative consequences 
included excessive competition: Parents would go to 
huge lengths to ensure that their children had the 
best competitive advantage, while schools would 
change the way they operated, sometimes even at 
the cost of good pedagogical practice, and would 
select students, possibly leading to exclusion.

Education has characteristics that make it less 
conducive to the kind of market competition that may 
yield benefits in other areas of social and economic 
life. For example, the presence of private or other 
schools in near proximity may not be a sufficient 
incentive for public school authorities to improve 
if they lack the financial resources or autonomy 
to respond. Since the early 1990s, middle and even 
lower-middle-class families in India have stopped 
sending children to government schools (Nambissan, 
2009). An analysis of the Foundation Assisted Schools 
programme in Pakistan, a public–private partnership, 
showed that its schools had a negative impact on 
enrolment at nearby public schools (Ansari, 2021).

Depending on one’s perspective, the flight from 
public to private schools may be interpreted as 
a sign that the private programme is effective, 
or that it causes irreparable harm to public education. 

 

As information technology companies emerged in India in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
public vocational education institutions needed their involvement to be able to respond  
to increasing demand for skilled professionals
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Education has characteristics that make it less conducive to the kind of market competition 
that may yield benefits in other areas of social and economic life

Hardly any analyses of systemic consequences of 
competition in the region have been done. In Nepal, 
public school outcomes did not seem to be associated 
with the extent of private competition. But the gap 
between public and private school outcomes was 
higher in localities with higher growth in private 
education, suggesting stratification (Joshi, 2020).

Analysis of 2014 ASER Pakistan data from 2,500 schools 
showed that children were highly clustered in terms of 
poverty and performance: 37% of children would have 
needed to change schools to make the distribution 
of disadvantaged children even across all schools. 
The economic background of students at government 
schools is more mixed than at private schools. Richer 
provinces, including Punjab, Azad Jammu and Kashmir, 
and the Islamabad Capital Territory, have higher 
segregation than the more deprived regions of the 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas, Gilgit-Baltistan 
and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (Siddiqui, 2017).

There is also the problem of stigmatization of public 
schooling, even for the best-performing public 
schools. In two districts of Nepal, middle class 
parents avoided the public schools viewed as best 
in a census of secondary school principals – who 
cited their holistic focus on student development 
and astute leadership – because they lacked 
prestige and did not teach in English (Joshi, 2018).

The emptying out of public schools leads to 
consolidation pressures. India has a huge number 
of small public schools (Kingdon, 2017). NITI Aayog’s 
Sustainable Action for Transforming Human Capital in 
Education project in Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh and 
Odisha states has pointed to school mergers as a key 
way to optimize resource use by redirecting resources 
from small to medium-sized and large schools (Niti 
Aayog, 2021). One adverse consequence of the Right to 
Education Act Section 12(1)(c), which required private 
schools to enrol disadvantaged students to improve 
social cohesion, may have been that it helped accelerate 
the emptying out of some public schools. Karnataka 
state amended a rule to make it no longer mandatory 

for private unaided schools to admit students if there 
were government or aided schools in the same locality. 
The Karnataka High Court upheld the amendment 
after it was contested by parents who wanted to 
maintain access to private schools (The Hindu, 2019).

Competition between public and private schools takes 
several forms and yields various policy responses. Some 
public schools in the region have switched to English 
medium, commonly used by private schools, which may 
be seen as a negative consequence of competition (Joshi, 
2016). India’s Rajasthan state converted 432 government 
schools into English-medium schools as of the school 
year 2022/23 (Times of India, 2022). This policy is also 
prevalent in public schools in urban areas of Nepal, but is 
a challenge for government, education institutions 
and teachers, as well as students, who cannot receive 
English-medium support at home (Joshi, 2016).

COST-EFFECTIVENESS ACHIEVED THROUGH 
LOW TEACHER SALARIES IS NOT SUSTAINABLE

Proponents of non-state activity in education argue that 
private providers are more cost-efficient. Such efficiency 
gains have to come from somewhere, and teacher 
salaries, as the largest education cost, are a likely source. 
But while non-state actors may increase cost-efficiency 
by hiring young or unqualified teachers in some schools, 
this is not a sustainable solution.

Education expansion through private schools and 
public–private partnership arrangements in the region 
has been facilitated by low teacher salaries. Teachers 
in low-fee private schools in India and Pakistan are paid 
between one eighth and one half of what public school 
teachers receive (GCE, 2016). And even public school 
teachers are paid less than other professionals in the 
region, on average (Beteille et al., 2020). In India’s Andhra 
Pradesh state, voucher recipients in private schools were 
found to perform on about a par with non-recipients in 
public schools at less than one third of the unit cost at 
public schools and one sixth of the teacher salary cost 
(Muralidharan and Sundararaman, 2015).
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Employment of young, unqualified female teachers with 
limited employment alternatives has been recognized 
as a key component of the low-cost private school 
business model in Pakistan (Andrabi et al., 2007). 
In Punjab province, the four public–private partnership 
programmes paid between US$3 and US$9 per student 
per month, while the government paid US$9 per student 
per month in public schools. Lower salaries enabled the 
lower cost per student (Crawfurd and Hares, 2020).

Public schools tend to serve more disadvantaged 
populations, which are costlier to educate and are 
more likely to be in rural areas, where costs are 
higher still. Low salaries do not help in this situation. 
Moreover, relying on teachers with lower qualifications 
through unequal contract arrangements becomes 
unsustainable when non-state teachers begin to 
demand rights comparable to those of their state 
counterparts (Singh, 2020). Effective governance calls 
for treating the education system as one, finding 
direct and sustainable ways to address imbalances 
and inefficiencies. Finally, inadequate salaries prompt 
teachers to provide private tutoring after school hours. 
In Bangladesh, the mainstream education system has 
reportedly lost some of its most talented teachers to 
the shadow education system, which can yield far higher 
average income (BRAC, 2022). In India, some of the best 
instructors at tutoring centres in Delhi were previously 
the best teachers at high-performing schools who 
shifted to tutoring for higher earnings (Punjabi, 2020).

SOME NON-STATE EFFORTS TO DEVELOP 
TEACHER CAPACITY HAVE NOT BEEN EFFICIENT

The involvement of non-state actors in contributing 
to education system development has not always 
been constructive. Analysis of Teach for America 
and its international adaptations has highlighted 
how they have undermined professional teacher 
education and advocated school choice as a solution 
to under-resourcing of public education systems 
(Straubhaar and Friedrich, 2015). For instance, a mapping 
of the social network and interactions around Teach 

for Bangladesh finds that the organization functions 
as a policy network, which has pushed for local 
institutionalization of US-style policies in teacher 
education and for sharing governance of democratic 
processes with entrepreneurial individuals and their 
organizations (Adhikary and Lingard, 2018).

In India, the 2009 Right to Education Act mandates that 
only those with recognized diplomas or undergraduate 
degrees in education can teach in government schools. 
However, in 2015, Teach For India signed a memorandum 
of understanding with the Delhi municipality that 
referred to its fellows as ‘teaching resources’, rather than 
teachers, allowing them more pedagogical autonomy 
and creating a parallel institutional regime to that of 
government schools. They could bring in volunteers to 
help with their work, and Teach for India could appoint 
two fellows per classroom to teach larger classes. They 
were exempt from administrative work that government 
teachers were required to perform in government 
schools. They also were allowed to focus only on 
teaching English, mathematics, environmental studies 
and science, while government teachers had extra duties 
teaching other languages at the primary level.

The disruption this agreement caused also had other 
repercussions. Since fellows were paid through internal 
organizational funds and had other privileges as well, 
they were also allowed to take their students on 
varied extracurricular activities and excursions, while 
municipal teachers had permission and funds for only 
one excursion annually. Schoolteachers felt insecure 
and resentful as they perceived school principals as 
giving fellows preferential treatment. School principals, 
for their part, were careful in trying to balance these 
relationships, since they believed the fellows could bring 
more resources into their schools. Fellow autonomy 
amplified the disparity in materials available to the 
English- and Hindi-medium sections. Glaring differences 
between the sociocultural backgrounds of Teach for India 
fellows and those of their students also risked being 
detrimental (Subramanian, 2020).

 

Education expansion through private schools and public–private partnership arrangements 
in the region has been facilitated by low teacher salaries

66 C H A P T E R   3  •  Impact

3



CONCLUSION

This chapter has reviewed the three core arguments used 
by proponents and opponents of a strategy of education 
expansion based on non-state actors. The first argument 
is equity. Non-profit providers have helped target 
interventions, and public–private partnerships have 
targeted areas with larger out-of-school populations. 
However, their operations are typically small. Ultimately, 
expansion of non-state provision has typically 
displaced public provision in urban and wealthier areas, 
determining access based on ability to pay, exacerbating 
inequality and introducing social stratification.

The second argument is quality and innovation. Private 
schools are perceived as being of better quality. This 
is based on observable characteristics, combined 
with a lack of trust in government and somewhat 
superficial comparisons of performance in high-stakes 
examinations, the most closely followed indicator of 
quality. Once socioeconomic background is controlled for, 
much of the private school advantage is reduced. There 
is also growing awareness of the wide range of results 
within non-state institutions, including low learning 
levels in these institutions. Moreover, non-state actors 
are not the only providers of innovation in pedagogy.

The third argument is efficiency. The success of 
non-state provision has expanded by offering services 
at a low cost, drawing from a pool of primarily young 
women with few alternative employment opportunities. 
The sustainability of this approach needs to be examined 
from a long-term perspective, as the model does not 
directly solve either the issue of teacher pay or the major 
question of quality in South Asian education systems.

 

Expansion of non-state provision has typically displaced public provision in urban and 
wealthier areas, determining access based on ability to pay, exacerbating inequality and 
introducing social stratification 
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Kalimullah, 14, learns the Koran in a 

madrasa in Kuchlak, Quetta district, 

Balochistan province, Pakistan.

CREDIT: UNICEF/Zaidi
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K E Y  M E S S AG E S
	� Responsibilities for managing and monitoring non-state providers are often divided. In Pakistan, madrasas 

are governed by the Ministry of Religious Affairs. Almost all the 389 international schools in Sri Lanka are 
registered as private businesses and are not under the education ministry’s purview.

	� All countries have regulations on registration, approval and licensing to establish schools. India’s 2009 Right 
to Education Act states that if non-compliance with standards exceeds three years, authorities must withdraw 
recognition and owners are liable for substantial fines if they continue to run the school.

	� Certification and working conditions are more clearly specified for public than private school teachers. In Nepal, 
all teachers need to have a licence from the Teachers Service Commission and the salary cannot be below the 
minimum scale set by the government. But government schools have separate regulations on allowances, 
leave, pensions and other benefits.

	� Regulations for private tutoring and technology providers lag behind. In Bhutan, India and Sri Lanka, 
no licensing or registration is required to set up a private tutoring business.

	� Meaningful enforcement of regulations is impeded by lack of human resources. In Bangladesh, in 2022, only 
nine officials worked in the University Grants Commission’s private university wing, responsible for monitoring 
the 108 private universities in the country.

	� Long registration regulatory processes are a burden. In Delhi, India, 28 certificates or approvals from  
6 departments are needed to open a private school. Officially, the process should take four months  
at most, but some cases have taken over five years and many schools remain unrecognized.

	� Public–private partnerships require clarity over public and private actors’ roles and responsibilities. After a 
2015 evaluation, reform of India’s National Skill Development Corporation improved regulatory oversight 
and strengthened emphasis on quality and monitoring.

	� Providers view government regulations as burdensome rather than supportive. In Bhutan, the 2012 Rules 
and Regulations for the Establishment of Colleges required all colleges to have 15 acres of contiguous or 
near-contiguous land, a difficult and expensive feat near urban areas.

	� Regulation limitations fuel corruption. In India, 80% of recognized low-fee private schools in Telangana state, 
72% in Andhra Pradesh, 43% in Haryana and 35% in Jammu and Kashmir reported they had to pay more than 
what was officially required to obtain certification.
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As the primary duty bearers of the right to education, 
governments need to ensure education system 

steering, oversight, monitoring and accountability. They 
are expected to establish sound regulatory frameworks 
ensuring that as non-state provision of education goods 
and services expands, providers operate under the 
same conditions, everyone can fulfil their right to 
education, and public funds are used efficiently, 
effectively and equitably.

This chapter analyses how non-state provision is 
governed in the region. It maps what aspects of 
education systems are regulated, with a focus on 
regulations that apply for non-state actors, and the 
types of non-state activity where regulations lag 
behind. Provider perspectives and experiences with 
the application of these governance and regulation 
mechanisms conclude the overview.

RESPONSIBILITIES FOR MANAGING 
AND MONITORING NON-STATE 
PROVISION ARE SPREAD OUT

The governance of non-state actors in education 
generally does not differ from that of state actors, 
but there are some significant differences. In early 
childhood education, reflecting the multisectoral needs 
of the population served, the education ministry or 
another ministry (e.g. social policy or women’s affairs) 

or agency may lead. Most countries struggle to govern 
early childhood education well, especially for children 
under 3, as it demands strong coordination, collaboration 
and cooperation between sectors and between levels. 
In India, despite the presence of a dedicated Ministry 
of Women and Child Development, coordination with 
multiple education departments at the national and 
state levels is weak (Kaul, 2019). In Sri Lanka, until 
recently, pre-primary and primary education were 
overseen by different entities and understanding of 
age-appropriate curricula varied. The growing influence 
of private primary schools has led to a shift towards 
academic skills and away from holistic child development 
(Institute for Policy Studies, 2022).

Primary and secondary education governance mainly lies 
with the education ministry, while local institutions and 
school management committees play complementary 
roles. Responsibility for quality assurance is with the 
education ministry or sometimes other authorities. 
In Pakistan, private school regulation is based on federal 
legislation, while Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province and 
Islamabad Capital Territory have also established their 
own regulatory authorities (ITA, 2022). In Afghanistan, 
the Directorate of Private Education Institutions 
was established at the Ministry of Education in 
2017 (Hatsaandh, 2022). In countries with a significant 
presence of faith-based schools, a ministry or other 
authority of religious affairs is usually involved.

 

Most countries struggle to govern early childhood education well, as it demands strong 
coordination, collaboration and cooperation between sectors and between levels
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At the tertiary level, a common pattern is autonomous public universities being responsible 
for accrediting and monitoring non-state institutions

In Bangladesh, uniquely, school education is divided 
between the Ministry for Primary and Mass Education 
(up to grade 5) and the Ministry of Education (from  
grade 6 and above). The administration of school 
education by two ministries creates issues of 
coordination, continuity and articulation in terms of 
curriculum, teachers, quality and standards, and service 
expansion. The madrasa stream is further divided into 
formal and government-assisted aliya madrasas and 
non-formal qawmi institutions. A draft education sector 
plan, prepared in 2020 by a national expert team, has not  
yet been formally endorsed, which perpetuates discrete 
subsector plans (BRAC, 2022). In Pakistan, the deeni 
madaris have been registered under the Ministry 
of Religious Affairs. They are now expected to be 
transferred to the umbrella of the federal ministry 
of education.

In Nepal, for the first time in over three decades of 
decentralization, local governments now have the 
responsibility for education. This creates a range of 
challenges. For instance, there is a lack of adequate 
human and other resources to regulate early childhood 
education, as focal persons have limited knowledge. 
Although federalism has shifted authority over 
schools down to local government levels, it has also 
shifted authority up, from head teachers and school 
management committees to local governments. 
The new supervisory roles of local authorities may 
mean that school actors become more constrained 
by local government authorities, who are physically 
closer to schools than the federal authorities are, 
and have more of a direct interest in what is happening 
in schools (Schaffner et al., 2020). The extent to which 
private schools are allowed to function is increasingly 
dependent on the relationship between schools and the 
local government under which they operate (Institute of 
Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

There are additional governance structures to facilitate 
private engagement. In Pakistan, the government 
established five semi-autonomous provincial 
foundations to increase access through public–private 
partnerships by either taking over weak schools 
or establishing new ones. The School Education 
Department and the Punjab Education Foundation 
outsource the management of low-performing 

schools to the private sector. The Sindh Education 
Foundation was established as a semi-autonomous 
organization. Sindh was the first province to establish 
a public–private partnership unit in the Education 
and Literacy Department, in 2013, to procure school 
management services. Two projects, the New School 
Program by the Punjab Education Foundation and 
Promoting Private Schools in Rural Sindh by the 
Sindh Education Foundation, fund non-state actors 
that establish and manage new schools in remote, 
underserved localities (ITA, 2022). In India, too, there 
has been a shift of emphasis from school types – 
government, private aided and private unaided – which 
defined government support, to public–private 
partnership programmes. The respective project 
management units are operated by private-sector 
actors (Centre for Policy Research, 2022).

Stipulations for parental participation in private school 
governance are limited. In India, only 6 of the 31 
surveyed states and union territories require schools 
to have a parent–teacher association and only 5 require 
parents to have a role in fee regulation. In Bihar, 
unaided schools are required to consult parents through 
parent representatives before revising their fees 
(Mehendale, 2020).

At the tertiary level, a common pattern is autonomous 
public universities being responsible for accrediting 
and monitoring non-state institutions, particularly 
colleges or campuses. In Bangladesh, the National 
University is responsible for accrediting and monitoring 
all private colleges (World Bank, 2019). In India, private 
colleges are established through affiliation with state or 
central universities, which are responsible for ensuring 
that regulations are followed. In Nepal, the University 
Grants Commission monitors only universities and 
community campuses that receive public funding. 
Private campuses are the responsibility of their affiliated 
public universities, which control their programmes, 
assessments and curricula, and are not monitored by 
the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology. 
In Pakistan, private or chartered colleges may be 
affiliated with state or non-state universities (Pakistan 
Higher Education Commission, 2007). Quality control 
may be outsourced to non-education public entities. 
In Sri Lanka, the monitoring of some private institutions 
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is done by the Board of Investment, an autonomous 
public agency, without any influence from the University 
Grants Commission or the Ministry of Education 
(Institute of Policy Studies, 2022).

Monitoring the tertiary education system is complicated 
because it is fragmented. In Bhutan, private institutions 
have complained that a lack of coordination across 
ministries leads to significant delays (Schofield and 
Roder, 2022). In India, monitoring of teacher training 
institutes is done by several monitoring agencies 
with different compliance norms and monitoring 
modes. Sometimes one institute can be monitored 
by two agencies, and institutes in the same state 
may receive accreditation from different bodies. 
This fragmented structure and a lack of coordination 
between stakeholders such as the government, 
University Grants Commission and universities 
have been flagged as constituting an important 
challenge (Centre for Policy Research, 2022).

The management of technical and vocational education 
and training (TVET) needs to integrate diverse 
interests and perspectives while ensuring equity, 
inclusion and quality. Private-sector involvement has 
often been considered an opportunity to align skills 
development systems with labour market demand 
(Dunbar, 2013; Mehrotra, 2017). Systems that include 
the state, employer and worker representatives 
cope well with changing labour market dynamics. 
Such tripartite arrangements have been set up 
in Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. In India, specialized 
research institutes, education institutions and 
ministries participate in social dialogue (ILO, 2021).

Sector skills councils exist in Bangladesh, India and 
Sri Lanka. They convene actors in a given industry 
to support workforce skills development (ILO, 2019). 
They produce knowledge, identify new labour market 

demands, define occupational standards and assure 
quality (ETF, 2020). In Bangladesh, industry skills 
councils assure quality standards in training provision 
and assessment. They identify industry assessors to 
represent them on the main quality assurance body, 
the Bangladesh Technical Education Board (ILO and 
World Bank, 2017). Under the lead of the National Skills 
Development Authority, a range of actors, including 
foundations and non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), have joined decision-making processes 
(BRAC, 2022). In India, sector skills bodies develop 
training requirements that are relevant for vocational 
institutions (ILO, 2020). In Sri Lanka, skills councils have 
been established in sectors including construction and 
tourism, although their influence on decision making 
is considered limited (Institute of Policy Studies, 
2022). Under the second phase of the TVET Sector 
Support Programme in Pakistan, the involvement of 
the private sector in governance bodies is scheduled to 
be increased. Employers are expected to participate in 
decision making and to lead management committees 
of selected TVET institutions (ITA, 2022).

Adult education is usually governed by education 
ministries, although some countries have tried to 
involve NGOs and civil society organizations in more 
participatory mechanisms. The Afghan National 
Association for Adult Education is responsible for 
coordinating literacy programmes provided by the state 
and non-state actors within the Ministry of Education’s 
Literacy Initiative for Empowerment (Robinson-Pant 
et al., 2021). But international partners have sometimes 
promoted adult learning strategies with standards 
and priorities that were not aligned with national 
plans (Hatsaandh, 2022). In Bangladesh, drawing on 
a participatory approach, the Non-formal Education 
Development Programme is expected to establish a 
national steering committee encompassing partner 
organizations, district and subdistrict representatives, 

 

Adult education is usually governed by education ministries, although some countries have 
tried to involve NGOs and civil society organizations in more participatory mechanisms

 

Regulations for school establishment are prevalent while those for equity and quality 
are neglected
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community learning centres and local implementing 
agencies. Strong representation of non-state actors in 
the governing mechanism, however, has been reported 
as being one factor stalling its approval (BRAC, 2022).

REGULATIONS FOCUS ON ENTRY 
AND EXIT AND NOT ON EQUITY 
AND QUALITY

The aim of regulation is, ideally, to mobilize all available 
resources to promote education development that 
serves the academic, socioemotional and well-being 
needs of every learner and educator while also achieving 
desirable system outcomes related to equity, inclusion, 
quality, innovation and efficiency (Figure 4.1).

Mapping the regulations concerning non-state activity 
in education for this report shows that regulations for 
school establishment – emphasizing infrastructure, 
teacher standards and fee levels – are prevalent while 
those for equity and quality are neglected (Table 4.1). 
Non-state activity beyond schooling, such as private 
tutoring, is also insufficiently regulated. The same 
general observations apply to a review of regulations 
in India by state (Figure 4.2). Establishing an institution 
involves a variety of steps and certifications.

ESTABLISHING AN INSTITUTION INVOLVES A 
VARIETY OF STEPS AND CERTIFICATIONS 

All countries in the region have regulations on 
registration, approval and licensing to establish 
schools. In India, national- and state-level legislation 
overlaps. An analysis of 56 laws from 12 states found a 
strong emphasis on input-related parameters linked to 
registration, such as classrooms, toilets, drinking water 
facilities, kitchens and playgrounds.

In Pakistan, all non-state schools must register with 
the appropriate provincial authority to operate. In order 
to register, a school must fulfil multiple criteria and 
be inspected and approved by the relevant authority. 
Registrations have to be renewed: for example, every two 
years in Balochistan. In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, legislation 
mandates registration renewals but does not provide 
a standard timeline. In Punjab and Sindh, complaints 
can be lodged against any school violating registration 
standards and strict penalties can be imposed, 
including cancellation of registration certificates.

The process is very different for public–private 
partnerships. For instance, the Punjab Education 
Foundation offers incentives to individuals and 
organizations to set up schools, subject to basic 
conditions related to the applicant’s education 
level and residence. The schools must be in areas 
with no formal school within a one-kilometre radius 
and serve a population of at least 350 people, 
as the aim is to reach populations that would not 
otherwise have access to school. Since 2007, more 
than 2,500 schools have been established in this 
way (Punjab Education Foundation, 2021).

QUALITY ASSURANCE AND SANCTION 
MECHANISMS ARE COMMON

Countries often determine the standards schools should 
meet, as well as potential responses to non-compliance, 
from warnings to sanctions. The most extreme forms of 
sanction, school closure and licence withdrawal, are also 
the most common, enacted in practically all countries. 
In Bhutan, most schools are subject to annual ministry 
assessments and students sit national examinations. 
If the ministry receives notice that a private school has 
failed to comply with any guidelines, it investigates the 
concerns, gives the school a written warning in cases 
of non-compliance, and may recommend suspension or 
termination of the licence and eventual school closure.

 

All countries in the region have regulations on registration, approval and licensing to 
establish schools

 

The most extreme forms of sanction, school closure and licence withdrawal, are the most 
common, enacted in practically all countries
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FIGURE 4.1 : 
Regulations cover a range of aspects of non-state activities in education

Establishment System objectives Follow-up and review

Entry and operation

Registration and approval
Licensing

Water, sanitation, hygiene
Profit making

Taxes and subsidies

Quality assurance, accountability 
and redress mechanisms

School boards
Reporting requirements

Inspection
Student assessment

Diplomas and degrees
Sanctions

Equitable and 
universal access

Fee setting
Admission
Support to 

disadvantaged groups

Equitable and high-quality 
teaching and learning

Standards
Curriculum and textbooks

Teachers
 Corporal punishment

Source: GEM Report team.

TABLE 4.1
Regulations for non-state activity in primary and secondary education
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Establishment: registration, approval, licensing Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes ... Yes

Infrastructure: land, building, classroom requirements Yes Yes Yes Yes ... Yes ... No

Infrastructure: single-sex toilets No No Yes Yes ... Yes ... No

Prohibition of profit making No No No Yes No Yes No No

Curriculum standards Yes Yes No ... ... Yes Yes Yes1

Teachers: same status for private and public teachers No No No Yes ... No No No

Teachers: training and qualifications Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Teachers: state accreditation No Yes Yes ... Yes Yes Yes No

Inspection requirements ... Yes Yes ... Yes Yes1

Sanctions: closure for non-compliance/standards violation ... Yes Yes Yes ... Yes ... Yes

Quotas for specific groups No No No Yes ... Yes Yes No

Fees: early childhood education Yes ... Yes Yes ... No Yes No

Fees: primary and secondary education Yes2 Yes Yes3 Yes2 ... Yes Yes Yes1

Fees: tertiary education ... Yes No Yes ... No Yes No

Fees for specific groups: early childhood education No ... No ... ... Yes Yes No

Fees for specific groups: primary and secondary education No Yes No Yes ... Yes Yes No

Fees for specific groups: tertiary education Yes No No ... ... No Yes No

Subsidies or credits for fees No Yes No Yes ... Yes Yes No

Subsidies or credits for non-tuition fees No ... No Yes ... No Yes No

Notes: 1. Only government-aided schools. 2. Yes, but unclear what type of non-state school it applies to. 3. Only independent schools. 
(…) Not available. Data for the Islamic Republic of Iran were not reported.
Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the PEER country profiles on non-state actors in education.
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India’s 2009 Right to Education (RTE) Act states that 
schools cannot be established or recognized unless 
they fulfil norms and standards. If non-compliance 
exceeds three years, the authorities must withdraw 
recognition, whereupon the owners are liable 
for substantial fines if they continue to run the 
school. In Karnataka state, the education minister 
threatened to close more than 1,400 private schools 
not in compliance with the act (Deccan Chronicle, 
2014). In 2016, 1,170 private schools were shut down 
in Punjab state. The National Independent Schools 
Alliance, which represents 55,400 private schools 

across India, reported that more than 15,000 schools 
were given closure notifications for non-compliance 
between 2014 and 2018 (Iyer and Counihan, 2018).

At the tertiary level, countries in the region have been 
developing and strengthening quality assurance and 
accreditation mechanisms. Afghanistan developed its 
quality assurance framework in 2012 and extended it 
to non-state institutions in 2013 (Hatsaandh, 2022). 
In 2017, Bangladesh developed its accreditation 
framework to assess whether universities or 

FIGURE 4.2: 
Indian states tend to have regulations on establishment and teachers but not on admission and coaching institutions
Number of Indian states and union territories with specific regulations, 2020

States and union territories

302520151050

Ban on corporal punishment
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Fees
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Human resources

Note: Regulations were reviewed in 31 of 36 states and union territories.
Source: Mehendale (2020).
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programmes meet a minimum quality standard 
(Bangladesh University Grants Commission, 2018).

Most quality control frameworks in tertiary education 
are focused on inputs, including staff and facilities. 
These requirements often apply to both public and 
non-state institutions, though they can be stricter 
for non-state ones. In Bangladesh, the University 
Grants Commission recently proposed an amendment 
to the Private University Act 2010 to increase the 
minimum required space from 25,000 to 35,000 square 
feet of rented building (Jasim, 2021b). Private 
universities also face strict restrictions on students 
and personnel: In 2020, three universities were fined 
for admitting students beyond the allowed limit of 
50 students per law faculty (The Daily Star, 2020).

Regulations often do not cover all parts of the education 
system. In India, accreditation of non-state institutions 
by the government is voluntary (Ravi et al., 2019). 
Sri Lanka’s University Grants Commission Quality 
Assurance and Accreditation Council, established in 
2015, covers private institutions with degree-awarding 
status, but not institutions that award foreign 
degrees or non-recognized institutions, and is not 
mandatory (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022).

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE TEACHER CERTIFICATION 
AND WORKING CONDITIONS OFTEN VARY

In several countries in the region, teacher regulations 
are specified in more detail for public than for private 
institutions. In Bangladesh, teacher standards 
vary by provider. The National Education Policy 
2010 had proposed a commission to establish 
selection criteria for teachers in non-state primary 
schools and madrasas. Service regulations from 
1979 establish criteria and standards for teachers in 
secondary non-state schools. At the university level, 
the National University regulates staff positions, 
promotion and firing decisions for private colleges, 
although the colleges have autonomy over salaries 

and can recruit staff certified by the Non-government 
Teachers’ Registration & Certification Authority.

In India, the RTE Act expects teachers to meet 
minimum academic qualifications and pass an eligibility 
examination. State governments have required private 
schools to hire teachers with prescribed qualifications. 
In Haryana and Karnataka, the regulations also specify 
private school teachers’ minimum salary. In Karnataka, 
private unaided institutions’ maximum tuition fee 
is based on salary expenditure for teaching and 
non-teaching staff. Tamil Nadu specifies that private 
school teachers receive salaries and allowances on a 
par with state government schools (Mehendale, 2020).

In Pakistan, all teachers, from pre-primary to higher 
education, must comply with national professional 
standards, which include standardized certification 
and accreditation procedures and teacher training 
programmes. At the provincial level, the Private 
Educational Institutions Regulatory Authority is 
responsible for checking the qualifications, terms and 
conditions of service of any teaching staff hired by 
a non-state institution. In Sindh, there is no specific 
reference to teacher qualifications, but the provincial 
government must ensure that the teacher salary is 
commensurate with the fee structure of the institution.

In Sri Lanka, primary and secondary teachers are 
expected to have a bachelor’s degree. Service conditions 
on recruitment, qualifications, responsibilities and 
salary are clearly specified for state school teachers 
but do not apply to teachers in the non-state sector. 
In Nepal, all teachers must have a teaching licence 
from the Teachers Service Commission and salaries 
cannot be less than the minimum scale provided by the 
government. Regulations on renumeration, allowance, 
leave, pension and other benefits differ between 
government and institutional (non-state) schools, 
but there are aims to better regulate teacher service 
conditions in institutional schools in the future.

 

In several countries in the region, teacher regulations are specified in more detail for public 
than for private institutions

 

India and Nepal prohibit profit making 
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REGULATING PROFIT MAKING IS NOT COMMON
The rationale for banning profit making in education 
is to ensure that education is not used as a means 
to entrench social and economic inequality. 
India and Nepal prohibit profit making.

In Nepal, schools registered as companies were originally 
allowed to operate for profit, while those registered 
as educational trusts cannot, with all their income 
maintained in a prescribed format and recognized by an 
official auditor. However, the 2016 Eighth Amendment 
Bill of the Education Act prohibited the establishment 
of schools as companies, requiring all new schools to 
be established as non-profit entities. Existing company 
schools could voluntarily change their status to a 
public or private trust. This recommendation is also 
outlined in the Act Relating to Compulsory and Free 
Education 2075 (2018), which states in addition that 
‘any school with private investment shall operate early 
childhood development and basic education to make it 
service-oriented and public welfare’. However, neither 
law makes conversion mandatory. In 2019, the High-Level 
National Education Commission stated that all 
institutional schools established as for-profit companies 
should convert to non-profit trusts within 10 years, 
starting in 2022, in order to ‘stop the commercialization 
of education’. The commission argued this was 
necessary because many profit-making institutional 
schools were operating despite the 2015 Constitution 
and 2018 Compulsory and Free Education Act.

In India, schools are required to register as non-profit 
institutions. Almost all states rule that schools should 
not be run for profit and school premises should be used 
only for the purpose of education and skills development. 
In Himachal Pradesh, privately managed institutions 
cannot carry out commercial activities, including selling 
uniforms, ties, belts or badges. In Karnataka, private 
education institutions must maintain a list of their 
properties, and all funds collected need to be used 
only for prescribed purposes (Mehendale, 2020).

Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and the Islamic Republic of 
Iran regulate profit making in tertiary education. Bhutan 

prohibits for-profit universities but allows for-profit 
colleges. In India, all university assets must be used 
only to conduct academic, research and administrative 
activities. In Bangladesh, non-state universities must be 
registered as not-for-profit institutions (Wadud, 2021).

FEE REGULATIONS ARE OFTEN APPLIED TO 
NON-STATE ACTORS
Among the most common types of regulation applied to 
non-state actors are those related to fee levels. In India, 
these govern fee increases, fee use and prohibition of 
some fee types. In Andhra Pradesh, legislation prescribes 
how fees shall be allocated, with 50% expected to 
be earmarked for salaries. In Bihar, schools cannot 
increase fees by more than 7%; additional fees need 
to be justified and displayed on the notice board and 
official websites. The Fee Regulatory Committee 
can levy penalties on schools for violations and can 
recommend cancellation of the school’s recognition. 
If guardians submit complaints, the committee can 
take decisions within 60 days (Mehendale, 2020).

Fewer countries implement regulations on fee caps, 
increases or uses in tertiary education. In Bangladesh, 
the University Grants Commission is proposing an 
amendment to the 2010 Private Universities Act 
that would allow it to set fees consistently across 
institutions (Jasim, 2021b). In Bhutan, private colleges 
must have their fee levels approved by the Tertiary 
Education Board (Schofield and Roder, 2022). In India, 
several states have fee regulatory committees 
(Muzammil, 2019). Such committees have determined, 
for example, the fees charged to at least 50% of 
teacher training institute students; the rest may be 
charged more than the stipulated fees (Centre for 
Policy Research, 2022). In Nepal, fee charging tends to 
be centralized in public universities, thus restraining 
fee levels charged in campuses controlled by non-state 
actors (Institute of Integrated Development 
Studies, 2022). In Pakistan, tuition fee level must be 
specified and pre-approved by the Higher Education 
Commission; any annual increase above 10% must 
be approved by the university chancellor.

 

Governments may try to reduce inequality in access to higher education through policies 
that offer financial support to students
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SOME COUNTRIES SUPPORT DISADVANTAGED 
LEARNERS’ ACCESS TO NON-STATE SCHOOLS
In India, the 2009 RTE Act requires private schools 
to reserve 25% of places for children from poor 
and disadvantaged groups and to reimburse their 
fees (Box 4.1). Nepal’s 2018 Free and Compulsory 
Education Act requires private schools up to grade 
12 to offer scholarships to 10% (for schools with up to 
500 students), 12% (between 500 and 800 students) 
or 15% of their students (above 800 students) (Jha, 
2019). However, private schools have contested 
the law and refused to comply with it (Singh, 2019). 
In Pakistan, the 2017 National Education Policy 
states that all for-profit schools must provide free 
education to at least 10% of their students, favouring 
‘deserving children’. Similar commitments were 
made in provincial laws in the Islamabad Capital 
Territory in 2011, Sindh in 2013 and Punjab in 2014.

Governments may also try to reduce inequality in 
access to higher education through policies that 
offer financial support to students. In Bangladesh, 
the 2018–30 Strategic Plan for Higher Education 
establishes that non-state universities must earmark 
2% to 5% of their revenue for scholarships or grants 
(University Grants Commission of Bangladesh, 
2018). In Bhutan, the government gives merit-based 
scholarships to students in the country’s first private 
college and requires colleges to provide merit- or 
need-based scholarships to at least 10% of their students 
(Schofield and Roder, 2022). In Pakistan, 10% of students 
admitted to non-state tertiary institutions must be 
granted fee exemptions or scholarships based on need. 
Bhutan and Sri Lanka provide publicly subsidized loans to 
students attending non-state institutions. India provides 
scholarships to students in all types of institutions.

BOX 4.1 : 

In India, the ambitious equity objectives of the RTE Act provisions on private schools have not yet been met

Section 12(1)(c) of the 2009 RTE Act states that non-minority private unaided schools in India should reserve at least 25% of seats in entry-level 
grades for children from poor and disadvantaged backgrounds; state governments are to reimburse schools either the non-state school fees  
or the state school per child spending, whichever is lower.

This policy has had several implementation problems (Day Ashley et al., 2020); between 2010 and 2016, about one quarter of litigation under the 
act in high courts and the Supreme Court concerned it (Ambast and Gaur, 2017). State education departments have not had enough staff to inform 
applicants, process applications, monitor private school compliance with infrastructure and teacher norms, and deal with appeals (Mehendale et 
al., 2015). Schools have complained that reimbursements are slow, difficult to obtain and below expected levels, leading them to raise fees for the 
other students. It has also been argued that state governments underestimated the per-student cost in public schools and have not made their 
calculations public (Kingdon and Muzammil, 2018).

There is a lack of awareness of procedures for implementing the policy; moreover, application procedures and eligibility proof have been too 
complicated, sometimes giving rise to corruption claims (Mehendale et al., 2015). In many states, the admission process takes place through the 
computerized RTE lottery, which requires successful applicants to approach the schools designated for admission within one or two weeks. Despite 
trying to reduce schools’ discretion in selecting applicants, the system requires computer proficiency and internet access and is thus a challenge 
for some families (Wad et al., 2017).

By 2021, only 16 of the 36 states and union territories were implementing the policy, according to the National Commission for Protection of Child 
Rights (Sharma, 2021). Maharashtra had 69% of reserved seats filled in 2020, the highest percentage, but only 41% of private unaided schools had 
registered for RTE admissions. The COVID-19 crisis exacerbated some challenges, with schools not allowing so-called RTE students to join online 
classes and opposing an order against fee collection during the lockdown (Sarasvati, 2020). Across India, it was estimated that 4.3 million children 
benefited in 2018/19, although Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu accounted for 68% of the total. In Uttar Pradesh, no more 
than 2% of seats were filled (Indus Action, 2018, 2019).

Schools appear to have invested little in ensuring integration of RTE students and there are concerns that they may be subject to patronizing 
attitudes and discrimination (Mehendale et al., 2015). However, there are indications of success in social cohesion (Joshi, 2020b) and the measure 
is generally perceived to have been positive, at least in low-fee if not elite schools. Some beneficiary children, while not among the poorest, appear 
to have ended up in schools they might otherwise not have had access to (Dongre et al., 2019). But concerns remain whether they will have the 
support they are likely to need in higher grades.
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REGULATIONS LAG BEHIND IN 
PRIVATE TUTORING

The proliferation of private tutoring is a regulatory 
challenge for governments (Joshi, 2020a). In Bhutan, 
India and Sri Lanka, no licensing or registration is required 
to set up a private tutoring business and the sector is 
mostly unregulated. Private tutoring centres register 
under the Ministry of Economic Affairs in Bhutan, under 
the 1953 Shops and Establishment Act in India and as 
businesses under the Companies Act in Sri Lanka. Some 
Indian states do register coaching institutions: Six states 
mandate registration and teaching staff qualifications, 
five require minimum physical infrastructure and 
four have provisions for closure in the event of 
non-compliance. In Goa, fees are specified by the 
government via notification in the Official Gazette.

In Afghanistan, the Directorate of Private Education 
Institutions, established in 2017, was responsible for 
registering all private schools and tutoring companies 
(Hatsaandh, 2022). In Nepal, government permission 
is required for private coaching classes. Upper limits 
for fees are imposed and monitored by district 
education officers and all centres are required to 
reserve 5% of their seats for women, Dalits and learners 
with disabilities, and provide free lessons to them.

In Pakistan, Balochistan and the Islamabad Capital 
Territory require private tuition centres to be 
registered as private education institutions and to 
comply with minimum infrastructure standards 
applicable to non-state schools. The curriculum 
offered should be compatible with the formal 
school curriculum and centres are subject to 
regular inspections. Fee charges are also regulated 
so that centres offer a fixed rate, and centres are 
required to submit annual audited accounts.

A common regulation is the banning of schoolteachers 
from providing private tutoring, including in Bhutan, 
Bangladesh and some states in India. The 2019 National 
Education Policy of Bhutan emphasizes that teachers 
of both state and private schools are prohibited from 
providing out-of-school teaching services. In Nepal, 
teachers may be allowed to provide private tutoring 
organized by schools. In Pakistan, the Private Educational 
Institutions Regulatory Authority and the Balochistan 
Education Foundation regulate the qualifications, 
terms and conditions of service of private tutors.

There have been multiple instances of malpractice 
associated with unregulated private tutoring, such 
as fatal fires at facilities, misleading advertisements, 
leaks of examination papers in organized cheating 
rackets, charging of exorbitant fees and lack of 
grievance redressal mechanisms (Amer, 2018; BBC, 
2019). This situation has led media, parents and student 
associations to urge governments to impose stricter 
licensing requirements for tutoring establishments 
and ensure that they meet quality and safety norms 
(Education World, 2019; Press Trust of India, 2020).

REGULATIONS ARE UNDER DEVELOPMENT IN 
SEVERAL FIELDS OF NON-STATE ACTIVITY

Most countries regulate pre-service teacher education 
programmes through centralized curricula and minimum 
qualification requirements for teacher educators in 
both public and private institutions (Sirois et al., 2021). 
In Afghanistan, the 2008 Education Law mandated 
that all private institutions must follow the centralized 
curriculum established by the Ministry of Education. 
In Bangladesh, India and Pakistan, teacher training 
programmes were designed to apply to both private 
and public institutions (Rahman, 2020). In India, 

 

Most countries regulate pre-service teacher education programmes through centralized 
curricula and minimum qualification requirements for teacher educators in both public  
and private institutions

 

In Bhutan, India and Sri Lanka, no licensing or registration is required to set up a private 
tutoring business and the sector is mostly unregulated
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the 2014 National Council for Teacher Education 
regulations, amended in 2019, specify the minimum 
qualification requirements and minimum number of 
instructors to be recruited in each discipline for both 
public and private teacher education institutions. 
Pakistan has developed accreditation standards 
that provide a framework for provision of distance 
pre-service teacher education applicable to both 
private and public institutions Pakistan (National 
Accreditation Council for Teacher Education, 2016). 
These frameworks do not apply to continuing 
professional development because such programmes 
are not considered minimum requirements (TISS, 2022).

Child safety and learning environment regulations 
are uncommon, despite the need for them. 
Corporal punishment is a major concern. In Bhutan, 
a 2010 Ministry of Education assessment found 
that 11 of 126 monastic schools used punishment 
such as beating, spanking and whipping. In India, 
a 2007 Ministry of Women and Child Development 
survey of children in 11 states found that at least 
half the girls had experienced some form of violence, 
including in private and religious schools (UNICEF, 
2016). In Pakistan, sexual abuse in schools and madrasas 
has been a long-standing and pervasive issue (Zafar, 
2020), with reports of police being bribed to not 
pursue justice against clerics (Gannon, 2017). Such 
behaviour is a particular challenge when the institutions 
are outside of education ministry jurisdiction.

Regulatory mechanisms for textbooks outside public 
institutions remain limited. In India, a committee of the 
Central Advisory Board of Education recommended that 
the central government introduce national guidelines 
so that the curricular materials in non-state schools 
would adhere to national policy aims and constitutional 
values. Currently, however, textbook-related regulation 
appears to be based on individual memoranda of 
understanding and on a case-by-case basis, with 
limited information in the public domain (Centre for 
Policy Research, 2022). The digitization of learning 
materials and the growth of education technology 
providers have remained largely unregulated (Box 4.2).

Regulations also lag behind new types of partnerships. 
In Bangladesh, both public and non-state universities are 
actively encouraged by the government to collaborate 
with industry in the form of collaborative research, 
contract research and consultancy. This encouragement 
does not come, however, with guidelines on transparency 
and ethics. Such guidelines are expected in the 
Strategic Plan for Higher Education 2018–30 (University 
Grants Commission of Bangladesh, 2018).

ENFORCEMENT OF 
REGULATIONS IS RIDDLED WITH 
IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES

Even if regulations are straightforward, enforcement 
does not follow unless government has the requisite 
capacity. In India, vacant posts and lack of training for 
regulatory functions means there is not enough trained 
staff to inform applicants, process applications, monitor 
school compliance and deal with appeals (Mehendale 
et al., 2015). An analysis of five states showed that 70%  
of district education officers and 42% of block education 
officers were in charge of more than one district or block 
(Aiyar and Bhattacharya, 2016). In the Delhi and Haryana 
education acts, every recognized school is supposed to 
be inspected at least once a year. However, there are no 
detailed inspection criteria laid down in the law. The Delhi 
Directorate of Education’s Private School Branch 
randomly inspects only 60 of the territory’s schools 
annually due to limited capacity (Centre for Civil Society, 
2019). When asked about government officials physically 
inspecting their schools, school directors said this was 
not done once in a year in 7% of schools in Telangana, 
15% in Andhra Pradesh and in Jammu and Kashmir, 
and 30% in Haryana (Figure 4.3). The low frequency 
was confirmed in a small sample of public and private 
school teachers surveyed for this report (Figure 4.4).

Effective regulation is thwarted by cumbersome rules. 
Since education is concurrently governed in India, 
federal and state policies can lead to mismatched 
guidelines and standards, making it difficult for 
providers to navigate them. For instance, there is 

 

The digitization of learning materials and the growth of education technology providers have 
remained largely unregulated
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little information available on operational aspects of 
regulations such as those on teacher salaries and school 
fees. This is partly because government guidelines 
are quite broad in terms of suggesting minimum or 
maximum criteria. Interviews with private school 
teachers suggested that often it is the management 
committee of the school (not to be confused with a 
school management committee, which private schools 
are not required to form) that decides on salaries to 
be paid to teachers and the fees to be charged.

One important case is the reimbursement private 
schools receive from state governments for enrolling 
children under Section 12 (1)(c) of the RTE Act. Most state 
governments do not make the per-child expenditure 
public. Even the process of calculating per-student 

reimbursement amounts is opaque in most states 
(Sarin et al., 2017). Rajasthan maintains a detailed 
online portal through which all applications received 
under the act’s provisions of 25% reservation and 
reimbursements for private schools are processed. 
The portal even includes the method of calculating 
per-child expenditure, along with actual values. 
However, it has not been updated since 2017/18. 
Uttar Pradesh’s Basic Education Department also 
maintains a dedicated portal that provides all relevant 
information, including an online application option, 
a list of mapped schools, the admission process with 
required documentation, lottery results, and seat 
allotment results. However, there is no information 
available on how the per-child expenditure is calculated 
or the exact amount (Centre for Policy Research, 2022).

BOX 4.2: 

Regulation of education technology providers in India is a blind spot

There has been major growth in education technology companies providing software that can be downloaded on mobile phones and other 
personal devices. In India, such companies developed through policies encouraging entrepreneurship, digital infrastructure and tax exemptions for 
the first three years of operation. They are set up as e-commerce providers and therefore do not come under the purview of education or private 
tutoring regulations. A new education technology company must fulfil three minimum conditions: Notify a nodal officer, provide for a grievance 
redressal mechanism and share accurate information on its products and services (Krishna and Sharma, 2021).

But the education technology start-up phenomenon has raised concerns about false marketing and advertising. A 2020 analysis found that 
12 education technology companies had spent more than US$60 million on advertisements in print, digital and television channels. The University 
Grants Commission noted that several education technology companies were advertising degrees or diploma programmes in association with its 
recognized institutions, which is not permitted. In 2022, the commission announced actions against tertiary institutions running open and distance 
learning or online programmes under any franchise agreement (Sharma and Niazi, 2022). Misleading advertisements from start-ups include 
claims that children as young as age 6 could learn how to code using a particular software. The Advertising Standards Council of India has asked 
companies to take down at least five advertisements for violating the advertising code (Bhushan, 2021).

A new regulatory challenge is to address weak privacy and online safety of children, for example as regards security protocols in education 
technology applications that collect data from children. The 2019 Personal Data Protection Bill proposes that valid consent to data collection and 
storage should be provided by guardians or parents of minors (Charles and Jain, 2022). However, most of the activities concerned are accessed  
by children, who inadvertently consent to giving away sensitive information (Krishna and Sharma 2021).

The Ministry of Education has issued an advisory to parents and students, cautioning against false advertisements and the use of automatic debit 
payment options on platforms that are said to lure parents to subscribe by first offering free services (India Press Information Bureau, 2021). In 
response, education technology companies are aiming for self-regulation (Mishra, 2022). Some of India’s biggest companies established the Indian 
EdTech Consortium in 2022 with the goal of developing their own code of conduct and providing a joint consumer grievance redressal system 
(Press Trust of India, 2022; Sharma and Niazi, 2022).
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In Delhi, 28 certificates or approvals from 6 departments 
are needed to open a private school. These require 
submitting 125 documents: 29 for the essentiality 
certificate, 14 to secure approval of the scheme 
of management and 82 to obtain a certificate of 
recognition. Documents for the essentiality certificate 
alone include a copy of the memorandum of association 
and rules and regulations of the society, a copy of the 
society registration certificate, the list of governing 
body members, proof of no blood relationship among 

society members, a complete list of society members 
with biometric data and signatures, and an undertaking 
that the school has made provision for adequate 
drinking water and separate toilets for boys and 
girls. Obtaining the documents involves 16 officials 
from 3 separate Directorate of Education offices. 
The official estimate is that the process should take 
four months at most, but some cases have taken 
over five years (Centre for Civil Society, 2019).

FIGURE 4.3: 
About 30% of private schools in Haryana were not even inspected once a year
Frequency of private school inspections, selected Indian states, 2021

%
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Andhra Pradesh

Haryana
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Telangana

Once in three months Once in six months Once a year Once in three years Never

Source: Centre for Civil Society (2022).

FIGURE 4.4: 
Public schools in India are monitored more frequently
Frequency of school monitoring by government officials according to teacher perceptions, selected Indian states, 2021
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Source: Centre for Policy Research (2022) based on interviews with 65 public and private school teachers in six states.
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Capacity challenges also plague TVET and adult education regulation

Thus many schools remain unrecognized. In India, 
almost 4,500 schools were under threat of closure 
in 2015–18; 13,500 were served closure notices by 
a government authority and almost 2,500 were 
closed in 14 states for non-compliance with RTE 
Act norms. In 2019/20, significant numbers of 
unrecognized private schools, compared with other 
states, were reported in Assam (almost 7,500 schools, 
more than recognized schools) and Haryana 
(1,000 schools) (Centre for Civil Society, 2022). 
Regulation implementation practices in ancillary service 
provision can vary depending on context (Box 4.3).

Capacity challenges are also encountered in tertiary 
education. In Bangladesh, there were only nine officials 
working in the University Grants Commission’s private 
university wing, which is responsible for monitoring 
the 108 private universities in the country (Jasim, 
2022). The National University, which is responsible 
for the academic responsibility of over 2,000 state 
and non-state colleges, has only a small inspection 
unit. Moreover, concerns have been expressed that 
inspections do not address quality of teaching and 
learning and neglect student or faculty feedback (World 
Bank, 2019). Transparency International Bangladesh 
found various types of continuing irregularities, 
including new departments introduced without 
the required commission approvals, unlawful outer 
campuses, appointment of family members to boards 
of trustees, university fund transfers to trustees’ 
accounts, use of funds for non-university businesses 
and undue influence on government. The commission’s 
lack of capacity to regulate private universities 
attests to a lack of political resolve to pursue the 
aims of private education expansion (BRAC, 2022).

In Nepal, the Tribhuvan University Act grants the 
university the power to affiliate campuses and 
establish infrastructure norms for technical faculties 
in medicine, engineering and information technology. 
The Ministry of Education, Science and Technology, 
however, claims that these responsibilities lie with the 
ministry. This ambiguity has been blamed for the lack 
of adequate medical science colleges. The absence of 
an overarching legal framework for higher education 
is also seen as discouraging private investment in 
the country (Institute of Integrated Development 
Studies, 2022). In Pakistan, the reach of regulatory 
authorities or agencies is limited, particularly as training 

is often inadequate. Insufficient oversight means 
many courses remain unaccredited (Welch, 2021).

In India, quality assurance of teacher training institutes 
has been devolved to states, but many have not 
implemented state-level guidelines and human resources 
are insufficient for inspections, leading to significant 
delays in accreditation processes. Interviews at five 
private teacher education institutes, in Himachal 
Pradesh, Punjab, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh, showed 
that the accreditation process involved an on-site 
inspection of infrastructure and facilities. While 
guidelines stipulate the accreditation process should 
be completed within a year, only the respondent from 
Uttar Pradesh reported getting recognition within that 
period, while one respondent reported the process 
lasted five years (Centre for Policy Research, 2022). 
In 2012, the Justice Verma Commission report noted 
that such lags were caused not only by institutes’ delays 
in addressing deficiencies but also typically by late 
receipt of recommendations by state governments and 
delays in inspections due to lack of human resources 
and committee members not working regularly (India 
Ministry of Human Resource Development, 2012).

In 2011, only 2% of all teacher education institutions 
in India were monitored. The 2019 Kasturirangan 
Committee report on the draft National Education 
Policy noted that many of these institutions were 
‘functioning as commercial shops where even the 
minimum curricular or course requirements are not 
met, and where degrees are essentially available 
for a price’. Most teacher education institutes fail 
to meet National Council for Teacher Education 
norms on minimum number of teachers, and private 
institutes have adopted corrupt practices to 
escape scrutiny (Azim Premji University, 2021).

Capacity challenges also plague TVET and adult 
education regulation. Nepal’s accreditation system 
is overloaded, with 400 to 500 providers awaiting 
licence renewal (Institute of Integrated Development 
Studies, 2022). In Sri Lanka, a large number of private 
providers are neither registered nor accredited 
(UNESCO-UNEVOC and Sri Lanka Tertiary and 
Vocational Education Commission, 2018). Cumbersome 
accreditation procedures and delays in issuing 
certification have discouraged TVET institutions 
from obtaining formal accreditation (Sri Lanka 
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BOX 4.3: 

The regulation of ancillary services varies widely in India

A range of services are offered by private providers in India, but their regulation varies greatly, largely as a result of the reasons and motivations for 
their expansion.

Unlike textbooks used in government schools, which are closely monitored, textbooks used in private schools are not. No structures are in place to 
regulate private publisher textbook production. In the case of private supplementary tuition, local and state officials interviewed for this report said 
that, while regulation of providers was essential to maintain service quality, they believed a separate, dedicated team was needed for this task. Of 
23 block and district education officers interviewed, 15 believed they did not have adequate human resources. When asked whether supplementary 
services were regularly monitored in their block or district, 13 reported that either they did not know about monitoring or it was not taking place. 
Most officials did not think such monitoring fell within their roles and responsibilities (Centre for Policy Research, 2022).

By contrast with other types of ancillary services, a compliance analysis found robust regulatory and monitoring mechanisms for the midday 
meal programme. Almost all local officials noted that there were mechanisms in place to ensure that food is provided for 200 days. Guidelines 
specifically mention that no profit is allowed in service provision and that rules for entry, operation, transparency and accountability were explicitly 
and carefully laid out. The exceptional case of midday meals is a result of long-time civil society activity. The programme emerged out of the 
2013 National Food Security Act, which was a product of a large, concerted civil society movement.

National Education Commission, 2018). Non-state 
adult literacy programme providers in Afghanistan 
said in interviews that signing a memorandum of 
understanding with the government took so long 
they had to continue their work while waiting for 
the process to be completed (Hatsaandh, 2022).

PUBLIC–PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP 
MECHANISMS HAVE EXPERIENCED 
CHALLENGES, ESPECIALLY IN TVET

Public–private partnerships have been touted as creating 
favourable conditions for non-state engagement in 
sectors such as education that are characterized by high 
financial risk and low return (LaRoque, 2008). They have 
been identified as a key instrument for private-sector 
cooperation and mobilizing new resources to improve 
training. But the mechanisms need to be monitored.

In India, beginning from the 12th Five Year Plan 2012–17, 
the state has consistently promoted public–private 
partnerships to improve quality. The School Excellence 
Program was implemented by the Municipal Corporation 
of Greater Mumbai in collaboration with the Naandi 
Foundation, the Kaivalya Education Foundation, 
Save the Children and McKinsey with funding from 
UNICEF and the Michael & Susan Dell Foundation. 
The project was shut down, as learning outcomes failed 

to improve, indicating the fragility of such approaches 
and the need for evaluation of partnerships involving 
spending public money on private providers.

The NITI Aayog three-year action plan has recommended 
handing over ‘non-performing’ public schools to 
private players. Risks are involved in such handover 
processes if they are not properly monitored. In Punjab 
state, the Sukhsagar Avenue Welfare Association, 
responsible for the management of three Adarsh Schools 
in Faridkot, was found guilty of charging students 
for textbooks which should have been provided for 
free, creating fake firms to claim bills and receiving 
salaries against fake appointments. In addition to 
fund misappropriation, regular government teachers 
in these schools were paid only 50% to 60% of their 
salaries, despite the schools being reimbursed the 
full amount by the government (RTE Forum, 2020).

In Bangladesh, public–private partnerships have been 
implemented in specific sectors but the outcomes 
have not always met expectations. A study of five 
public TVET institutions showed that, while private 
companies were interested in maximizing their profit, 
less attention was paid to providing an adequate 
learning experience. Providers struggled with offering 
employment services to trainees due to limited capacity. 
The two sides failed to meet regularly in management 
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committees as originally agreed. Lack of coordination 
and administrative support also compromised 
success. As a result, some activities were discontinued 
(Bangladesh Ministry of Education and ILO, 2019).

Under the Pakistan TVET Sector Support Programme, 
some provinces have set up agreements to mobilize 
private resources. Competitive training skills 
development funds were open to public–private 
partnerships in Punjab and Sindh. In Punjab, the fund 
supports institutions targeting students in vulnerable 
situations, while Sindh finances programmes that 
prove to be demand- and market-oriented (Béteille 
et al., 2020). Yet funding and regulatory shortcomings 
persist, hampering the programmes’ potential. Financial 
contributions from non-state actors are lower than 
expected. Donors and the government have had to 
intervene to revitalize the partnership in Punjab. While 
Punjab can rely on a regulated planning and monitoring 
mechanism, other provinces, including Balochistan, 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Sindh, reportedly have 
weaker regulatory systems. Overall, conditions enabling 
companies to participate in managing and implementing 
TVET initiatives are still considered unfavourable (ITA, 
2022). The experience of India suggests conditions under 
which public–private partnerships can succeed (Box 4.4).

REDRESSAL MECHANISMS ARE 
OFTEN INADEQUATE

In the region, redressal mechanisms often do not 
apply to all education providers or have been judged 
as inadequate. An analysis of the grievance redressal 
system in Karnataka, India, in September 2013 found 
that, under the Karnataka State Commission for 
Protection of Child Rights, several local authorities 
had the power to handle redressal issues. However, 
there were no jurisdictional demarcations among 
local authorities, which led to overlapping authority, 
the burden of a large range of cases from minor 
to severe, and major discretion linked to grievance 
redress solutions. None of the complaints were 
effectively resolved and interviewed parents expressed 
frustration at how public hearings were conducted.

Redressal mechanisms cannot be used for institutions 
outside of education system jurisdiction. In Sri Lanka, 
the regulatory structure that governs international 

schools is problematic. Out of the 389 international 
schools as of 2019, 382 are registered as private 
businesses under the Companies Act (Central Bank of 
Sri Lanka, 2020) and do not come under the purview 
of the recognized school regulation framework of the 
Ministry of Education (Wettewa, 2015). Due to the 
absence of regulations governing minimum standards, 
there are school environment and quality concerns. 
Several incidents have been reported where parents 
had no means to report serious issues in need of 
redressal, such as corporal punishment, misuse 
of funds and hiring of unqualified teachers. Some 
of these schools are known to base their staff 
selection on teachers’ English proficiency instead 
of their pedagogical knowledge (Raymond, 2019).

Getting redressal for online tutoring services is even 
tougher, since such services are not registered with 
education authorities. For instance, Byju's has received 
criticism for its aggressive sales strategy, where 
parents are contacted to convert to paid subscriptions 
after a trial period. It has also been criticized for 
its poor work culture, with employees leaving the 
company due to it imposing unrealistic targets for 
the number of parents who pay for subscriptions 
each day (India Ministry of Education, 2021).

PROVIDER EXPERIENCES NEED TO BE 
REFLECTED IN BETTER REGULATION

Non-state providers of education goods and services 
may view regulatory mechanisms as burdensome, 
even as the providers themselves are perceived as 
obstructing implementation. Better regulation, 
reflecting the experiences of education providers, 
would improve implementation and the overall 
governance of non-state education activities.

SOME PROVIDERS ARE RESISTANT 
TO REGULATION

Interviews with government officials in the region 
suggest that one factor limiting the successful 
implementation of regulatory frameworks is providers’ 
lack of intent. In Afghanistan, the Ministry of Education 
requires private schools to submit a detailed annual 
report on their activities, achievements, income and 

 

Getting redressal for online tutoring services is tough, since such services are not registered 
with education authorities
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BOX 4.4: 

India’s National Skill Development Corporation provides lessons from its challenges and success

The National Skill Development Corporation (NSDC) is a public–private partnership that has shaped skills development in India. Set up in 2009 to 
catalyse more funding through the National Skill Development Fund and expand and improve vocational education and training, the NSDC evolved 
into an autonomous and flexible mechanism. The NSDC is the outcome of a series of reforms that envisaged a change in the role of the state from 
a service provider to a facilitator of private-sector involvement in training provision. The 11th Five Year Plan 2007–12 and the 2009 National Policy 
on Skill Development prioritized this approach.

Private-sector providers grew exponentially, mostly encouraged by the NSDC incentives, which covered three quarters of costs for the first three 
years. However, a 2015 evaluation described shortcomings. Concerns were raised about the quality of TVET provision and the effectiveness of a 
market-led model. The reliance on government funding was strong. The involvement of corporate representatives, through the establishment of 
numerous sector skills councils, did not translate into actual employer contributions and ownership over the training content. The short duration  
of vocational courses was considered ineffective in ensuring training-to-work transition (Mehrotra, 2018).

The NSDC was relaunched in 2015, when it was identified as the main instrument to achieve the goal of providing 400 million youth with skills 
over a decade. Changes in monitoring of training and fund accountability after 2015 are viewed as a turning point. With a change in leadership, 
day-to-day decisions came to the Ministry of Skill Development and Entrepreneurship for approval, removing the NSDC’s previous autonomy and 
flexibility. Training figures reported by the NSDC were checked by ministry officials. While these measures initially led to tensions and mistrust, 
they helped define the role of each actor more clearly in terms of regulatory oversight and implementation. This new phase is viewed as having 
helped the NSDC successfully balance scaling up private sector engagement in skills development with government accountability and oversight.

The NSDC has evolved over the years to respond to multiple needs and serve multiple functions. It manages proposals for short-term training 
courses and sets standards for the disbursement of government soft loans to providers. As an implementation agency, it has been responsible 
for rolling out skills development programmes and for related monitoring and evaluation activities. It has expanded the capacity of training 
institutions in India and has mobilized over US$430 million through the National Skill Development Fund, training over 25 million people (UNESCO 
New Delhi, 2020).

Quality and equity considerations, related to gender and students dropping out, were included in the NSDC monitoring mechanisms and taken 
into account for resource allocations. In 2020, the NSDC published a first gender analysis of short-term courses, which examined the employment 
outcomes of girls and women who had participated in these training opportunities. In 2021, the ministry approved new monitoring guidelines 
for training providers and implementing agencies, institutionalizing the approach. Data disaggregated by demographic and socioeconomic 
characteristics, including gender and disability, are expected to inform corrective measures.

Source: Nambiar (2022).

needs, but only some 20 of more than 2,100 schools 
did so (Hatsaandh, 2022). In India, the exemption of 
minority institutions from the RTE Act provisions 
to reserve 25% of seats for disadvantaged students 
has been abused (Box 4.5). In Nepal, the government, 
in consultation with institutional schools, issued 
a directive on their standards and operations in 
2013 to ensure they are properly regulated. However, 
the monitoring mechanism was not effective and 
private schools were not complying, refusing to 
pay a 5% education tax and to stop fee increases 
for three years (Bhatta and Pherali, 2017).

In Bangladesh, as of 2022, only 11 of 108 private  
universities fulfil the stipulated governance 
arrangements, 46 have not obtained the required 
permanent certificate and none had submitted 

their financial report by the 2021 deadline (Jasim, 
2022). Only one in four operating non-state TVET 
institutions has recognized the National Technical 
and Vocational Qualifications Framework as a model 
of skills development, thus challenging effective 
implementation of the quality assurance mechanism 
(Nesterova and Capsada-Munsech, 2021).

Efforts to regulate private tutoring in India, with respect 
to registration, infrastructure, tax or fees, have also been 
resisted. The 2016 Private Coaching Centres Regulatory 
Board Bill has not been enacted (Goyal, 2019). In a more 
recent example, a private tutoring bill in Sikkim state 
aims to comprehensively regulate the industry but 
has also not been passed. Multiple instances of fires in 
tutoring centres led the Delhi government to develop 
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BOX 4.5: 

The exemption of minority institutions in India from the 2009 RTE Act’s equity provisions has been abused

One reason why the 2009 RTE Act objective for private schools to reserve 25% of their seats for disadvantaged children has not been achieved 
(Box 4.1) is the exemption of minority institutions. In 2012, a landmark case challenged Section 12(1)(c) on the grounds that it was an unreasonable 
restriction for business. The Supreme Court upheld its constitutional validity but exempted minority schools to help them preserve their language 
and culture (Srivastava and Noronha, 2014). In 2014, the ruling was again challenged, and the court held that even aided minority schools were 
exempt from coverage. It clarified that schools run by minority institutions would have to grant free admission to poor children under the act if 
their application for minority status had been rejected or they had not applied at all. After minority schools in Gujarat refused admissions, citing 
pending minority status applications, the state government filed an application seeking clarification as to whether such schools were exempt from 
the act’s norms. While all minority institutions were contesting a legal battle in the Supreme Court, 117 schools in Gujarat refused admission to 
2,090 students in 2018 who had been assigned to these schools (Times of India, 2019).

In 2020, the National Commission for Protection of Child Rights analysed almost 23,500 minority schools and found that 63% of their students 
came from non-minority communities. The lowest share was in madrasas while the highest was in Christian schools, 74% of whose students 
were non-Christian. Only 8% of minority children were being educated in minority schools. Furthermore, only 9% of total students in minority 
schools belonged to socially and economically disadvantaged groups. While the preservation of distinct language and culture was the reason 
for exemptions, many minority schools had become ‘cocoons populated by elites’ (NCPCR, 2021, p. 9). Rapid growth in issuing minority status 
certificates first came after registering minority schools became easier in the second half of the 2000s; there was another increase in the first 
half of the 2010s, likely linked to the Act 2012 and 2014 exemptions for minority institutions (Figure 4.5).

FIGURE 4.5:
Minority institution registration increased further after the RTE Act was passed
Issuance of minority status certification to schools, by minority type, 1950–2020
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a policy focused on safety norms, but these efforts 
have also been thwarted (Press Trust of India, 2020).

PROVIDERS VIEW REGULATIONS AS 
A CHALLENGE RATHER THAN A 
SUPPORTIVE FRAMEWORK

School proprietors in Bangladesh who were interviewed 
for this report argued that the heavy regulatory 
burden should be reduced (BRAC, 2022). This sentiment 
reflects opinions throughout the region. Many 
non-state providers highlight the dangers of what 
they consider excessive or unreasonable regulation.

In India, private school advocates characterize the 
regulatory landscape as heavy-handed, preventing them 
from fulfilling their roles effectively. Many proprietors 
point out that compliance with several standards would 
massively increase per-student expenditure for low-fee 
schools; hence, they do not want to be recognized and 
therefore regulated (Centre for Civil Society, 2022). 
In Jharkhand state, an audit of four districts found that 
352 of 547 private schools applied for recognition in 
2013–15, but only 101 met the requirements and as of 
mid-2016 their proposals were caught in a bottleneck 
at the Directorate of Primary Education. In Gujarat 
state, four years after the 2012 state RTE rules took 
effect, more than 2,000 independent private schools 
were operating without a certificate of recognition 
(India Comptroller and Auditor General, 2017).

In Nepal, private school owners complain about 
unnecessary government regulations, arguing that 
government policies for private schools are unclear 
and, as a result, providers endure unnecessary pressure 
(Sharma Poudyal, 2017). In Pakistan, concerns have been 
raised about politics, no-objection certificates, law and 
order, school closures and delays as factors impeding 
the operation of non-state institutions (ITA, 2022).

In Bhutan, although the government has called for 
tertiary non-state sector expansion, the 2012 Rules and 
Regulations for the Establishment of Colleges, revised 
in 2017, require that colleges have 15 acres of contiguous 
or near-contiguous land, a difficult and expensive 
condition in urban areas. Institutions must also provide 
housing for half of their staff, two volleyball courts of 
standard international size and even library cubicles 

for postgraduates even if the institutions do not offer 
this level of education (Schofield and Roder, 2022).

Introducing regulations without adequate support 
burdens providers. In Pakistan, an armed attack on 
a school in Peshawar resulted in strict regulatory 
measures. Like others, private-sector institutions 
needed to follow a 15-point school safety plan 
and the Pakistan School Safety Framework. 
Infrastructure requirements, such as closed-circuit 
television cameras, barbed wire, security plans, 
guards and monitoring equipment, imposed a 
heavy financial burden (Malik and Hussain, 2022).

Taxes can be viewed as unfair. In Afghanistan, taxes 
include gross or net income taxation and annual licensing 
fees paid to the Ministry of Commerce and Industry. 
Early childhood education centre proprietors have 
argued that the government needs to revisit these 
taxes if it wants to build demand for such services 
(Hatsaandh, 2022). Trust schools in Nepal, which are 
non-profit, have to pay a 25% tax rate on any surplus 
revenue, just like private schools (Institute of Integrated 
Development Studies, 2022). In Pakistan, proprietors 
noted that having to pay full taxes, like regular 
businesses, ultimately results in higher user fees and 
thereby reduces access to poorer students (ITA, 2022).

Some proprietors argue that not allowing profit is a 
poor signal to those who want to invest in the sector. 
In India, the profit ban arguably creates obstacles 
for low-fee private schools, reduces investment and 
encourages corruption (Centre for Civil Society, 2022). 
In Nepal, 30% of surveyed institutional school principals 
and founders preferred being registered as non-profit 
companies. But nearly 45% preferred being for-profit 
companies so as to exercise autonomy over fees charged 
and be governed through distinct regulations to allow 
competitive market practices (Bhattarai et al., 2016).

Teachers working in private schools provide a different 
take on regulatory burden. In Nepal, teachers in 
institutional schools reported not being paid as per 
regulations and wanted stricter monitoring and 
compliance (Sharma Poudyal, 2017). There is a clear 
lack of political will to implement the regulations; 
one explanation is that many influential government 

 

Many non-state providers highlight the dangers of what they consider excessive or 
unreasonable regulation
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officials have a financial stake in institutional schools 
(Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

Faith-based institutions face particular registration 
dilemmas. In Pakistan, regulatory efforts began with a 
2001 ordinance resulting in only 449 of 25,000 madrasas 
registering. A 2002 ordinance could not be formally 
promulgated due to strong resistance from madrasas 
(Zaidi, 2013). While the government focused on 
mainstreaming madrasas, the religious community 
was concerned about a potential hidden agenda of 
modernization (Rabbi and Habib, 2019), fearing a 
diluted focus on religious education and attempts to 
change curricula and financial control (ITA, 2022).

In the Islamic Republic of Iran, a certificate from the 
Herasat, the office of ideological and political control 
and surveillance, is required to request authorization 
to open a non-profit school. Moreover, school and 
university proprietors expressed feeling pressure 
from families who adhere to the official ideology and 
could denounce activities that may be perceived to be 
incompatible with it. For instance, photos of private 
kindergartens that offered artistic dance, music and 
sport activities for boys and girls were made public, 
leading to an intervention to ban them (Paivandi, 2022).

Regulation requirements can lead to corruption
In some cases, excessive requirements that cannot 
be easily met become a vehicle for corrupt practices. 
In Afghanistan, a 2019 Independent Joint Anti-Corruption 
Monitoring and Evaluation Committee report found 
most private schools were unable to meet the numerous 
regulatory requirements (e.g. depositing 10% of the 
school’s estimated annual income as security in a 
bank, having one toilet per 50 students, being located 
at least 500 metres from the nearest public school), 
resulting in illegal arrangements with supervision 
personnel (Hatsaandh, 2022). In Pakistan, corruption 
in regulation emerged as a common theme in key 
informant interviews. Registration and inspections 
are based on designated officials’ visits and reports. 

Some officials are reported to take bribes to issue 
favourable reports, allowing non-state providers to 
circumvent some regulations for a cost (ITA, 2022).

Proprietors in India have reported paying excessive 
costs. In a review of four states for this report, 80% of 
recognized low-fee private schools in Telangana, 72% in 
Andhra Pradesh, 43% in Haryana and 35% in Jammu 
and Kashmir reported having to pay more than what 
was officially required to obtain recognition. Low-fee 
private schools have struggled particularly with 
getting no-objection certificates linked to school 
safety. In several states, schools need to obtain a fire 
safety certification from the fire officer or agency. 
In Haryana, meeting such requirements is difficult 
because of school location; for instance, fire trucks 
are unable to enter the narrow lanes where many 
schools are situated. In Andhra Pradesh, a school 
owner reported that recent fire safety certification 
cost some INR 200,000 officially and more unofficially. 
In Jammu and Kashmir, schools need to obtain similar 
no-objection certificates from the Fire and Emergency 
Department. School owners raised concern that these 
rules were imposed retroactively and were difficult for 
schools to meet once a building was constructed.

Schools in Jammu and Kashmir faced problems 
obtaining chemical lab safety certificates from the 
subdivisional magistrate, school building safety 
certificates from the Public Welfare Department and 
other approvals from the traffic police and local bodies. 
Schools described their files being stuck in the approval 
process for at least one to two years. Apart from 
paying official and unofficial money for certification, 
schools need to constantly renew no-objection 
certificates they have already obtained, due to this 
time-consuming process (Centre for Civil Society, 2022).

Recognized schools often need to renew certifications. 
In Andhra Pradesh, recognition is valid for 10 years. 
By the end of April every year, the education agency 
needs to file an affidavit confirming that there is 
no deviation from or violation of prescribed norms 

 

Introducing regulations without adequate support burdens providers

 

In some cases, excessive requirements that cannot be easily met become a vehicle for 
corrupt practices
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and rules. In Haryana, private schools also need to 
renew recognition every 10 years. In both states, 
schools reported that this rule had changed and 
schools needed to apply for renewal every three 
to five years, a practice also reported in Jammu 
and Kashmir (Centre for Civil Society, 2022).

Regulations sometimes discriminate against 
private institutions

In India, state functionaries are vested with multiple 
and overlapping functions, including regulation, service 
delivery, financing and assessment (Anand and Sudhakar 
2020). In Maharashtra, a district education officer 
must oversee implementation of Samagra Shiksha 
Abhiyan, the main service delivery programme, but also 
follow up on allegations of employee misconduct 
and misbehaviour, which is a regulatory function. 
The National Education Policy 2020 recognizes that 
such issues stem from powers being overconcentrated. 
It has proposed the establishment of an independent 
regulator for school education that takes away 
the regulatory function from the state education 
departments. The regulator would establish a ‘minimal 
set of standards based on basic parameters (namely, 
safety, security, basic infrastructure, number of teachers 
across subjects and grades, financial probity, and sound 
processes of governance)’, to be followed by all schools.

School owners interviewed for this report requested 
uniform treatment of all schools. In Bhutan, 
the government is expected to expand access to higher 
secondary education (grades 11 and 12) and has given 
existing private proprietors a two-year transition 
period. It is paying private schools to educate students 
that it cannot accommodate in existing government 
schools. However, private schools will then need to 
figure out how to manage financially. The decision has 
proven controversial. After the policy was announced, 
some private secondary schools offered to sell 
their facilities to the government, while others were 
considering becoming primary schools (Seldon, 2019).

Regulations are regarded as particularly unfair if they 
are stricter for non-state institutions than for state 
ones or if the same standards are not equally enforced. 
In Maldives, non-state institutions – but not their state 

counterparts – are required to submit a list of professors 
and students with their qualifications prior to every new 
intake and a list of graduates with their results prior to 
graduation for approval from the Maldives Qualifications 
Authority (Shougee and Shareef, 2022). In Bhutan, 
non-state providers report that not all public institutions 
meet the detailed list of infrastructure requirements 
imposed on private colleges (Schofield and Roder, 2022).

CONCLUSION

State and non-state institutions should be governed 
through a coordinated mechanism and under one 
regulatory umbrella to ensure cohesiveness and 
minimum acceptable standards for all schools, students 
and teachers. In reality, education system governance 
is fragmented across multiple ministries and institutions, 
which means students are not all guaranteed such 
equal conditions.

Existing regulations have gaps in their design. Most 
governments have different rules for state and non-state 
actors. Analysing the existing landscape of regulations 
shows that attention is mainly on requirements for 
establishing institutions and for teacher qualifications, 
with far less focus on improving quality or equity. At the 
same time, many aspects of education systems where 
non-state actors are dominant are under-regulated.

Existing regulations also have important gaps in their 
implementation and enforcement. Due to constrained 
government capacity and distrust from providers, 
many institutions remain unregistered. Regulatory 
processes are viewed by providers as cumbersome, 
limiting institutional flexibility.

 

Regulations are regarded as particularly unfair if they are stricter for non-state institutions 
than for state ones or if the same standards are not equally enforced
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Archana, 5, learns colours and 

counting using the Magic Bag, 

with the help of her mother, 

Lalsari, 25, at home in Nepal.

CREDIT: Save the Children
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K E Y  M E S S AG E S
	� Government funding to non-state providers is limited and often delayed. In Bangladesh, 28,000 non-state 

institutions under the monthly pay order system rely primarily on these funds, which are insufficient to 
ensure minimum quality standards.

	� Some governments focus on increasing investment in the state system to meet equity and quality objectives 
instead. In Delhi, government funding for schools and higher education institutions nearly tripled between 
2015/16 and 2020/21.

	� Some governments support non-state tertiary institutions. To facilitate additional funding, Sri Lanka’s 
government wants to establish a ‘free education investment zone’ to attract foreign investors and branch 
campuses from foreign universities.

	� Government allocations for early childhood are very low, leading to government efforts to facilitate external 
financing. In the Islamic Republic of Iran, the government leases or sells excess land and buildings and allocates 
annual subsidies to non-state providers to build and maintain preschools.

	� Donors are significant influencers of non-state education provision. In Pakistan, the World Bank and the United 
Kingdom have played a key role in supporting publicly financed, private for-profit schooling.

	� Corporate and philanthropic activity has increased in the region, with specific corporate social responsibility 
measures. Corporate social responsibility funding on education tripled between 2014-15 and 2019-20 in India. 
However, such funding remains a weak substitute for lost corporate and wealth taxes necessary to strengthen 
education systems.

	� In South Asia, households account for the largest share of total education spending (38%) among all world 
regions. Their share is particularly high in Nepal (50%), Pakistan (57%) and Bangladesh (71%). In 2017/18, 
households spent over five times as much on private aided and unaided schools as on government schools 
in India.

	� In South Asia, according to the 2014 Global Findex Database, 13% of families saved and 8% borrowed money to 
pay school fees. In Bangladesh, around a third of families borrowed to allow their children to study at private 
polytechnics that on average require 40% more out-of-pocket contributions to cover tuition fees.

	� COVID-19 became an opportunity for technology use in education. In 2020, India’s education technology 
sector received US$2.1 billion in investments, compared with US$1.7 billion in the 10 previous years combined.

	� Private unaided institutions, which overwhelmingly rely on parental fees and were already in a precarious 
financing situation, took a heavy hit during COVID-19. In India’s Haryana state, the percentage of schools with 
a default rate above 30% rose from 56% to 87%. Schools are reported to have closed and students to have left. 
According to the Annual Status of Education Report, the share of 6- to 14-year-olds enrolled in public schools 
in rural India increased from 64% in 2018 to 70% in 2021.
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As described in the introduction, public education 
has historically been underfunded in the region. 

In this context, and faced with the growth of non-state 
provision, many governments have grappled with 
whether to fund non-state providers and, if so, how to 
ensure that such funding can be effective and equitable. 
The urgency of these questions has further been 
brought to the fore by the disruptions caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

This chapter analyses education financing in the region, 
with special reference to governments’ role in funding 
private education institutions through mechanisms 
including public–private partnerships. It analyses 
household contributions and their consequences for 
inequality; households pay more out of pocket for 
education in South Asia than in almost any other world 
region. Meanwhile, as philanthropic actors gain influence, 
their methods and motives are examined, as are those 
of donors who fund non-state activities.

GOVERNMENT FINANCIAL SUPPORT 
TO NON-STATE SCHOOLS IS LIMITED

South Asian governments vary in the extent to which 
they subsidize private schools, contract out public 
school management and finance students to attend 
the school of their choice. Government aid to non-state 
schools comes in various forms. In South Asia, most 
governments make general direct payments to schools, 
such as per-pupil subsidies or grants, or specific 
payments for operating expenses, such as textbooks  
or technology equipment (Table 5.1).

Private aided institutions – privately managed 
institutions that receive public funds for some 
operational components, such as teacher salaries – are 
prominent in Bangladesh (Box 5.1) and in India, where a 
minority of private schools have received grant-in-aid 
and explicit or implicit subsidies since the 1970s. Overall 
in India, 6% of primary and secondary schools – but as 
much as 22% in Maharashtra, 28% in Meghalaya and 
43% in Kerala states – were classified as ‘government 
aided’ in 2019/20, receiving grants for teacher salaries 
(India Ministry of Education, 2021). A large number of 
madrasas are state funded in Assam, Bihar, Chhattisgarh, 
Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal.

Over time, private aided institutions in India have 
become similar to government schools through 
teacher recruitment by teacher service commissions 
and mandates to charge no fees (Aslam and Kingdon, 
2021). Only six states cover expenses beyond tuition 
reimbursement, such as textbooks, stationery, 
uniforms and transport. In Andhra Pradesh, following 
a committee’s recommendations to withdraw 
the grant-in-aid programme and absorb staff into 
government institutions, the government decided in late 
2021 to take over management of private aided schools 
and colleges, concerned about the quality of service in 
these schools (Janyala, 2021). According to media reports, 
views varied, with some schools expressing willingness 
to be absorbed and others noting resistance from parent 
associations, even launching legal cases to oppose the 
proposal (Edex Live, 2021). Similar concerns about the 
quality of non-state provision and its impact on equity 
have led other states in different directions (Box 5.2).
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In South Asia, most governments make general direct payments to schools, such as  
per-pupil subsidies or grants, or specific payments for operating expenses, such as  
textbooks or technology equipment

TABLE 5.1
Governments in South Asia provide some aid to non-state schools
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Payments to providers, general: per-pupil subsidies or grants Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Payments to providers, specific: operating expenses, e.g. books Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes

Payment of teacher salaries or teacher provision Yes No Yes ... No No Yes No

Payments to parents or students No No Yes No No No Yes No

Other, e.g. gifts or loans No No ... ... Yes No Yes No

Source: GEM Report team analysis based on PEER country profiles on non-state actors in education.

BOX 5.1 : 

Bangladesh’s unique Monthly Pay Order system is in need of reform

In Bangladesh, the Monthly Pay Order (MPO) is the mechanism by which the government pays the basic salaries and a portion of the medical 
allowance and selected other benefits for a proportion of non-government school teaching and other staff. Some 28,000 non-state institutions are 
in the MPO system, including over 16,000 secondary schools (which account for 92% of total secondary enrolment), 7,600 madrasas (which cover 
almost all students enrolled in these institutions), 1,500 primary-level ebtedayee madrasas and numerous vocational institutes and colleges. While 
MPO grants are supposed to supplement the income schools generate from tuition fees, donations and other sources, most schools rely on the 
MPO system to fund their operations and have inadequate resources to ensure education quality.

International donor assessments of the MPO system have highlighted insufficient accountability and inequitable distribution of MPO teachers. 
There is no clear mechanism to provide MPO support based on needs, resulting in a shortage of subject-based positions. Additional teachers are 
financed through school fees and paid less than MPO-supported teachers. There is inadequate compliance monitoring and enforcement on MPO 
guidelines, including performance monitoring of MPO-supported teachers.

Areas that need improvement include putting emphasis on teacher performance and time spent on teaching management, deploying an adequate 
number of qualified subject-based teachers through transparent procedures, formulating and institutionalizing teacher career paths and steps 
to improve non-government teacher selection, and providing additional incentives to serve in remote areas (ADB, 2018). An ongoing programme 
supported by the World Bank aims to rationalize and make the MPO mechanism more strategic to fill teacher gaps, but progress has stalled due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Bangladesh Ministry of Education, 2018; World Bank, 2020). A revised policy was published in 2021 with the objective of 
simplifying existing payment streams. The revision includes updates to staffing structures and to MPO grant application and award procedures.

Source: BRAC (2022).
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In Pakistan, the teacher salary scale and employment 
conditions in private institutions were brought onto 
a par with those in government schools in 1972. This 
led to a temporary stop in the grant-in-aid school 
systems. In 1979, the policy shifted again to allow the 
private sector to open its own schools, indicating the 
government’s intentions to motivate and encourage 
the expansion of private education through grants 
in aid and to decentralize public education (Afridi, 
2018). The grant-in-aid system was replaced with a 
public–private partnership system over time, which 
was institutionalized in 2010. Punjab province has 
experimented with such partnerships for decades; 
its Punjab Education Foundation has four major 
programmes (Table 5.2), which absorbed 92% of the 
foundation’s US$186 million of expenditure in 2016/17. 

A programme of charter schools run by education 
management organizations in Pakistan’s Sindh province 
uses a two-phase competitive bidding process. First, 
bidders’ technical capacity is assessed on the basis 
of their management experience, proposed work 
plan, professional profiles and strategies to achieve 
performance and efficiency targets. Qualifying 
organizations are then assessed based on financial 
proposals (LaRocque and Sipahimalani-Rao, 2019).

Through the 2009 Right to Education Act, the Indian 
government tried to bring all private unaided schools 
under government control by requiring them to give 
25% of their seats to children from poor backgrounds 
in return for reimbursements. But in many states, 
the government delayed payments or substantially 

BOX 5.2: 

Delhi and Kerala have made political commitments to support public education

While India has witnessed one of the fastest expansion rates of non-government education provision in the world, one state and the capital 
territory have moved in the opposite direction. Kerala scored the highest among 18 large Indian states in a new good governance index, doing 
particularly well in infrastructure development, education, health and employment (Gollerkeri, 2021). In 2019/20, it allocated 16.6% of its total 
expenditure to education, higher than the national average (15.8%). A UNICEF survey in Assam, Bihar, Gujarat, Kerala, Madhya Pradesh and Uttar 
Pradesh showed that Kerala had been the most proactive in supporting students. It was the only state where nearly everyone who used remote 
learning reported that the government had provided remote learning resources and more than 90% of respondents reported that students were 
speaking with their teachers (UNICEF, 2021).

Through a programme to promote public education, Pothu Vidyabhyasa Samrakshana Yajnam (General Education Protection Mission), Kerala 
started reinvesting in public education in 2016. The state government aimed to upgrade 1,000 schools to centres of excellence, improve basic 
infrastructure in all schools with more than 500 students, and enhance technology-enabled learning. Improving school infrastructure is driven 
by investments by the Kerala Infrastructure Investment Fund Board and substantial education sector infrastructure spending. One year into the 
interventions, public school enrolment had increased by over 150,000 students (Varma, 2018), and 934,000 more students were enrolled in public 
schools in 2021/22 than in 2017/18.

In the territory of Delhi, media reports and independent assessments have highlighted transformations of secondary schools in recent years 
(Biswas, 2020; Boston Consulting Group, 2021). Government funding for schooling and higher education institutions nearly tripled between 
2015/16 and 2020/21: At 25% of the budget, it is the highest share among Indian states and union territories. Funds were used for infrastructure, 
teacher training and learning programmes. While there are critical reports on public school experiences, government efforts have been lauded 
(Sahoo, 2020; Sahoo and Mahajan, 2020). Nearly all public school students pass the grade 12 examinations, exceeding private school pass rates. 
After the COVID-19 pandemic began, over 200,000 students sought to switch from private to public secondary schools. While this shift is linked  
to parents’ economic distress, improved perceptions of public schooling are also credited as a reason (Chhetri, 2021).

Building trust in government and improving the quality of government schools can help develop more balanced collaboration with non-state 
actors. In Delhi, the government’s engagement with private and non-profit actors takes various forms. Its Business Blasters programme started 
in 2021 with the objective of developing ‘job providers rather than job seekers’ among public school students. Currently, some 1,000 student-led 
start-ups have been selected for the programme’s next round (Press Trust of India, 2022). Media reported that the government would expand 
the programme to private schools in 2022. At the same time, the government has issued orders to private schools not to force parents to buy 
expensive books and uniforms to curb commercialization and household burden.
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reduced reimbursements from the mandated levels 
(Aslam and Kingdon, 2021). Moreover, the multiple 
steps of the reimbursement process can lead to 
several types of delays (Sarin et al., 2018).

LIMITED FUNDING IS PROVIDED TO 
NON-STATE ACTORS AT OTHER LEVELS

Early childhood education has been persistently 
underfunded: It accounts for only 3.9% of government 
education expenditure in South Asia. Governments 
use subsidies, grants, taxes and various incentives, 
from start-up funding to public land, to encourage 
non-state providers to operate in the sector. 
A review of regulations for this report found that 
131 of 194 countries offered such incentives; in South 
Asia, such incentives are offered in India, the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, Maldives, Nepal and Pakistan.

In the Islamic Republic of Iran, the government supports 
non-state services by leasing or selling excess land and 
buildings to non-state schools and allocating annual 
subsidies to non-state providers for the purchase 
of land and buildings, construction, equipment and 
the maintenance of non-state schools. Non-state 
owners are also supported with bank credit under the 
Law on Interest Free Banking. Nepal’s government, 
on recommendations by district education officers, 
provides grants to early childhood education centres 
to cover establishment and facilitator costs. Additional 

subsidies for facilitator salaries are provided to 
vulnerable communities. Dalit students, students with 
disabilities, out-of-school children and poor children 
also have special rights to acquire free education and 
be provided with scholarships at state and non-state 
early childhood centres and schools. In Pakistan, 
provincial foundations provide non-state actors from 
pre-primary to secondary education with grants, loans, 
infrastructure, community facilities and other services 
related to establishment and maintenance.

In tertiary education, governments provide funds 
to non-state institutions directly or indirectly, 
through tax breaks, land grants, student loans 
and scholarships. In Bangladesh, higher education 
institutions benefit from value-added tax exemption. 
Bhutan’s government provides tax breaks to non-state 
tertiary institutions, which can be extended for 
institutions that devote a significant budget share 
to research activities. In Sri Lanka, the government 
wants to establish a ‘free education investment zone’ 
to attract foreign investors and branch campuses 
from foreign universities, and has promised to provide 
infrastructure, land and tax breaks (De Alwis, 2020).

Governments also provide funding to non-state 
tertiary institutions to enhance education quality. 
In Bangladesh, the government’s Higher Education 
Quality Enhancement Project provided funds to 
both state and non-state institutions to purchase 

 

Early childhood education has been persistently underfunded: It accounts for only 3.9%  
of government education expenditure in South Asia

TABLE 5.2
Main features of programmes financed by the Punjab Education Foundation

Programme
2016/17 expenditure

Year launched Description Schools Cost per child (US$)

Foundation Assisted Schools
US$106 million

2005
Per-student subsidies provided directly 
to private schools that meet criteria

3,700 $3.30–$9

Education Voucher Scheme
US$27 million

2006
Tuition vouchers for children in poor 
areas to attend eligible private schools

1,650 $3.30–$6.60

New Schools Programme
US$11 million

2008
Establish new schools where there is 
no public school within 1 kilometre

2,404 $3.30–$9

Punjab School Support Programme
US$28 million

2016
Outsourcing public schools to 
private operators

4,276
$4.20 (organizations) 

$3.30 (individuals)

Source: Crawfurd and Hares (2021).
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research equipment, establish or improve laboratories, 
modernize classrooms, update curriculum and upgrade 
teaching and learning facilities. The government 
also grants funds to promote partnerships between 
universities and industry (World Bank, 2019).

In India, the Ministry of Human Resource Development 
announced 20 Institutions of Eminence, 10 public and 
10 private institutions, to be offered complete autonomy 
and financial assistance up to US$134 million over five 
years to help them become ‘world class institutions’ 
(India Ministry of Human Resource Development, 2018; 
Niazi, 2019). The government also provides support to 
students. Analysis of 2017/18 data shows that at the 
tertiary level, 20% of students received some type 
of scholarship in the academic year, of which over 
95% were awarded by the government. The average 
government scholarship for those attending private 
unaided institutions (INR 13,600) was nearly twice the 
amount for those attending government institutions 
(INR 7,000). Governments also encourage financial 
institution contributions. The Ministry of Finance called 
on commercial banks to be more involved in providing 
student loans. In response, the Indian Banks’ Association 
developed a model education loan programme, to be 
applied by all banks, with rules on student eligibility, 
maximum loan amounts, collateral conditions and the 
alignment of interest rates with the prime lending rates, 
usually reserved for customers with good credit.

In technical and vocational education and training 
(TVET), Bangladesh has estimated that families pay 
US$500 annually, on average, for studies in public 
vocational institutions, and even more in private centres. 
The government provides stipends for selected courses 
but they do not apply to private education, which 
accounts for most of the country’s vocational provision 
(BRAC, 2022; Nakata et al., 2018). Pakistan’s Technical 
Education and Vocational Training Authority increased 
the number of interest-free loans for TVET students. 
Until 2017, interest-free loans in collaboration with the 
Akhuwat Foundation allowed 7,000 students to access 
vocational education (Pakistan Express Tribune, 2017).

In India, an evaluation of the Merit-cum-Means 
scholarship programme for technical and vocational 
education in 2013 stressed that it was important 

to improve the frequency of disbursements, since 
poor households’ capacity to pay for technical and 
professional education was negligible. Beneficiaries 
also highlighted the need to raise awareness of the 
programme (India Ministry of Minority Affairs, 2021).

Public spending on adult learning and education 
accounts for a tiny percentage of government education 
budgets worldwide. Between 2015 and 2019, India, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka allocated less than 2% of their 
education spending to the sector. By contrast, Bhutan 
and Nepal reported spending 4% (Govinda, 2017). Adult 
education is still not explicitly designated in budget 
lines; rather, it is delegated to extrabudgetary costs or 
to other actors (UIL, 2019). In Bangladesh, the national 
budget does not show regular and specific allocations to 
non-formal adult education. State projects in the sector 
are mainly financed by the government’s development 
budget, which relies on donor contributions (BRAC, 
2022). Consequently, the sector needs to raise funds; 
engaging non-state actors is considered central to these 
efforts (Govinda, 2017).

MANY DONORS AND FOUNDATIONS 
SUPPORT NON-STATE ACTIVITY

While external and philanthropic education finance 
is dwarfed by government financing in South Asia, 
it remains substantial in a few countries and is generally 
influential, shaping programmatic and policy directions.

AID TO EDUCATION IS SMALL IN RELATIVE 
TERMS BUT INFLUENCES POLICY

Aid to education remains important in absolute 
terms in some South Asian countries. Until recently, 
in Afghanistan, international donors have been major 
contributors to education budgets (Hatsaandh, 2022). 
In Bhutan, UNICEF has contributed to the development 
of early childhood education through financial and 
technical support (Pisani et al., 2017). In Sri Lanka, donors 
have supported higher education and TVET (Institute  
of Policy Studies, 2022).

But regardless of volume, certain donors have 
pivotal influence on some policy issues. For instance, 

 

Public spending on adult learning and education accounts for a tiny percentage of 
government education budgets worldwide
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the World Bank uses loans conditions, technical 
assistance, research studies and events to strengthen 
its position as a knowledge broker. With respect to 
private provision, World Bank education strategies have 
evolved from strongly endorsing private participation 
to acknowledging risks but still recommending public–
private partnerships as a useful strategy (Edwards Jr 
et al., 2021). The question of how donors engage with 
governments on non-state education provision remains 
contentious. A review of 924 government officials’ 
views across 36 countries showed that they were less 
content with the technical advice donors provided on 
private schools than with their advice on, say, teachers, 
textbooks, curricula or examinations. The responses 
were somewhat similar among the 62 officials from 
Bangladesh, Nepal and Pakistan, the three South Asian 
countries in the survey, with 29% saying they were not 
content with such advice (vs 37% globally) and only 
25% saying they were content (the same as in the rest  
of the world) (Bedasso et al., 2021).

Unlike the general global trend, South Asian countries 
have received significant external funding support for 
private education provision. An analysis of World Bank 
project documents between 2008 and 2012 found 
that Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Pakistan were 
among only seven countries where direct support 
for private provision was included in the projects. 
In Bangladesh, the World Bank provided grants in 
aid for private schools, especially at the secondary 
level (Mundy and Menashy, 2014). In India, the World 
Bank has provided loans of up to US$500 million in 
the Strengthening Teaching-Learning and Results 
for States project to strengthen in-service teacher 
training, teacher knowledge and teacher management 
quality in six states through a multi-donor trust fund 
to catalyse funding from private sources. The initiative 
has been criticized for spending taxpayers’ money 
on non-state actors, a lack of capacity building and 
stakeholder consultation, and an excessive focus on 
standardized testing (Borkowski et al., 2021). In Nepal, 
World Bank policy documents in the 1990s advocated 
for stimulating private provision to improve quality, 
an intervention that is credited with having influenced 
the seventh amendment to the Education Act in 
2001, which allowed the opening of private schools 
(Regmi, 2017). In Pakistan, the World Bank financed the 

government-established foundations promoting private 
education. Between 1995 and 2017, in partnership with 
the UK Department for International Development, 
loans worth some US$1.9 billion went to projects that 
included support for private education (Afridi, 2018).

Public–private partnerships have also been used to 
finance social impact bonds, in which a private investor 
provides capital up front and repayment is contingent 
on results, such as completion rates or achievement 
of specific learning outcomes. India has offered many 
opportunities to experiment with impact bonds due to 
its regulatory environment and incentives for corporate 
engagement (Box 5.3).

However, external support to for-profit education 
providers has been criticized. The International Finance 
Corporation (IFC) has responded to such criticism – and 
to recommendations of the World Bank’s Independent 
Evaluation Group – by freezing its investment in such 
providers in pre-primary, primary and secondary 
education and committing to study their impact on 
access, quality, poverty and inequality. However, 
the IFC announced its work with for-profit actors would 
continue in education technology, infrastructure, higher 
education and early childhood services (IFC, 2022).

Donor financing sustains and influences many 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the region. 
In Nepal, 86 of 230 international NGOs registered with 
the Social Welfare Council focus on education, children 
and youth. There are fewer national institutions focusing 
on education and most are located in the capital. 
UNICEF and UNESCO have supported the creation and 
development of early childhood education since the 
late 1980s, engaging not only with the government but 
also with NGOs. In Pakistan, national and international 
NGO partners support efforts to establish pre-primary 
education, especially in rural areas (Khan, 2018).

Conflict and crises are often the backdrop of NGO 
involvement in education. But the near permanence 
of uncertainty and fragility means that, in some 
countries, NGOs remain parallel providers for too 
long. While their services in emergency contexts offer 
relief, concerns about sustainability remain, as their 
initiatives are relatively small in scale and they depend 

 

World Bank education strategies have evolved from strongly endorsing private participation to 
acknowledging risks but still recommending public–private partnerships as a useful strategy
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BOX 5.3: 

India has become a laboratory for results-based financing in education

India has served as a testing ground for social impact bonds in education. The India Educate Girls Development Impact Bond in Rajasthan ran from 
2015 to 2018 with a capital commitment of US$280,000 (Gustafsson-Wright et al., 2015; Gustafsson-Wright et al., 2017).

The Quality Education India (QEI) Development Impact Bond, running from 2018 to 2022, is the largest of its kind in education at a cost of 
US$11 million. It builds on lessons from the Educate Girls bond, which reached 7,000 children (Edwards, 2019). QEI aims to reach more than 
300,000 poor children of primary school age and improve their learning outcomes (Ecorys, 2019b). It includes a broad coalition. The risk investor 
is the UBS Optimus Foundation, while the British Asian Trust, the Michael & Susan Dell Foundation, Comic Relief, the Mittal Foundation, the Larry 
Ellison Foundation and British Telecom are the outcome funders. The UK Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office provides technical 
assistance. The novelty of the funding mechanism and possible reputational risks led to choosing providers with a track record: the Kaivalya 
Education Foundation, Gyan Shala, Society for All Round Development, Educational Initiatives and Pratham InfoTech Foundation.

An evaluation found significant costs associated with designing and launching the mechanism and fundraising (Ecorys, 2019a, 2019b). First-year 
results, which found mixed effects on learning, led to some underperforming programmes being dropped, but the results were considered to be on 
track (Edwards, 2019). Second-year results, released in August 2020, were positive: Learning gains were much higher, with children learning twice 
as fast as their peers in control schools and substantially outperforming targets (Quality Education India Development Impact Bond, 2020).

Social Finance India, an impact financing platform launched by the Tata Trusts and the Global Steering Group for Impact Investment, aims to 
provide US$2 billion by 2030, of which US$1 billion will be directed to non-state education service providers through the India Education Outcomes 
Fund, and US$1 billion will support the India Impact Fund of Funds to catalyse debt-for-impact in education, health and housing (Mehendale and 
Singh, 2020).

on humanitarian funding, which tends to be short-term 
and unpredictable (UNESCO, 2019). A review of nine 
NGO-implemented peace education projects to counter 
violent extremism in Pakistan found that a few had 
produced valuable education materials, but they were 
overdependent on aid funding and came to an end when 
funding dried up, as strong links with the government 
had not been established (Ahmed and Shahzad, 2021). 
Fragmentation also results, making it difficult to assess 
the effectiveness of non-state interventions.

Dependence on external funding ends up influencing 
NGOs’ approaches in contexts where they are the 
main providers of education services (Zarestky and 
Ray, 2019). In India, as elsewhere, NGOs have become 
essential for delivering education services, but the 
reliance on international donors has affected teaching 
and learning processes and content, which have 
become more formalized and skills-oriented in an 
attempt to meet donor standards (Bhutani Vij, 2020).

In Afghanistan, external finance supported the country 
on a large scale but was not sustainable, and the 
strong involvement of non-state actors reduced the 
incentive for the state to fulfil its responsibilities. 
Street Child, an NGO, supported 100 community 
education centres which delivered an accelerated 

course that compressed six years of school into 
three. Students were then referred to local education 
authorities to transition to state schools: 90% of 
students in Kabul’s informal settlements transferred 
to state schools and 85% were retained after one 
year. Yet the state lacked the capacity to absorb 
these centres (Street Child, 2021). The short-term 
nature of several teacher training programmes is not 
believed to have delivered substantial improvement 
in classroom instruction due to a lack of robust policy 
framework, among other issues (Noorajan, 2020).

Afghan officials interviewed for this report argued that 
direct education services provided by international 
NGOs were financially unsustainable. The Ministry of 
Education’s community-based education policy had 
urged the ministry and implementing partners to agree 
a per-student base cost that the ministry could sustain 
once NGO interventions ended (Hatsaandh, 2022). 
Access to donor funds has been another issue. Processes 
gradually became more demanding to enhance 
transparency and accountability, which favoured bigger, 
predominantly Kabul-based NGOs and challenged 
smaller NGOs (Hanemann, 2021).

Competition for donor funds and the need to show 
certain kinds of outcomes sometimes distorts research 
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and evidence generation. In Pakistan, due to the low level 
of public funding devoted to research, most projects 
are funded by donors, which poses problems. Donors 
tend to fund for-profit research companies instead of 
universities, which they believe lack capacity. In 2018, 
nearly two thirds of aid to education research was 
channelled to private-sector institutions (OECD, 2020). 
This perpetuates a vicious cycle in which lack of funds 
undermines capacity. Most donor-funded research is 
not publicly disseminated, which means it is less likely to 
be scrutinized or peer-reviewed. Those carrying out the 
research are accountable to donors rather than national 
stakeholders. Finally, donors concentrate research in 
Punjab for security, infrastructure and bureaucratic 
reasons, at the cost of equity (Zubairi et al., 2021).

PHILANTHROPIC AND CORPORATE ACTIVITY 
IS LIMITED BUT GROWING

Corporate and philanthropic actors involved in education 
are diverse, with motivations ranging from charity 
to corporate interest (UNESCO, 2021). Corporate 
activity with philanthropic intent has grown in parallel 
with philanthropic foundations focusing more on 
non-profit work (Srivastava, 2020). Cross-border 
private philanthropy represents the eighth-largest 
source of funding, well behind bilateral and multilateral 
donors. OECD data show that India received the bulk 
of philanthropy from private foundations between 
2009 and 2019 in the region (OECD, 2019). The Michael & 
Susan Dell Foundation, for instance, supports LabourNet, 
the largest vocational training company operating in 
informal sector jobs, as part of the Jobs and Livelihoods 
initiative within its Family Economic Stability programme 
(Michael & Susan Dell Foundation, 2020).

But domestic philanthropic funding in India far surpasses 
international philanthropy, reaching US$1.8 billion 
between 2013 and 2017, with education one of the 
top sectors. After passage of the corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) clause in the 2013 Companies Act, 
13,000 to 15,000 companies fell under the CSR mandate. 
There has been a surge in education spending, increasing 
from some US$313 million in 2014/15 to US$850 million 
in 2019/20 and accounting for over a quarter of total 
CSR funding. In 2019, the government expanded 
CSR rules to allow the 2% mandatory contribution 
from companies to fund public tertiary institutions 
and government-funded research organizations and 
laboratories (Jebaraj, 2019). The nature of philanthropic 
activity has changed, with increasing involvement in 
provision of supplementary services (e.g. information 
and communication technology, textbooks, assessment 
materials and teacher training) and policy agenda setting 
through research funding (Centre for Policy Research, 
2022). An analysis of 300 companies’ CSR contributions 
to the education sector between 2016 and 2020 found 
that Gujarat, Karnataka and Maharashtra were the top 
three recipient states. After 2017/18, there was a sharp 
decline in projects implemented in collaboration with the 
government (CSRBOX, 2022).

In Sri Lanka, the private Hemas Outreach Foundation 
has become a member of the national coordination 
committee for the development and implementation 
of the early childhood care and education policy due to 
its successful, decades-long CSR initiative on this issue, 
which began in 2002 with its Piyawara project on teacher 
training, infrastructure development and emergency 
intervention during national disasters. The project has 
added 56 model preschools to the government network 
and reaches nearly 3,000 children daily in partnership 
with the government (Hemas Outreach Foundation, 
2022; USAID et al., 2020).

Among NGOs working on teacher training, those largely 
supported by prominent corporations are gaining 
considerable influence in policymaking circles (Srivastava, 
2016). Social network analyses have demonstrated 
notable links between Teach for India and funders, 

 

Dependence on external funding ends up influencing NGOs' approaches in contexts where 
they are the main providers of education services

 

Domestic philanthropic funding far surpasses international philanthropy, reaching  
US$1.8 billion between 2013 and 2017, with education one of the top sectors
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foundations, NGOs, influential academic institutions and 
government bodies (Vellanki, 2014). In Delhi, there are 
many links between private entities and government 
institutions. Teach for India Delhi is collaborating with 
some district institutes of education and training. 
Creatnet Education is partnering with the Delhi State 
Council of Educational Research and Training to run a 
government school principals leadership programme 
(Sivasubramaniam, 2020).

The potential for profit has attracted venture capital to 
non-state education technology companies. Analysis of 
105 investors in Indian education technology start-ups in 
2019 found that venture capital firms and angel investors 
accounted for almost 80% of education investment 
(Inc42 Plus, 2020; Agarwal, 2020). The top 10 venture 
capital firms tend to fund start-ups that are already 
doing well instead of newer start-ups. Out of the more 
than 4,000 start-ups in 2019, only some 190 were able 
to raise funding for themselves (Agarwal, 2019). Of those 
funded start-ups, 78% provided test-preparation 
services, followed by the 8% that provided course 
certifications (Inc42 Plus, 2020). A recent crackdown 
by the Chinese government on private tutoring 
and education technology start-ups has provided 
opportunities for Indian start-ups as venture capitalists 
look for new investments (Nair, 2021).

In Nepal, the philanthropic landscape includes 
individuals, foundations, the private sector, diaspora 
networks and NGOs (Nepal Center for Philanthropy and 
Development, 2020). The 2020 Industrial Enterprises 
Act made CSR mandatory in certain industrial sectors 
and financial institutions. Industrial enterprises with 
annual turnover over US$1.1 million are expected to set 
aside at least 1% of annual net profit for CSR purposes. 
Philanthropically oriented school networks include 
Samata Shiksha Niketan, founded in the early 2000s, 
which runs a network of 80 low-cost private schools 
(Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

In Pakistan, recent efforts have focused on aligning 
CSR contributions with the government’s Ehsaas 
safety net programme. Improved communication, 
facilitation and interaction with top company 
management is recommended to provide CSR 
guidelines and attract greater investment in certain 
areas, including education, to achieve social impact 
(Pakistan Centre for Philanthropy, 2019).

In other countries, information on CSR in education 
is anecdotal. In Bangladesh, guidelines suggest that 
education and skills development are eligible areas 

for CSR support. A study of the CSR practices of four 
state-owned and four private banks in Bangladesh 
found some emphasis on education and engagement 
through scholarships and computer labs (Roy et al., 2017). 
Earlier analysis of five commercial banks found that 
CSR was a very small share of before-tax profit, ranging 
from 0.4% to 2% (Rana and Roy, 2016). In Sri Lanka, 
an analysis of annual reports on CSR practices found 
that 53% of 292 companies had adopted CSR reporting, 
giving priority to job training, employee welfare, 
charities and community projects; 91% of companies 
engaged in community projects, such as scholarships 
for rural students, English language skills training and 
infrastructure (Fernando, 2018).

While philanthropic efforts have been increasing in 
importance in the region, CSR funding is still a weak 
substitute for the lost corporate and wealth taxes 
that are necessary to strengthen education systems 
(Kundu, 2018). In India, CSR funding adds up to some 
US$350 million a year, which is about 3% of the education 
ministry’s budget of some US$11.5 billion. Yet even with 
historically low corporate income tax rates, India is 
estimated to have lost US$16.8 billion a year, or 0.7%  
of GDP, to tax evasion and international corporate tax 
abuse (Global Alliance for Tax Justice et al., 2021).

HOUSEHOLDS END UP BEARING TOO 
LARGE A SHARE OF EDUCATION COSTS

As governments struggle to raise domestic revenue to 
fund social services, much of the burden for education 
falls directly on households. Central and Southern 
Asia is the world region with the highest share of total 
education cost borne by households (38%) – slightly 
higher than in sub-Saharan Africa and in Latin America 
and the Caribbean but more than triple the Europe and 
Northern America share (12%). Households in six of the 
seven South Asian countries with data spend more 
than the global average (30%). In Nepal and Pakistan, 
households spend at least as much as governments, 
and in Bangladesh they account for 71% of total 
education costs, one of the highest rates in the world 
(Figure 5.1). Overall, education spending by households 
in Central and Southern Asia accounts for 2.3% of GDP, 
compared with 3.9% of GDP spent by governments, 
the lowest level in the world. These average figures 
hide key information: Given that much of private 
spending in high-income countries is directed to higher 
education, the gap in household spending in primary 
and secondary education is much higher between 
South Asian countries and high-income countries.
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Household spending covers a wide range of costs: 
formal and informal fees, uniforms, textbooks, 
stationery, transport, private supplementary tuition 
and boarding. While comparative analysis is difficult 
due to differences in how surveys categorize items, 
some general patterns hold – for example, richer 
households spend more on education. In Bangladesh, 
in 2016, the median household in the richest quintile 
spent BDT 1,933 per month on education, or six times as 
much as the median household in the poorest quintile, 
which spent BDT 315 (Genoni at al., 2019). In India, 
households in the richest quintile whose children 
attend private unaided schools spend four times as 
much as their peers whose children attend government 
schools. They also spend four times the amount 

spent by families from the poorest quintile whose 
children attend private unaided schools (Figure 5.2).

In Nepal, fees at institutional (non-state) schools are 
not affordable for poorer households. Analysis of 
monthly primary school fees for three major cities 
shows that the fees charged by the most expensive 
5% of schools were double those charged by the 
cheapest 10% of schools in Chitwan and Pokhara, 
and five times higher in Kathmandu (Figure 5.3). 
Households spent an extra 29% of the per-student 
average cost on items other than tuition in early 
childhood centres, 34% in community secondary 
schools and 42% in institutional secondary schools 
(Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

 

CSR funding is still a weak substitute for lost corporate and wealth taxes that are necessary 
to strengthen education systems

FIGURE 5.1 : 
In six out of seven South Asian countries, households spend more for education than the world average
Share of education expenditure, by source and income group, 2010s
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Public institutions are typically less costly but are not 
entirely free, especially at higher levels of education. 
While household expenditure in non-state schools tends 
to be mostly allocated to fees, other items dominate 
the public spending budget for households sending 
their children to state schools: for example, uniforms, 
textbooks, transport and private supplementary 
tuition. Household primary and secondary education 
expenditure as a share of GDP can be quite high. 
In Pakistan, total household spending across all 
levels of education was about 2.4% of GDP in 2019, 
which was slightly higher than government spending. 
There were clear gender gaps favouring boys in both 
urban and rural areas (Figure 5.4). According to the 
Social and Living Standards Measurement Survey 
2013–14, the average annual cost per child was about 
US$67 in deeni madaris, US$74 in government schools 
and US$158 in private schools (Malik and Hussain, 2022).

Private tutoring is a major reason why households spend 
a lot even when their children attend public schools. 
In Sri Lanka, households in the richest quintile spent 
three times as much as those in the poorest quintile on 
private tutoring in 2016/17, but less than them as a share 
of their total education spending (Figure 5.5). Higher 
tutoring expenses mean rich households can pay higher 
fees for higher quality. Anecdotal evidence suggests 
that richer students are more likely to attend individual 
or small-group tutoring classes while poorer students 
largely attend mass classes, sometimes through digital 
recording technology (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022).

Non-state early childhood care and education provision 
remains unaffordable for most families. In Bangladesh, 
the 2016/17 Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
suggested that the wealthiest households spent 
some seven times what the poorest ones did per year 
on early childhood education (Bhatta et al., 2020). 
In Nepal, households contributed 63% of pre-primary 

FIGURE 5.2: 
In India, the richest households whose children attend 
private unaided schools spend four times as much as 
their peers whose children attend government schools
Per-child expenditure, by school type and household 
consumption quintile, India, 2017/18
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FIGURE 5.3: 
Richer households pay higher primary education 
fees than poorer households
Monthly school fees for primary institutional schools, 
by location and school fee percentile, Nepal, 2014/15 
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In Pakistan, total household spending across all levels of education was about 2.4% of GDP 
in 2019

 

Non-state early childhood care and education provision remains unaffordable for 
most families

education spending and 36% for primary education 
(UNICEF, 2019). Not all non-state providers cost the 
same. In Bangladesh, fees for government pre-primary 
schools were three times higher than NGO school fees, 
but private kindergarten fees were nine times higher 
than those for government schools. In Bhutan, the cost 
of private and other non-government centres, except 
non-profit centres, is considerably higher than the 
cost of public centres. Even households using public 
services must pay. Parents of students attending 
public, community-based centres reported paying 
between US$2 and US$28 per month (Rao et al., 2020).

Private tertiary institutions are similarly more 
expensive than public institutions. In India, the richest 
quartile of households spends, on average, nearly 
four times as much as the poorest quartile on private 
unaided institutions, which they are also nearly 
twice as likely to attend. Among households in the 
poorest quartile, those attending public institutions 
spend about 10% of their total budget on education, 
compared with 16% for those attending private aided 
institutions and 18% for those attending private 
unaided institutions. Most of the cost incurred by 
those attending public institutions relates to books, 
stationery, transport and private coaching (Figure 5.6).

FIGURE 5.4: 
There are large gaps in household education spending between public and private institutions
Household education expenditure as a share of GDP, by school type and item, Pakistan, 2019

a. By education level b. By sex and location
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In Sri Lanka, annual tuition charged by non-state 
providers is US$10,000 to US$15,000, which is well out of 
reach for households with an average monthly income 
of about US$300. In contrast, all public universities, 
except for the Open University of Sri Lanka, offer 
tuition-free undergraduate programmes, while over 
three quarters of their students receive government 
scholarships to help with living expenses. As a result, 
the socioeconomic composition of public universities 
is considerably more diverse than that of non-state 
institutions (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022). In Nepal, 
the estimated cost of a three-year course in nursing 
is US$4,000, in general medicine is US$3,400 and in 
pharmacy is US$2,800 (Dahal, 2020). TVET is costlier 
than other education levels and these costs often fall 
onto households. A comparison of costs per student in 
technical education institutions showed that in private 
schools, 75% of costs were covered by households, 
compared with only 8% in public institutions (Institute 
of Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS OFTEN RELY 
ON HOUSEHOLDS

As implied in this section, in many cases households 
are called upon to share the cost of public education 
provision. In Nepal, community (public) schools are 
not fully funded by government and are supported 
through fees, NGOs and others. An analysis in Jhapa 
district found that only 70% of total costs were met 
by government financing (Wagle et al., 2017). Principals 
in 62% of 203 community schools across 16 districts 
reported that they had received financial support 
from an NGO or an international agency during 
the previous year (Schaffner et al., 2018). Experts 
interviewed for this report described NGOs often 
helping community schools purchase blackboards, 
chalk, desks, benches, textbooks and notebooks. 
However, NGO involvement is largely project-based 
and there are issues of continuity and predictability 
(Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022). 
In the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Heyat Omana 
schools were established by the Ministry of Education 
to engage and involve parents in school management 

FIGURE 5.5: 
In Sri Lanka, the richest households spend three times as much as the poorest households on private tuition but 
less than them as a share of their education spending
Supplementary tutoring expenditure, by income quintile, Sri Lanka, 2016/17

a. Average monthly expenditure b. As a share of total education expenditure
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and financial support. These schools belong to the 
state but are managed by a board of directors. There 
were 2,117 establishments educating 665,000 students 
in these schools in 2020 (Paivandi, 2022).

Public tertiary institutions have also increasingly 
engaged in cost sharing. Some have introduced or 
increased tuition fees. These can apply to all students, 
as is the case at the Open University of Sri Lanka 
(Institute of Policy Studies, 2022) and both state 
universities in Maldives, or through a dual-track 

system where only some students pay tuition. In 2011, 
government-funded colleges of the Royal University 
of Bhutan implemented a self-funding track, where 
students pay part of the cost. About 16% of students 
are enrolled in this option, and the goal of the university 
is to increase the share to 25% by 2030 (Schofield and 
Roder, 2022). In Sri Lanka, over 50% of higher education 
students are enrolled in paid courses offered by public 
universities, known as external degree programmes, 
specifically designed for students who did not score 
well enough to qualify for regular admission (Institute 

 

Public tertiary institutions have increasingly engaged in cost sharing

FIGURE 5.6: 
Attending public tertiary institutions entails non-fee costs
Expenditure per item by students attending a tertiary course, by type of institution, India, 2017/18
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of Policy Studies, 2022). The dual-track system may 
also be applied to international students. In India, public 
universities such as Jawaharlal Nehru University have 
been considerably increasing international student fees, 
leading to student protests (Ibrar and Chettri, 2019).

Another cost-sharing method is to run fee-paying 
courses alongside free ones, usually for more advanced 
courses. In Sri Lanka, nearly all public institutions 
charge no tuition for undergraduate programmes 
but are allowed to charge tuition for external-degree 
and postgraduate programmes (Institute of Policy 
Studies, 2022). In Maldives, higher education is free, 
but public universities can charge for other courses 
(Shougee and Shareef, 2022). Cost sharing can also 
be implemented by charging other types of student 
fees. In Nepal, inadequate government funding 
and centralized fee-setting regulations have led 
some of the autonomous constituent campuses to 
increase other types of non-regular fees (Institute 
of Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

Community management is sometimes an approach 
used in adult learning and education. In Bangladesh, 
BRAC is in charge of running community learning centres 
(CLCs) or people’s centres. It has launched the Shishu 
Niketan initiative to make its education programme more 
sustainable. The strategy aims to strengthen community 
ownership and, in the case of CLCs, to make communities 
responsible for resource diversification. As a result, 
almost 90% of CLCs are now managed by communities 
(Hanemann, 2021). Identifying local resources, targeting 
education provision to local needs and involving the 
population in the management of the centres have 
allowed CLCs to continue operating, combining public 
and private resources (NILE and UIL, 2016). The Afghan 
National Association for Adult Education opted for 
resource and capacity diversification in the face of 
shrinking donor funding. This strategy entails delegating 
centres’ management to local NGOs. In 2019, centres 
covered 30% of their running costs. Expenses linked to 
coordination, capacity building, teacher training, teaching 
materials and equipment were not included. The strategy 
aimed to introduce contributions from learners in order 
to ensure the centres’ self-reliance (Hanemann, 2021).

MANY HOUSEHOLDS BORROW FOR EDUCATION
To meet education costs, households around the 
world are borrowing. Poor parents employ a variety 
of strategies to cope. Some negotiate discounts based 
on the number of children they enrol. Others use their 
money up front to secure a place in the school, leaving 
nothing to pay for uniforms, textbooks and other 
materials. Some accrue a debt to the school and agree 
to pay it off in small instalments or even try to leave 
with their debt unpaid. Proprietors in India develop 
plans for unpredictable payments (Härmä, 2020). 
In South Asia, according to the 2014 Global Findex 
Database, 13% of families save and 8% borrow to 
pay school fees. The highest rates are observed 
in India, with 14% saving and 9% borrowing 
(Demirguc-Kunt et al., 2014) (Figure 5.7).

Shifting tertiary education costs to households 
requires strong student financial support systems. 
Governments in the region have increasingly resorted 
to student loans. In Bangladesh, it is estimated that 
around a third of families have borrowed money to 
help their children study at polytechnics. This issue 
is a particular concern for students from rural areas, 
who face higher transport and accommodation costs. 
Private polytechnics require 40% more out-of-pocket 
contributions to cover tuition fees, on average. 
Meanwhile, nearly half of public polytechnic students 
purchase private tutoring services (Nakata et al., 2018).

In India, relatively few students take out loans to finance 
tertiary studies. In 2017/18, only 4% of individuals 
attending private institutions, and less than 1% of 
those attending public institutions, reported using 
a loan to finance tertiary education. Over 90% of 
student loans are provided by public-sector entities, 
which offer lower interest rates than commercial 
banks (Sindwani, 2019). But the government has taken 
steps to increase the market’s share by playing a 
coordinating role. First it requested, then approved, 
a student loan programme developed by the Indian 
Banks’ Association that stipulates maximum loan 
amounts, collateral requirements and interest rate 
limits that must be adopted by all commercial banks 
issuing student loans. The government set up a portal 
that allows students to complete a single education 
loan application form that can be sent to multiple 
banks to facilitate the process and increase the reach 

 

In South Asia, 13% of families save and 8% borrow to pay for school fees
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Shifting tertiary education costs to households requires strong student financial support 
systems and governments in the region have been increasingly resorting to student loans

FIGURE 5.7: 
About 13% of households save and 8% borrow to pay school fees in South Asia
Percentage of households that saved or borrowed to pay school fees, selected countries, 2014
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In India, 1,002 of 1,052 low-fee private schools surveyed for this report relied exclusively 
on fees

 

Growing education expenditures challenge students, with some having to drop out and 
others taking to protesting fee increases

of education loans, particularly to students in remote 
areas (Baral, 2018). In 2018, the government mandated 
that all banks could offer education loans only through 
the government-maintained portal (Bavadharini, 2018). 
Nevertheless, between 2015 and 2019, the education 
loan market shrank from 334,000 to 250,000 students, 
with institutions blaming rising default rates. During the 
same period, however, the amount disbursed increased, 
indicating that banks were favouring high-value loans 
and rejecting requests below US$5,300, for which no 
collateral is required (Chitra, 2019).

Government student loan programmes have also 
been established in other countries, though their 
reach is limited. In Bhutan, the Ministry of Education 
started providing low-interest student loans for those 
attending non-state institutions in 2014 and by 2020 it 
had assisted 500 students (Schofield and Roder, 2022). 
The government of Sri Lanka subsidizes interest rates 
for public loans to students taking a four-year degree 
from a recognized non-state institution (Institute of 
Policy Studies, 2022). The National Bank of Pakistan 
offers interest-free student loans to academically 
strong students pursuing approved subjects at public 
institutions. In 2021, it disbursed loans to 518 students 
(National Bank of Pakistan, 2021). The Ihsan Trust, 
an NGO, offers interest-free loans to disadvantaged 
students attending state and non-state institutions 
(Ihsan Trust, 2022). Informal loans are also common. 
In Bangladesh, a graduate tracking survey found 
that 17% of college students borrowed from relatives 
or NGOs to help finance their tertiary degree, with 
families by far the main source. The share is even higher 
among male students from rural areas and reaches 
30% among students in costlier polytechnic courses. 
There is no national student loan programme and 
borrowing from banking institutions is still uncommon 
(World Bank, 2019). Growing education expenditures 
challenge students, with some having to drop out and 
others taking to protesting fee increases (Box 5.4).

PRIVATE PROPRIETORS ALSO RELY HEAVILY 
ON HOUSEHOLDS
Private unaided institutions overwhelmingly rely on 
fees. In India, 1,002 of 1,052 low-fee private schools 
surveyed for this report relied exclusively on fees. 
The remainder relied to a lesser or greater degree 
on charitable contributions. School owners’ ability 
to hire teachers varies according to their financial 
capacity. Fee levels were therefore correlated with the 
average experience of teachers: Only 11% of teachers 
had more than 10 years of experience in schools that 
charged less than INR 300 per month, compared with 
35% of teachers in schools that charged more than 
INR 1,000 (Centre for Civil Society, 2022) (Figure 5.8).

In Nepal, in accordance with the guidelines for fee 
declaration and standards, schools can charge several 
types of fees. An analysis of 339 schools across 
9 districts showed that almost all charged a monthly 
fee and an examination fee, while 92% charged 
admission fees. Many schools charged additional fees 
not related to tuition: 42% charged for computers, 
54% for education materials and 61% for education 
excursions. About one in seven charged for building 
maintenance and even inter-school competitions. 
Teachers and non-teaching staff received less than 
the government salary range while founders and 
principals received more (Bhattarai et al., 2016).

In Pakistan, low-fee private school proprietors 
reported receiving only some 60% to 70% of fees 
per month. Parents who find it difficult to cope defer 
monthly payments. School owners can demand 
fee payment by calling on parents and asking them 
for payment or preventing children from sitting 
examinations. Some school coping strategies include 
leasing their building rather than buying it outright 
or taking out private loans (ITA, 2022). In the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, analysis of a wave of closures of 
non-government schools, conducted by the Ministry 
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BOX 5.4: 

High private and low public education expenditure has led to protests in South Asia

Protests are a means to note dissent and mobilize. Analysis of over 2,800 protests in 101 countries linked protests to government failures regarding 
political representation, democracy and corruption; economic injustice and austerity measures; civil rights and personal freedoms; and global 
justice for all (Ortiz et al., 2022). As an expression of dissatisfaction with the situation, teachers, students and parents have been involved in 
collective protest movements about education costs in South Asia.

Higher education institutions in Bangladesh introduced a range of cost-sharing practices in 2010. One of the largest public universities significantly 
increased tuition fees, while another introduced a fee-charging evening programme. Also, a tax was introduced on tuition fees at all private 
universities. A range of student organizations protested these decisions, which resulted in violence. Some of their immediate objectives were met. 
For example, the value-added tax on tuition fees was withdrawn, as was the decision to introduce fee-charging evening courses. Student union 
members noted that the majority of students only become aware of the impact of marketization when they face huge increases in school fees, 
since richer students are less likely to engage in political action (Kabir and Greenwood, 2017).

India has seen a resurgence of activism on college campuses in the past decade (Panigrahi, 2021). A study on fee increases by universities, focused 
on humanities, social sciences, science and engineering, found that 29 of 31 universities had raised fees. Several student protests broke out, 
challenging increases in fees for tuition, hostels and other charges. Students involved in the protests asserted that continuous fee increases would 
change the character of public universities, making them unaffordable for many. Furthermore, targeted fee waivers for disadvantaged groups, such 
as those from scheduled castes and scheduled tribes and students with disabilities, had not been adequate or honoured. Scholarship amounts were 
being reduced or had been accompanied by increased administrative burden (Panigrahi, 2019).

In Sri Lanka, the Federation of University Teachers’ Associations led a 100-day struggle in 2012 to allocate 6% of GDP for education and protect 
education as a public good. The movement was popularized in media through references to a ‘6% T-shirt’. The large coalition included parents of 
primary, secondary and tertiary education students affected by government funding cuts (Witharana, 2015).

FIGURE 5.8: 
In India, low-fee private schools that charge higher fees are more likely to have more experienced teachers
Low-fee private school teachers, by years of experience and average monthly school fee charged, selected Indian states, 2021
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of Education in 2012, found that parents had struggled 
because of the economic crisis (Arani et al., 2015).

Financial intermediaries aim to improve the marketplace 
for school loans for private schools. Private schools 
can raise funds in countries with developed financial 
systems, but in others lack of access to capital can 
be a severe challenge, especially for low-fee private 
schools. A number of financial service providers have 
sprung up as a result, often focusing on religion, 
charity or equity. Edify and Opportunity International 
are the largest education support providers, 
lending to single-proprietor low-fee private schools 
in 15 countries, providing funds for technology, 
working capital and infrastructure improvement and 
expansion. They and other institutions, including 
the Kashf Microfinance Bank in Pakistan, also help 
develop proprietors’ capacity, focusing on school 
improvement planning and business administration 
training (Acholla, 2020; Sivasubramaniam, 2020).

Analysis of access to finance for Pakistan’s low-cost 
private schools finds that most owners expect to rely 
on equity injections from personal savings and loans 
from friends and family. Few proprietors expect to 
borrow from commercial or microfinance banks, and a 
third of them noted the high cost of credit (ILM Ideas, 
2014). An analysis of unconditional cash grants offered 
to 850 private schools across more than 250 villages 
in rural Pakistan found that when all schools in a 
village receive financing, the schools begin to focus on 
education quality to remain competitive in their village, 
rather than on infrastructure (Andrabi et al., 2020).

Analysis of low-cost private schools’ access to 
financing in India found a similar major need for 
additional capital. But 73% of the schools proprietors 
interviewed had difficulty identifying a financial 
institution that gave loans to schools, even though 
just as many reported they needed loans for 
infrastructure (Opportunity EduFinance, 2020).

Representatives of teacher education institutions 
in Afghanistan, India and Nepal reported that lack 
of government funding was a major constraint on 
robust development of programmes (Ghimire, 2020). 
An analysis of funding sources for 19 providers 
found that almost three quarters received funding 

from independent foundations, over half received 
some financing from CSR funds and a third from 
international agencies, while only 17% received any 
financing from the government. In Afghanistan, 
funding primarily came from international agencies, 
while in India, it came from domestic and international 
foundations and CSR sources (TISS, 2022).

Education technology and tutoring companies focus 
on a revenue model for funding. Their fee-driven 
model charges students for subscription courses, 
upgrades and other special services. Companies might 
charge a tutoring commission, for example on a tutor 
marketplace, but must pay platforms a commission 
on their earned revenue (KPMG, 2021; Mukit 2020).

COVID-19 HAD A STRONG FINANCIAL 
IMPACT ON NON-STATE PROVIDERS

COVID-19 caused the gravest global disruption to 
education ever. South Asia was not spared, especially 
given the often poor access to radio, television and the 
internet in the region. In Bangladesh, the government 
made remote learning available through these means 
but less than 50% of children aged 5 to 15 had access to 
a radio, television or computer; 91% of children in the 
richest families but only 9% in the poorest had access 
to television (Rahman and Ahmed, 2021). In India, 75% of 
teachers reported that their biggest challenge was 
reaching students, while 51% mentioned maintaining 
class discipline online (UNESCO and UNICEF, 2021). 
In Nepal, learning relied mostly on textbooks for 
77% of households (Radhakrishnan, et al., 2021).

In Pakistan, 60% of households had access to a 
television but only about half of students watched 
television lessons (Crawfurd et al., 2021). Overall, student 
engagement was extremely limited. In a World Bank 
survey of almost 6,000 families in Punjab province, less 
than 14% of girls and boys engaged in remote learning 
at the beginning of the pandemic, with the percentage 
falling further by 2021. Social norms impeded uptake 
of technological solutions for education, especially 
by girls. Mothers reported that the use of devices, 
including television, was considered inappropriate 
in certain households, preventing their access to 
any form of remote learning (World Bank, 2022).

 

Private schools can raise funds in countries with developed financial systems but in others 
the lack of access to capital can be a severe challenge, especially for low-fee private schools
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Due to gaps in access to devices but also deficient 
instruction methods, lack of teacher preparedness 
and disparity in government support, education 
divides widened in this period (UNESCO, 2021). 
COVID-19 is believed to have disrupted learning 
differently in public and private institutions.

LEARNING WAS DISRUPTED, ESPECIALLY FOR 
THE DISADVANTAGED
Learning continuity varied by socioeconomic status 
and type of school attended. In India, a large-scale 
survey representative of children aged 5 to 16 living 
in rural areas was conducted in September 2020, 
after the sixth month of continuous school closures. 
Children attending government schools experienced 
greater learning decline than those in private schools, 
especially in grades 1 to 3. Among private school 
students, 29% reported using video recordings and 
18% live online classes, compared with 18% and 8%, 
respectively, among their public school peers (ASER 
Centre, 2021). A 2020 study in five states revealed that 
more than 92% of the children surveyed lost at least 
one foundational ability in reading and 82% suffered 
the same in mathematics (Azim Premji Foundation, 
2021). Several government and low-fee private schools 
ended classes early for the year, which typically ends 
in March or April, while examinations were suspended 
(Ravi et al., 2021). A survey of head teachers conducted 
in 183 schools in Andhra Pradesh and Telangana 
found that 97% of public school heads reported that 
students did not have the technology they needed, 
compared with around 75% of private school heads. 
Yet 64% of private schools supported less than half of 
their students during school closures (Young Lives, 2020).

In Nepal, the online and distance learning efforts 
of most public schools and many private and NGO 
schools, especially those charging low fees, were largely 
ineffective, as most students did not have computers 
or televisions at home. A nationally representative 
survey found that 37% of households with children 
in school had cable television at home. According to 
National Assessment of Student Achievement data, 
37% of grade 5 students in private schools had at 
least one computer at home while only 10% of public 
school students did (Acharya and Sharma, 2020). Most 
students in both private and community schools 
resorted to self-study using their textbooks, although 
44% of those in private and 18% in community schools 
said they took part in online classes (UNICEF, 2021a).

Tertiary institutions that were more prepared for the 
move online were able to better cope with the crisis. 

In Afghanistan, top-tier private universities were 
reportedly better prepared to use distance education 
tools than public universities (Hatsaandh, 2022). In Sri 
Lanka, academic personnel of non-state institutions 
received more support to transition to online learning 
than those of public institutions. According to a 
personnel survey, 55% of faculty in non-state institutions 
said they were very well prepared, compared with 38% of 
their public peers. Public universities suffered greater 
delays in conducting distance examinations than some 
private universities (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022). 
But a common trend worldwide was that differences 
were more evident within than across sectors (Levy, 
2020). In India, top-tier universities in both the state 
and non-state sectors were more likely to provide 
online education than lower-tier ones, which often had 
very poor infrastructure and resorted to using online 
platforms offered by government (Gupta, 2020).

THE PANDEMIC WAS A CATALYST FOR 
TECHNOLOGY USE IN EDUCATION

The education technology market expanded after the 
onset of COVID-19. In 2020, India’s education technology 
sector received US$2.1 billion in investment, compared 
with US$1.7 billion in the 10 previous years combined 
(Press Trust of India, 2021). India currently has more 
than 9,000 active education technology companies 
(Srivastava, 2021). Bangladesh’s education technology 
market is expected to grow to some US$729 million by 
2025. The valuation of 10 Minute School, a Bangladeshi 
education technology provider, grew twelvefold in 
2021 alone and its number of clients tripled; in 2022, 
it raised US$2 million through venture capital funds 
(Babu, 2022). Small-scale interventions also proliferated. 
In Nepal, Fuse Classroom aimed to bring classrooms 
together by using artificial intelligence to track 
student progress. Midas ecademy provided videos and 
virtual tutoring with a live instructor in Nepali, both 
for a fee. The service catered for students from both 
community and institutional schools (Institute of 
Integrated Development Studies, 2022). In Pakistan, 
Taleemabad, which provides cartoon-based mobile phone 
applications to teach the national curriculum in a more 
engaging visual way, expanded its subscriber base from 
125,000 to over 1.5 million, with the largest growth in 
second- and third-tier cities (Malik and Hussain, 2022).

Even in countries where the growth of non-state actors 
in education had been controlled, private education 
technology actors collaborated with government 
providers to deploy their products in schools. 
The Bhutanese government signed a partnership 
agreement with LeapLearner in 2020 to integrate coding 
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into the Bhutanese curriculum. LeapLearner was to 
provide the content and teaching methods and training 
teachers to use the platform (LeapLearner, 2020).

The pandemic provided Byju’s with a major growth 
opportunity. It launched School OS, an operating 
system for remote schooling (Bhalla, 2021). Byju’s 
offers a range of services free for 15 days (‘freemium’) 
(Rajan, 2022). The number of users doubled to 
100 million, while the number of subscribers increased 
by 1.8 times between 2020 and 2021 (Bhalla, 2021). 
As part of its expansion strategy, Byju’s acquired other 
education technology companies and consolidated 
its influence in India and international markets. In the 
first half of 2021, it spent US$2 billion on acquisitions 
(The Economic Times, 2021). Most of its funders 
are international venture capital firms, such as the 
UBS Group and Blackstone, and include founders of 
companies such as Zoom and Facebook (Rai, 2021).

In Pakistan, some education service delivery programmes 
have offered hybrid and online services for schools  
(e.g. Knowledge Platform and Noon Academy, in addition 
to Taleemabad), coaching, supplementary tuition and 
professional development opportunities (e.g. Dot & 
Line, Science Fuse, Knowledge Platform, Learning 
Pitch, Edkasa and Maqsad) and learning assessments 
and preparation (e.g. Knowledge Platform, Edkasa and 
ITA). This is a new way non-state actors are dealing 
with lack of government financial support. Start-ups 
are exploring growing demand for diverse services 
and diversified innovative funding. An estimated 
US$10 million was raised in 18 months in seed funding 
from private investors (Malik and Hussain, 2022).

Government and private education technology 
collaboration has increased in Pakistan. Through the 
TeleSchool initiative, which provided an hour of schooling 
a day per grade on television, the federal government 
partnered with more than 300 non-state organizations 
that contributed content for the lessons (UNESCO and 
UNICEF, 2021b). The Knowledge Platform has reached 
38,000 female students via 1,000 teachers across 
75 public schools through the Jazz Smart Schools 
Programme. Federal education authorities aim to scale 
up this approach; the Knowledge Platform is expected 
to create 80 blended learning classrooms through 
infrastructure development backed by digital content, 
teacher training, support services and a new learning 
management system easily accessible to schools. 
During interviews, education technology providers 
and administrators expressed enthusiasm for the 
success of this model, arguing that such a change of 
mindset was only possible due to COVID-19, which 

forced federal and provincial authorities to quickly 
adapt to virtual technology (Malik and Hussain, 2022).

In Sri Lanka, technology provision in schools and 
the construction of smart classrooms have been 
a major outcome of partnerships with the private 
sector. The pandemic has also seen several non-state 
actors, including mobile service companies, banks, 
electronic device dealers, private companies and private 
tutors, stepping in to assist less privileged students. 
Stakeholders believe the pandemic may serve as a 
catalyst for the tertiary education sector, as it may 
open mindsets and attitudes towards different forms of 
learning and lead to greater collaboration between state 
and non-state sectors (Institute of Policy Studies, 2022).

However, it should be noted that solutions pushed 
by education technology companies neglect the fact 
that even teachers who are digitally skilled are seldom 
equipped to teach online (Jain et al., 2021). Teacher 
education providers also argued that criticisms of teacher 
mindset are problematic. It was estimated that about half 
of teachers may not use technology after being trained, 
since classrooms lack adequate electricity, devices, 
supportive institutions and colleagues (TISS, 2022).

COVID-19 TOOK A MAJOR TOLL ON PRIVATE 
SCHOOL FINANCES
Private unaided institutions, which rely on parental fees 
and were already in a precarious financial situation, took 
a heavy hit during COVID-19. In a survey conducted by 
the Indian School Finance Company, 87.5% of low-fee 
private school respondents reported struggling with 
fee collection. The National Independent Schools 
Alliance found that of the 3,690 low-fee private schools 
in its network, only 3.8% were able to collect more 
than 10% of the fees estimated for 2020/21. Between 
2019/20 and 2020/21, there was a sharp rise in the 
default rate in the 1,052 schools for which fee data 
were collected for this report. Before the pandemic, 
most schools faced a default rate of 20% to 40%. After 
COVID-19 began, nearly all schools surveyed across five 
Indian states struggled with fee collection. In Haryana, 
the share of schools with a default rate greater than 
31% rose from 56% to 87% (Centre for Civil Society, 
2022). Schools ended up reducing staff and delayed 
paying salaries in their struggle to stay operational.

Interviews with private school proprietors in Nepal 
revealed that many schools were at risk of closure. 
In the initial phase of the pandemic, migrants and 
their children left for their villages, which affected 
many low-fee private schools. Some school principals 
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adjusted by charging students 50% of the school 
fees and paying their staff 50% of their salaries. 
Since most of these low-cost private schools rent 
their premises, they were not in a position to 
substantially reduce annual and admission fees 
(Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

Private provision of early childhood care and education 
services faced significant challenges, which were 
made worse by the absence of government financial 
support. In Bhutan, parents were reluctant to pay fees 
to private centres, as they were dissatisfied with the 
quality of online guidance provided to their children 
(Bhutan Ministry of Education, 2021). In Sri Lanka, 
where 85% of early childhood development centres are 
privately owned, many faced temporary or permanent 
closure due to falling enrolment and lack of government 
support during the pandemic (Save the Children, 2022).

Over-reliance on household funding has proved a 
challenge for tertiary education. In Afghanistan, 
the private universities union estimated private  
universities incurred an average loss of US$100,000  
(Hatsaandh, 2022). In India, where non-state institutions 
cost more than public ones, fewer students were 
expected to cope with higher tuition fees, as the crisis 
squeezed household incomes (Gupta, 2020).

There were multiple reports in India of private school 
teachers losing jobs, having salaries cut or not being 
paid at all, resulting in drastic effects on their livelihood, 
mental health and motivation to teach. According 
to the Andhra Pradesh Private Teachers Association, 
more than 100,000 teachers had not received their 
salary over a period of a few months, as their schools 
had either shut or the owners were unable to pay their 
wages (Janyala, 2021). In a survey of 1,100 respondents 
that included parents, school administrators and 
teachers across 20 Indian states, teachers reported 
a salary cut averaging some 55%. Layoffs related to 
COVID-19 carried out by low-fee private schools resulted 
in staff shortages once schools reopened after the 
second wave of the pandemic. Schools in Bengaluru 
found it difficult to rehire teachers and suffered from 
a lack of teachers of good quality (News 18, 2021).

In Nepal, institutional school teachers and staff 
reported not having received salaries or adequate 
support for many months during school closures, 
leading to unions calling for the nationalization of 
institutional schools to ensure livelihoods (Education 
International, 2020). In Bangladesh, while government 
teachers continued receiving their pay and enjoyed 
job security, NGO teachers received between 

60% and 80% of their salaries (UNESCO and UNICEF, 
2021c). In Maldives, teachers supplementing their 
income with private tuition witnessed a decrease in 
income, even though government salaries continued, 
due to the loss of private tuition opportunity during 
COVID-19 lockdowns (UNICEF ROSA et al., 2021).

In general, the precarious situation of private schools 
was linked to the fact that parents could not afford 
private education, given the decrease in their incomes. 
Parents also expressed dissatisfaction with some 
private institutions’ offerings during closures and chose 
to remove their children from them. In India, after the 
pandemic struck, almost all schools surveyed in five 
states for this report, apart from those in Jammu and 
Kashmir, suffered a substantial drop in enrolment. When 
asked why parents did not pay fees, 81% of schools in 
Andhra Pradesh reported that parents must have shifted 
their children to government schools, while respondents 
at 60% of schools in Assam argued that defaulting 
parents had shifted their children to other private 
schools that charged lower fees. About 70% of schools 
in Assam, Jammu and Kashmir and Telangana reported 
that parents who did not pay fees were likely to re-enrol 
their children once schools reopened. Respondents at 
nearly 70% of schools in Haryana believed parents had 
shifted their spending to private tuition and coaching.

According to media reports, some 90,000 private 
school students in Haryana moved to government 
schools in 2021/22, representing a 47% percent drop 
in private school enrolment, on top of a move of 
about 150,000 students to public institutions in 
2020/21 (Rahar, 2021). Government schools in Tamil Nadu 
received 200,000 more admissions in 2021/22 than 
in the previous academic year (Times of India, 2021). 
In Gujarat, the shift of 61,000 students from private 
to government primary schools was the highest since 
2014 (Sharma, 2021). Student migration from private 
to public schools could put an enormous strain on 
public schools, especially where public schools already 
have high pupil/teacher ratios and are overcrowded. 
For example, if 25% of all students in private unaided 
schools in urban India switched to public schools, 
it would increase the pupil/teacher ratio in urban 
public schools from 28:1 to 41:1, lowering the quality 
of teaching and learning (Alam and Tiwari, 2021).

The Annual Status of Education Report India reported 
that the share of 6- to 14-year-olds enrolled in 
public schools increased from 64% in 2018 to 70% in 
2021 (Figure 5.9a). The shift from private to public 
institutions was most prominent in Kerala and Uttar 
Pradesh, where the increase was about 12 percentage 
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points (Figure 5.10). In rural Pakistan, the share 
of 6- to 14-year-olds enrolled in public schools 
increased slightly less, from 63.8% in 2018 to 65.4% in 
2021 (Figure 5.9b). In Pakistan, non-state providers 
received no support from the government during 
the pandemic. Key interviews with representatives 
of the Private School Association for this report 
revealed that in fact private schools experienced tax 
increases that caused many to close (ITA, 2022).

In several Indian states, government policies were 
viewed as not responsive to private school challenges. 
The Supreme Court asked private unaided schools to 
reduce fees, prevent fee increases or allow students 
to sit examinations even if they had not been able to 
pay their fees (Choudhary, 2021). The Uttar Pradesh 
government imposed a blanket restriction on schools of 
all types increasing their fees for the academic session 
(Jain, 2021). The Rajasthan state government directed 
private unaided schools to forgo 30% of tuition fees 
during the pandemic. While the Supreme Court ruled that 
such conditions could not be imposed, private schools 

were asked nevertheless to reduce fees, the claim being 
that operational costs went down due to school closures. 
In Chhattisgarh, more than 500 private schools shut 
down (News18, 2021). Private schools in many states 
reported delays in receiving reimbursements or subsidies 
from the government for affirmative action policies. 
The Independent English Schools’ Association reported 
facing severe financial challenges due to the delay in 
these disbursements (Express News Service, 2021).

In Nepal, experts consulted for this report noted 
that the government is also perceived to have done 
little to help private schools during the pandemic. 
The government tried to impose a moratorium on 
fees, which disproportionately affected low-fee 
schools. Private school associations were called 
upon to mobilize their reserves. While many schools 
claimed not to be in a position to pay salaries, some 
observers argued that too many schools did not 
pay salaries even though they were able to do so 
(Institute of Integrated Development Studies, 2022).

FIGURE 5.9: 
COVID-19 shifted enrolment from private to public schools in rural India and Pakistan
Enrolment status, 6- to 14-year-olds, 2018–21

a. Rural India b. Rural Pakistan
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CONCLUSION

Government decisions to finance non-state education 
directly or indirectly are based on desires to expand 
access to education and provide parents with 
choice. While most countries in the region finance 
non-government institutions in some way, such 
efforts are inadequate and have implementation 
problems, including delays. Some donors have played 
an important role in promoting policies that expand 
non-state provision. Philanthropic funding has 
increasing influence over education policy. Corporate 
social responsibility measures in India have expanded 
the availability of resources for non-state education.

With public education expenditure anaemic, mainly 
due to low domestic resource mobilization, households 
bear the brunt of the education financing burden. South 
Asia records the highest percentage of households 
in total education spending among world regions. 
Even public schools are not free, as households have 
to cover a range of costs, from uniforms to private 
supplementary tuition. Private schools’ reliance on 
household financing helps cement inequality; they 
suffered particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
In the absence of government support, many private 
schools lost students to the government system.

FIGURE 5.10: 
Government school enrolment increased in a few states in India
Percentage of 6- to 14-year-olds enrolled in government schools, by Indian state, 2018–21
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After-school tutoring at Subornogram 

International School in Bangladesh.

CREDIT: Matthew Becker
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There is a vast diversity of non-state activity in 
education. Non-state schools vary in terms of 

management, ownership, financing, motivation, profit 
orientation and fees charged. Moreover, the role 
of non-state actors extends well beyond provision 
of schooling to many other activities (e.g. learning 
assessments and supplementary tutoring), at various 
education levels (from young children receiving care to 
adults learning foreign languages) and through multiple 
channels of influence (e.g. from lobbying to research).

South Asia has had a long history of substantive 
engagement of diverse non-state actors in all these 
domains of activity, with particularly rapid recent 
growth in private enrolment. The prominent role of 
non-state actors in the region is a result of its social, 
political and economic challenges and education sector 
decision-making. Governments in the region also 
vary substantially in how they envision their role in 
education – with some viewing themselves as the sole 
provider and others seeking to encourage and facilitate 
private-sector and public–private partnership modalities.

Campaigns to accelerate mass education coincided with 
concerns about poor quality and weak governance issues. 
Meanwhile, parents increasingly aspired to provide any 
advantage to their children in a fiercely competitive labour 
market. Over time, private schooling expansion in urban 
and later rural areas led to middle-class flight from public 
schools, leaving it unclear whether quality or stratification 
was the real reason for the exodus. These developments, 
coupled with failure in government capacity to provide 
adequate education quality or develop adequate oversight 
mechanisms, led to trust in government to provide 
education being broken, and support for public education 
financing and provision being undermined.

In recent years, non-state actors have become visible 
for their role in other aspects of education beyond 
provision. Given the state’s central responsibilities as 
duty bearer tasked with protecting and fulfilling the 
right to education, several questions arise regarding 
what non-state actors’ roles ought to be in sharing 
responsibilities. For instance, should they fill existing 
state capacity gaps, or should they advocate and 
empower the state to act?

Well-designed partnerships between state and non-state 
actors within a facilitative regulatory framework, 
supported by political will, can help optimize the 
functions of education as a public good. State and 
non-state partnerships can be meaningfully fostered 
through regular dialogue. Improved coordination 
among actors in early childhood and technical and 

vocational institutions, as well as between government 
agencies, civil society and the private sector, is essential. 
For instance, to strengthen the teaching-learning 
ecosystem, there is a need for more systematic 
planning and dialogue between all stakeholders in 
the school ecosystem, state and non-state. Greater 
regional exchanges, networking and collaboration 
are a must to foster peer learning on harnessing 
the potential of non-state actors in South Asia.

Improved trust in government is a key means of 
ensuring equitable education of good quality and fruitful 
engagement by non-state actors. Strengthening the 
quality and reputation of government schools is the first 
step to help shift the discourse about the state’s role in 
education. Government-led efforts to increase financing, 
information and transparency – as seen in pockets in 
the region – help signal political commitment to public 
education and equity. The resulting improvement in 
perceptions will also enhance trust in the ability to manage 
non-state activity. At the same time, improvement is 
also needed in non-state education institutions' financial 
transparency and inclusivity. Improved information 
and citizen engagement are the critical foundations 
for holding state and non-state actors to account.

Various aspects of government capacity must be 
improved to deal with non-state activity. Public 
administration personnel are overstretched. Processes 
and paperwork are bureaucratic. Capacity to use 
education data to improve planning is lacking. Clarity over 
division of responsibilities is another aspect that needs 
to be improved, regardless of governments’ political 
and policy directions. Ultimately, governments need to 
forge a social compact centred on equity, quality and 
inclusion so that the entire education system – state and 
non-state – can collectively prepare learners to address 
current challenges such as climate change, declines in 
democratic governance and prevailing inequality.

This report’s rallying call – Who chooses? Who loses? 
– is an invitation for policymakers to revisit and question 
relationships between state and non-state actors and 
deepen existing debates with an emphasis on equity and 
inclusion objectives. The following recommendations 
related to the role of non-state actors in education 
were framed and contextualized to South Asia to help 
#RightTheRules so that governments protect equity 
through financing, quality, governance, innovation 
and policymaking.
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1. FULFIL THE COMMITMENT TO MAKE A YEAR 
OF PRE-PRIMARY AND 12 YEARS OF PRIMARY 
AND SECONDARY EDUCATION FREE. PUBLICLY 
FINANCED DOES NOT HAVE TO MEAN PUBLICLY 
PROVIDED IF EQUITY CAN BE ENSURED.

While governments have committed to providing free, 
publicly funded access to schooling, many countries 
in the region have never been close to achieving such 
levels of financing. In Pakistan, household spending 
as a share of GDP is almost the same as government 
spending. The inadequacy of government spending is 
usually compensated with households shouldering the 
financial cost through a range of fees – collected by 
public and private institutions – which can be especially 
burdensome for poor households.

Several countries in the region have recently committed 
to gradually increasing public spending as a share of GDP 
with benchmarks for 2025 and 2030. These benchmarks 
represent especially significant increases in Bangladesh 
and Sri Lanka. Meeting these financial commitments 
is a foundational condition for governments to ensure 
that state and non-state providers ensure the same 
minimum agreed conditions and standards for students 
irrespective of socioeconomic background.

However, any substantial commitment to increase 
financing should be complemented by government 
efforts to bolster the public sector’s capacity to plan, 
absorb and dispense funds, and ensure proper oversight. 
Otherwise, existing governance challenges will greatly 
reduce the efficacy of any increased financing.

When governments financially support privately 
operated institutions, they need to ensure that the 
financing mechanisms are equitable. Contracting out 
management, subsidizing operational costs and funding 
households may not always reach those left the furthest 
behind. Careful regulation of fees and monitoring of 
commercialization are critical to limit exclusion.

The existing inequitable education financing system 
thus needs to be better monitored. This applies both 
to household out-of-pocket expenditure and to the 
distributional impact of government spending for all 
levels of education. Information on government spending 
and the design of financing mechanisms needs to be 
transparent and easily usable so stakeholders can hold 
governments accountable.

2. SET QUALITY STANDARDS THAT APPLY 
TO ALL STATE AND NON-STATE EDUCATION 
INSTITUTIONS AND IMPROVE STATE CAPACITY 
TO ENSURE THEIR APPLICATION.

While public schools in most countries in the region have 
worse student learning outcomes than private schools, 
the difference in student performance is greatly reduced 
after controlling for the students’ socioeconomic 
conditions. The reality is further complicated by the 
diversity within public institutions and within private 
and other non-state institutions. The more fundamental 
challenge is that learning levels are low overall in global 
terms, which implies that there is a need to focus on 
improving quality across the board.

Governments need to establish quality standards on 
inputs, processes and results and efficiently apply 
them to all education institutions. Standards should 
help schools improve. Teachers need to be valued as 
professionals. Governments need to gradually address 
challenges such as segmented teacher labour markets 
and wide inequality in pay and conditions. Government 
acknowledgement of problems and efforts to improve 
public schooling quality is essential to ensure that similar 
standards are achieved in all types of schools.

Some non-state providers may enjoy considerable 
autonomy, for historical or cultural reasons, 
and be reluctant to accept scrutiny whether they are 
faith-based or profit-oriented. Government oversight 
through school inspections, evaluations and learning 
assessments should apply to all providers. State capacity 
to implement these mechanisms should be factored into 
their design.

Countries need stronger quality assurance processes 
in technical, vocational and tertiary education. 
As governments increasingly subsidize individuals or 
contract with companies to promote training, they need 
to protect the most disadvantaged, who are vulnerable 
to fraud, especially in the absence of achievable and 
enforceable standards.

3. ESTABLISH COMMON MONITORING AND 
SUPPORT PROCESSES THAT APPLY TO ALL 
STATE AND NON-STATE INSTITUTIONS.

Governments need a clear vision and framework of how 
they want to engage non-state actors, and communicate 
this vision through regulations on inputs, processes and 
results. They especially need to develop clear regulations 
on certain education system elements that influence the 
equity of teaching and learning, such as private tutoring, 
admission criteria and fees.
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All education providers should be regulated as 
education entities under a common umbrella to 
facilitate coordination, information sharing and 
planning. Some providers are regulated as businesses 
in early childhood care and education, private tutoring 
and vocational training. This allows them to exist 
outside the regulatory control of education systems. 
Similarly, other providers are supervised only by social 
protection ministries or religious authorities. Such 
fragmentation of responsibilities can lead to gaps in 
authority and limit holistic treatment of the education 
system. Coordinated regulatory reach is necessary 
to collect comprehensive information on various 
aspects of non-state education providers at all levels 
of education to ensure that quality and standards of 
all providers are in line with national education goals.

Regulations need to be simple, transparent and efficient. 
They are currently viewed by providers in the region as 
being excessively focused on inputs and infrastructure 
requirements, as well as bureaucratically cumbersome, 
disincentivizing registration. Governments should work 
with non-state providers as partners to ensure that 
regulations focus on education processes and results 
related to health, safety, quality and equity. Regulations 
should be periodically reviewed and incrementally 
adjusted in a transparent and participatory way, inviting 
input from state and non-state institutions.

Governments need to build a relationship of trust with 
non-state providers, encouraging them to register, 
eliminating arbitrariness in rules and communicating 
the right incentives for them to run schools effectively 
for learners’ benefit. Governments also need to protect 
children whose families have placed them in private 
schools and convey the message that they care for all 
children’s education, irrespective of the type of school 
they attend. Governments must have oversight of all 
learners and cannot ignore those who are served by 
non-state providers.

Governments need to develop regulatory frameworks to 
prevent private tutoring from undermining the quality 
and equity objectives of the formal schooling system. 
In a region with an extremely competitive landscape for 
education and employment, online and offline private 
tutoring have greatly expanded. Countries need to 
monitor private tutoring prevalence, types and costs 
through household surveys. Policy responses could 
include remedial support and financing for those less likely 
to procure such services. The priority should be addressing 
the root causes of private tutoring demand and supply, 
such as low teacher pay, curriculum pressures and the 
high-stakes nature of final examinations.

4. FACILITATE THE SPREAD OF INNOVATION 
THROUGH THE EDUCATION SYSTEM FOR 
THE COMMON GOOD.

Policymakers should encourage the identification of good 
practices and innovation and give good ideas time and 
space to develop. Governments should use a consultative 
approach and work in partnership with all actors. Creating 
conditions and platforms for interaction and cooperation 
can help the education and training system benefit from 
differing sources of expertise and diverse viewpoints.

Governments need to nurture innovation in the systems 
they finance. They need to convey the message that 
they are committed to excellence. They should monitor 
learning and its determinants in all types of schools, 
evaluate where good practices are taking place, compile 
information about such practices, provide resources 
enabling practitioners to exchange experiences, pilot 
good ideas and scale them up. Governments need fresh 
ideas in education and should bring together those who 
can develop them. To achieve that, they need to train 
education officers and managers to be able to identify 
and develop such ideas. Governments also should look 
for lessons from non-state actors, especially on the use 
of autonomous and contextualized, flexible approaches 
to teaching and learning for marginalized learners. 
Knowledge sharing between state and non-state 
institutions should be promoted.

No one has a monopoly on good ideas in education. 
The government’s role is to create the right 
environment to produce innovation. Governments 
need to provide the financing and incentives to foster 
education innovations that are especially relevant for 
marginalized groups and equity, as such innovations 
are often distinct from those that are primarily 
market focused.

5. MAINTAIN TRANSPARENCY, INCLUSIVITY 
AND INTEGRITY IN PUBLIC EDUCATION 
POLICY PROCESSES.

Government capacity to manage the diverse set 
of actors seeking to influence policy must be 
strengthened. All actors should have a genuine seat 
at the table. Communications with public officials 
about education legislation, policy and regulation 
should be transparent. Policymakers should be 
open to listening to multiple stakeholders.

To maintain the integrity of policymaking processes, 
a range of accountability and transparency measures 
need to be in place. These include open and inclusive 
consultations, legislative committee hearings, government 
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or court petitions, freedom of information acts promoting 
disclosure of donations to political parties and meetings 
with senior government officials, and rules against 
government officials who leave office taking positions 
from which they could derive private benefit, and against 
lobbyists and their sponsors taking public office.
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Despite the understanding that fulfilling the right to education requires multiple 
stakeholders and that the role of non-state actors has increased over the past 30 
years, non-state involvement in education generates passionate debate, particularly 
over two key concepts: the extent to which education is a public or private good, 
a form of investment or consumption; and how to interpret the right to education 
with respect to its implications for state and non-state actors’ responsibilities.

This regional report, which builds on the 2021/2 Global Education Monitoring Report 
on non-state actors in education, explores the theme from the perspective of South 
Asia, the region with the highest global share of enrolment in private institutions. 
Partly as a result of its social, political and economic challenges, non-state actors are 
significantly involved in every aspect of education systems in the region, while also 
shaping and influencing policies. 

The report covers Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. It draws extensively on data collection 
and expert analysis from collaborations with several institutional and individual 
partners in the region. 

Five policy-oriented  recommendations are included calling on policymakers to see 
the education system as one and, accordingly, to revisit and question relationships 
between state and non-state actors, deepening existing debates with an emphasis 
on equity and inclusion objectives. The recommendations relate to the role of non-
state actors in education and are framed and contextualized to South Asia to help 
#RightTheRules so that governments protect equity through financing, quality, 
governance, innovation and policymaking.
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