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Preface
Background to the study

The following report forms part of a series of publications based on research conducted by the 
Research and Development Unit under the project: "Pathways Through Education - A study of the 
educational paths of primary school children in rural Sindh".

The study, which was supported by Ilm Ideas was conducted between January 2014 and April 2015 
in the districts of Jacobabad and Kashmore. It sought to address the following research questions:
 

1. Which processes and critical factors lead to the dropout of students at primary level? 
2. At what time in their education, if any, are students most “at risk” of dropping out of school? 
3. To what extent do dropout students continue their learning through alternative educational 

paths, such as informal education? 
4. Which interventions could help retain students at risk of dropping out of school? 
5. Which factors can support children in informal systems or who have dropped out re-integrate 

into school?

To answer these questions, ACTED worked in 100 partner schools in Kashmore and Jacobabad to 
identify students at risk and develop participatory community monitoring systems that could be used 
by School Management Committees (SMCs), parents, teachers and communities. The research was 
conducted in four stages.

First, a comprehensive literature review was conducted to analyze the current situation in Sindh and 
determine research gaps. The main findings are presented in a Situation Analysis accompanying this 
report. The research team also conducted 49 focus group discussions to learn how parents choose 
schools and to inform the development of a community monitoring mechanism.

In the second stage, the research team then asked school teachers for support in identifying children 
that had dropped out in the previous five school years and conducted 52 individual interviews with 
children, as well as their mothers, fathers, and teachers. The team further re-activated SMCs in all 
100 schools and conducted household interviews with over 1,900 families to obtain data on poverty 
and deprivation levels as well as the education profile of families in the target communities.
 
In the third and final stage, the research team introduced a community monitoring mechanism to 
track the attendance and performance of students. The mechanism consists of a workbook that 
teachers stamp to record the student's attendance and a progress report card based on the Annual 
Status of Education Report (ASER) test. Data on students' attendance and performance was 
collected for a sample of 1612 sample children. The data from the household survey was combined 
with these records resulting in a total of 1,511 cases that were finally included in the quantitative 
analysis after data cleaning. 

This mechanism allowed the research team to identify students at risk in the targeted schools. 
Subsequently, 48 children identified to be at medium or high risk were visited and interviews with the 
student, their parents, friends and the teacher and SMC were conducted. Due to the research team's 
special focus on girls, disability and minorities, 53 out of the total 100 case stories were collected 
for girls, 20 case stories were collected for children with disabilities, and six for children from minority 
groups. The findings of the qualitative and quantitative analysis of this data are presented below.
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1 Key Findings and Recommendations
Pillar 1 - Governance and Accountability

Recommendation 1.1  - Attendance and performance monitoring can help identify and retain 
students at risk. Mechanisms should be simple to implement for teachers and easily 
understandable for illiterate parents. 
Schools need more regular visits from government representatives as well as merit based 
appointment and promotion. In addition to these measures, a simple monitoring mechanism that can 
easily be understood and implemented by teachers and parents can increase parent-teacher 
communication and reinforce accountability in local schools. Further, the active role of children in 
making decisions about dropout is often ignored. Parents need the support of teachers to monitor 
their attendance and learning. 

Recommendation 1.2 - Include marginalized groups at all levels of the education system, 
including school management committees at the lowest levels
Include minority groups and persons with disabilities as decision makers in the education system. At 
local level, this may be done through including a representative in school management committees.
 
Recommendation 1.3 - Train SMCs on their roles and responsibilities and on retaining 
students at risk
Renewed training of SMCs on their roles and responsibilities is needed. SMC members also need 
capacity building regarding community engagement and the identification and retention of students 
at risk. 

Recommendation 1.4 - Recognize children as active decision makers 
Assign responsibilities to children in terms of retention of students at risk and include them as active 
participants in the transformation of their schools, for example through peer study groups or student 
councils linked with SMCs.  There should also be funding that is earmarked and specifically 
allocated to make learning more enjoyable, for instance through games and other recreational 
activities.

Policy Pillar 2 - Enhanced Equity in Education Access and Participation

Recommendation 2.1 - Target interventions at adolescent girls (age of 10 onwards) as well as 
their mothers, who are important decision makers. 
Create economic opportunities for girls as well as their mothers to provide parents with a 
perspective on alternative life paths for girls. Run awareness campaigns for adolescent girls and 
ensure their timely enrolment so that they may finalized primary education before the age of 10.

Recommendation 2.2 - Create economic and educational opportunities for adolescents from 
the age of 10 onwards.

Target ultra poor families and families affected by crises such as deaths of family members and 
floods. Target specifically boys from the age of 10 who are increasingly engaged in livelihood 
activities.
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Recommendation 2.3 - Create an inclusive and tolerant learning environment for minorities 
and other groups
Children from minority groups need to be integrated through games and other activities into the 
classroom environment. Their way to school needs to be safe and they need a safe learning 
environment. The curriculum and textbooks in schools need to be reviewed on an urgent basis.
 
Recommendation 2.4 - Provide individualized support to children with disabilities
Children with disabilities need individualized support in their learning and integration into the 
classroom environment. Teachers need to be trained on how to work with children with disabilities 
and support their learning, particularly in rural areas where no alternative facilities or schools are 
available.

Recommendation 2.5 - Re-evaluate reliance on non-formal education and alternative education 
paths 
We have found that non-formal and religious education in Kashmore and Jacobabad are unable to 
achieve literacy and numeracy for children. We would therefore caution against relying on non-formal 
education as an alternative for girls or other marginalized groups. We suggest to focus on retention 
as well as re-integration of children into formal schooling instead. The government needs to conduct 
more detailed assessments on what these systems currently deliver and whether or not equivalence 
between non-formal or religious and formal education systems can be achieved.

Policy Pillar 3 - Improved Quality and Student Learning Outcomes

Recommendation 3.1 - Quality education is one of the most important factors in parents and 
children's decision making. Parents need to be able to monitor learning outcomes and teacher 
presence needs to be ensured.

Parent-teacher communication needs to improve so that parents are able to evaluate learning 
outcomes of their children and highlight when they feel that the teaching in schools needs to 
improve. Teachers need to be held accountable for their attendance and receive training on 
innovative teaching methods.

Recommendation 3.2 - Individualized learning needs to become possible in schools to 
integrate marginalized groups and students at risk.
 
Children value individual attention and many need some additional support to complete their primary 
education. For this to happen student teacher ratios need to be reduced and teachers need to be 
able to teach only one grade at a time.
 
Recommendation 3.3 - Ensure that parents are provided with benchmarks against which they 
can evaluate the learning outcomes of their children.

Parents are currently unable to evaluate their child's learning. Formative assessments should 
therefore have clear benchmarks that are formulated in a simple manner, so that parents and 
communities can easily understand whether children are learning and progressing as can be 
expected. Basic literacy and numeracy tests may provide a good starting point to tests that can be 
communicated to parents and conducted easily by teachers. 
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2 Introduction
In the past decade, efforts to achieve universal primary education in Pakistan have focused on 
enrolment. While these efforts have been partially successful for early grade enrolment, many 
students have to repeat classes or drop out at later stages.  

Estimates suggest that almost half of the children initially enrolled drop out before they can complete 
their primary education. Statistics for Sindh, Pakistan, show that while up to 800,000 children get 
enrolled in Class I of primary school each year, the survival rate to Class V is only 49%.1  In numbers, 
this means that from 2009-2013, over 400,000 children initially enrolled did not progress to the next 
grade or complete their primary education in government schools.2  

In the districts of Kashmore and Jacobabad, it can be assumed that every year around 10,000 
children discontinue their schooling.3 ACTED believes that there is a missed opportunity in terms of 
retaining these children and ensuring their smooth progression through the education system. 

Despite the high prevalence of the issue, drop-out as a phenomenon has remained 
under-researched. In 2014, ACTED therefore decided to conduct a research project in two of the 
most marginalized districts of interior Sindh, Kashmore and Jacobabad, to find out what processes 
are behind the final decision to drop out. The main aim of the study was to find out why children drop 
out, when children drop out and how children at risk can be retained. 

This policy report summarizes the findings from the study, as outlined in a comprehensive situation 
analysis and the research report accompanying this document. In line with the Sindh Education 
Sector Plan (SESP) 2014-18, our findings are presented in Chapters that follow the first three pillars 
of the policy document:

Policy Pillar 1 - Governance and Accountability
Policy Pillar 2 - Enhanced Equity in Education Access and Participation
Policy Pillar 3 - Improved Quality and Student Learning Outcomes 

1 Ali, S. (2011) Policy Analysis of Education in Sindh, Pakistan: UNESCO, p. 67. Note also that as per the Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) 
(2014), 73% of children aged 6-16 years are enrolled in school. See: ASER (2015) Annual Status of Education Report 2014, Lahore: South Asian 
Forum for Education Development.
2 Note that this statistic includes children that drop out as well as those that repeat and transfer to other schools.  
3 Estimates are based on an extrapolation of SEMIS statistics of 2013, looking at the number of children initially enrolled in Class I and the number 
enrolled in Class V. 
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3 The Sindh Education Sector Plan4

The Sindh Education Sector Plan (SESP) 2014-18 is a comprehensive document that was launched 
by the Education and Literacy Department of the Government of Sindh in late 2014. The plan 
presents the department's vision for education in the province as well as providing detailed 
recommendations on how to ensure that all children are able to realize their right to education.  
The aim of the Sindh Education Sector Plan is (1) to deliver educational services to the most 
vulnerable and marginalized children, (2) to improve student learning outcomes, and (3) to support 
greater community and parental involvement in their children's education. 

Education is the fundamental right of the child. The government must provide an equal 
opportunity of receiving quality education to all children so that they may realize their full 
potential and contribute to the development of society and the economy, creating a sense 
of nationhood and inculcating values of tolerance, social justice and democracy.
 
- Vision statement of the Sindh Education Sector Plan 2014-18

In line with the National Education Policy (NEP) of 2009, the plan recognizes that access to 
educational opportunities and low quality education are the two key deficiencies of the current 
education system. Mindful of these two gaps the SESP focuses on governance and service delivery, 
equity in access, quality of education, and equity in resource allocation. These main objectives are 
grouped into four pillars, which are presented below.

Policy Pillar 1 - Governance and Accountability 
This pillar focuses on "strengthening governance and service delivery by improving the functioning 
capacity from the school-community level up to district and province levels. This will include: agreed 
school standards, IT-enabled evidence for accountability at all levels of trained management, aligned 
to education devolution; a school consolidation policy and school based budgets and management, 
and strong public-private partnerships. Priority will be given to strengthening district-level 
management." 

Policy Pillar 2 - Enhanced Equity in Education Access and Participation
Under this pillar, the plan proposes to focus on "increasing equitable access to quality early 
childhood education, primary and secondary education, with the aim of eliminating social exclusion, 
enhancing transitions, promoting social cohesion and providing greater opportunities for access, 
participation and learning to marginalized groups, particularly girls."6

Policy Pillar 3 - Improved Quality and Student Learning Outcomes
For this pillar the plan proposes "to improve the quality of learning outcomes through strengthening 
the teaching/learning process; to combine formative and summative assessments for the 
development of self-reliant individuals capable of analytical thinking and self-learning; to improve the 
quality of teachers through merit-based selection and recruitment; to improve accountability, and 
establish a competency-based constructivist system of educational professional development."7

 
4 The information that informed this section can be found in Government of Sindh (2014) Sindh Education Sector Plan 2014-18,  Karachi: Government 
of Sindh, Chapter 3.  
5  Government of Sindh (2014) SESP 2014-18, p. 43
6 ibid, p.43
7 ibid, p. 43
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Policy Pillar 4 - Sustainable Sector Financing
This pillar looks at "enhancing the equity of resource allocation and improving the fiscal sustainability 
and effectiveness of educational expenditures, thereby fostering transparency and accountability in 
the use of public resources."8

Regarding our research project, the SESP 2014-18 has provided us with a valuable basis for 
defining the scope of our research as well as formulating recommendations based on our findings 
and our discussions of these findings with district authorities and communities. The current research 
thus focuses on dropout and the implications of this phenomenon for Pillars 1 - 3.
 
The research conducted by ACTED found many issues to be in line with those presented in the 
sector plan and was also guided by the initial draft of the SESP published in 20139 in defining the 
scope of the research. Based on this initial document, the research team focused on some areas that 
had received less attention or where the initial policy document suggested a need for further 
research. This included for example the situation of children with disabilities and religious minorities, 
as well as the issue of dropout itself.

We hope that the findings of our research may provide an interesting basis for further discussion and 
perhaps refinement of some of the implementation strategies and recommendations presented in the 
SESP 2014-18. 

We also acknowledge that our research is far from presenting a complete picture - having focused 
only on Kashmore and Jacobabad. Nonetheless, we feel that many of our findings resonate with 
other research reports as well as recommendations in the sector plan itself. We also hope that some 
of the methods used during the research, such as our community monitoring tool, can provide an 
inspiration for further increasing community participation in the improvement of education in schools 
throughout the province of Sindh.

8 ibid, p. 43
9 Government of Sindh (2013) Sindh Education Sector Plan 2013-16 - Subsector Plans,  Karachi: Government of Sindh. 



Pathways Through Education - Dropout and Students at Risk in rural Sindh

ACTED RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT 09

4 Pillar 1 - Governance and Accountability 
Pillar 1 provides the cornerstone of the plan in terms of articulating its strategy for community 
involvement and on how to increase the  accountability, transparency and efficiency of the system. It 
includes recommendations on the role of school management committees as well as articulating 
ideas on how to increase accountability through better monitoring systems.

Findings from our research relevant to this pillar are grouped into the following categories: (1) 
Community monitoring mechanisms, and (2) SMC composition and role. 

4.1 Community monitoring mechanisms
As part of its research programme, ACTED introduced a mechanism that would allow communities 
to identify students that were at risk of dropout. The mechanism is based on the assumption that to 
some extent dropout is a process in which critical tipping points can be identified, so that targeted 
interventions can be designed. 

Looking at 'at risk' children and tracking them through the decisions, events and interactions 
could provide valuable insights into how some children become excluded from school 
whilst others remain enrolled and attending, as well as what the tipping points are and how 
these might be managed. If processes are know then critical intervention points can be 
identified before drop out occurs.
- Hunt, 200810 

During focus group discussions, the research team found that parents were most interested in 
monitoring in their child's learning and the teacher's attendance. However, they had little means of 
verifying these factors. For instance, mothers shared that they would rely mainly on information 
shared by other children as well as information given by the child themselves:

We used to hear from our children's friends how good or bad they are in their studies. 
Children talk about others, and share whether the teachers are good or bad. However, we 
cannot go to the school and are also all busy in earning and housework.

Female Participant in Focus group Discussion on Community Monitoring
Fathers stated that while they would be able to visit schools, they had limited time to do so or check 
their children's progress. Since many children lack books and a proper space to do any homework, 
they carry little into their homes that may give parents an indication of their progress, and many 
parents are not literate enough to evaluate their learning.

Overview of the tool
It was therefore decided that for a monitoring system to be sustainable and owned by both fathers 
and mothers it would need to a) bring information to the home, rather than expecting parents to 
regularly visit the school, and  b) focus on attendance and performance to give an indication of both 
the child's interest in education and the education quality in the school. The system piloted by 
ACTED therefore includes:

10 Hunt, F.M. (2008) Dropping out from School: A Cross-country Review of Literature, Brighton: CREATE, University of Sussex. 
 



Pathways Through Education - Dropout and Students at Risk in rural Sindh

ACTED RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT10

1. STAMPS - Student and teacher attendance are monitored through a system of stamps 
whereby each child receives a workbook with a calendar and the teacher receives a set of 6 different 
stamps. On each day of schooling, children will receive the stamp designated for this day, for 
example for Monday a sheep, for Tuesday a tree. This system ensures that 1) teacher presence is 
checked through stamping 2) student attendance is checked in a way that is fun for students and 3) 
illiterate mothers as well as fathers can easily check whether their child went to school. 

2. PROGRESS REPORT CARD - Student learning outcomes are monitored through a 
progress report card for students. On this card, teachers enter regular test outcomes for the whole 
school year for basic literacy, numeracy and reading skills. The test is based on the ASER 
methodology. The information is then displayed graphically so that it is easy to trace the learning 
curve of each child and is shared with parents on a regular basis. 11 

Findings
The research team tested the attendance and performance of 1612 students in Jacobabad and 
Kashmore. A score was then given to each student according to the severity of the risk - 2 for high 
risk, 1 for medium risk and 0 for low risk.  These scores were summed up to develop a risk index. As 
per this index, 26% of the children in Jacobabad and 17% of the children tested in Kashmore are at 
high risk in terms of their attendance and academic performance (reaching a score of at least 3 or 
higher in total, i.e. being at high risk in one and at minimum at medium risk in the other category).

• 26% or every 4th child assessed is at risk in Jacobabad
• 17% or every 6th child assessed is at risk in Kashmore
• The % of girls at risk is higher than that of boys, especially from the age of 9 

onwards, where the gap between boys and girls at risk is almost 20% 12

11 The system is adapted from a model implemented in the Philippines to track students at risk (STARs) 
- see UNICEF (2009) Child Friendly Schools Manual, New York: UNICEF, Chapter 8, pp.12-13
12 For example, at the age of 12 years, 47% of girls of that age group are at risk compared to 25% of boys of that age.

Student Workbook and colour-coded progress report card - ©ACTED 2014
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The research team then conducted 48 interviews with students at risk, their parents, teachers, SMC 
members and friends to verify its mechanism of identification and learn about the tipping points in 
students' lives. Interviews showed that almost all families had started to progressively engage their 
children in other tasks and had begun to think about ending their child's schooling - proving the 
accuracy of the developed tools.
 
Impact of the tool
While the mechanism is still a pilot tool, it provided some interesting findings and had an unexpected 
effect on the mobilization of parents, children, and teachers and SMC members. First of all, we have 
found children using the workbook in a competitive way to see which student has the largest number 
of stamps in the calendar and thus the highest attendance. Second, we have found mothers and 
fathers more confident to check their child's attendance and understand their children's learning 
outcomes.13 When we shared the assessment findings with communities, many parents were 
surprised when they heard about the high percentage of students at risk and the low learning 
outcomes.

We did not expect such a high percentage of students to be at risk. We did not think that 
26% of students would be at high risk.

Participants in Community Feedback Sessions, Jacobabad

Mothers: We are sending our children to school. Other than that we have no way of 
knowing about their learning. ACTED showed us their performance cards and we became 
aware that our children are lagging behind in school.

Participants in Community Feedback Sessions, Kashmore

Finally, we noticed that teachers and SMCs were motivated to mobilize around the retention of 
students at high risk of dropout and that they tried to improve the quality of education in their schools.

This is the first time someone is conducting research on the risk of dropout in primary schools. 
We have seen in the past months that the quality of education depends on the cooperation 
between parents and teachers. I am now more regular and teaching students with sincerity, and 
my students are more active. 
District Dissemination Event, Jacobabad

4.2 SMC composition and role
Regarding SMCs, we found many SMC members that were willing to mobilize parents to send their child 
to school. However, we also heard from SMC members themselves, that they would like to have more 
training and capacity building on their role and on how to retain students at risk of dropout.

13 See also the following publications forming part of this research: Innovative Retention Strategies for Students at Risk and ACTED Research Briefing Paper 
01 - Community Monitoring).  

Risk
High risk
Medium Risk
Low risk

Jacobabad
26% (216)
26% (218)
48% (394)

Kashmore
17% (131)
31% (241)
53% (412)
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Government officials should train SMCs and build their capacity so that they can be more 
responsive and aware of their duties. If they work together with the community effectively, 
then they can increase the ratio of students retained in government schools.

District Dissemination Event, Jacobabad

Moreover, we would suggest that the inclusion of parents from minority groups, as well as the 
inclusion of children and persons with disabilities in school management committees is considered. 
Regarding minorities and children with disabilities, we have found repeated cases of harassment in 
schools. Sadly, teachers were unable to avoid such cases and could not create an inclusive learning 
environment. We will look at both children from minority groups and children with disabilities in more 
detail in the section related to Pillar 2, but we believe that it is worth highlighting the need for their 
representation at various levels of the education system, including in school management 
committees.

Regarding the role of children in schools, we found children to be active participants in the decision 
to drop out, often disobeying their parents' instructions. We believe that giving them a role in 
monitoring schools as well as making decisions about the school environment could bring back their 
motivation to come to school.

In the initial days Adil told us 'I will not go to school'. We forced him to go, but he refused 
and decided not to go to school. After some time when we realized that he is not interested 
to get primary education we told him that if he was not going to school, he needed to get 
religious education. He left school three years ago.

Father of Boy Adil, Kashmore, Dropout Class IV, Age 10 (3 years ago)

Finally, children can play an important role in terms of retaining students at risk. This should be 
reflected in the way students are taught as well as the way schools are organized.

If their friends go to school on a daily basis, they will automatically be attracted to remain in 
school because peers play a vital role for the retention of children.Teachers can also divide 
the children into different groups and create competition among those groups. Studying in 
a group is very important for students. Teachers should make learning fun.

Participants in Community Feedback Session, Jacobabad

Students can give moral support to each other and the teacher should develop their skills 
so that they can learn to support each other and cooperate. This will create a positive 
education environment and children will be encouraged to go to school.

Children must study in a group environment and teachers should create some healthy 
competition. Every three months they should organize a special competition to increase the 
motivation and interest of children. 

Teachers can also give students homework that they can do collectively so that they can 
have fun and work with their peers. Many children come to school find friends so there 
should be activities to encourage this. 

Consolidated Feedback from District Dissemination Event, Jacobabad
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Recommendations under Pillar 1 - Governance and Accountability

Recommendation 1.1  - Attendance and performance monitoring can help identify and retain 
students at risk. Mechanisms should be simple to implement for teachers and easily 
understandable for illiterate parents.

Schools need more regular visits from government representatives as well as merit based 
appointment and promotion. In addition to these measures, a simple monitoring mechanism that can 
easily be understood and implemented by teachers and parents can increase parent-teacher 
communication and reinforce accountability in local schools. Further, the active role of children in 
making decisions about dropout is often ignored. Parents need the support of teachers to monitor 
their attendance and learning.

Recommendation 1.2 - Include marginalized groups at all levels of the education system, 
including school management committees at the lowest levels
Include minority groups and persons with disabilities as decision makers in the education system. At 
local level, this may be done through including a representative in school management committees.
 
Recommendation 1.3 - Train SMCs on their roles and responsibilities and on retaining 
students at risk

Renewed training of SMCs on their roles and responsibilities is needed. SMC members also need 
capacity building regarding community engagement and the identification and retention of students 
at risk.

Recommendation 1.4 - Recognize children as active decision makers 
Assign responsibilities to children in terms of retention of students at risk and include them as active 
participants in the transformation of their schools, for example through peer study groups or student 
councils linked with SMCs.  There should also be funding that is earmarked and specifically 
allocated to make learning more enjoyable, for instance through games and other recreational 
activities. 
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5 Pillar 2 - Enhanced Equity in Education Access and Participation

Under this pillar the government of Sindh aims to increase the fairness of the current system, so that 
all children can access education regardless of their background. It also promotes inclusion through 
creating an enabling learning environment in order to achieve the same basic outcomes for all 
children.

The following section will look in detail at four marginalized groups: (1) Children with disabilities, (2) 
Girls in transition to adulthood (3) Minorities and (4) Children living in poverty. We will also briefly 
reflect on the alternatives to formal schooling looking at (5) What non-formal education can deliver. 

5.1 Children with disabilities
Owing to the focus on disability as a "condition" that requires special treatment, children with 
disabilities have been excluded from mainstream education through policies focusing on the need for 
"special education" facilities. This has lead to an artificial educational segregation, where children are 
grouped on the basis of their common status as children with disabilities, regardless of the varying 
types and degrees of impairment of the individual child. The introduction of special schools has also 
reduced access significantly. In Sindh there are only 50 "special schools" for children with 
disabilities, 80% of which are in Karachi.14  Access for rural students is virtually non-existent as all 
remaining 10 schools are located in urban centers.  
 
In addition to these structural barriers, the research found that children with disabilities encounter 
strong attitudinal barriers. Many of them do not access schools, because people in their communities 
do not think that they can learn anything - irrespective of whether or not their impairment impacts 
upon their learning abilities.

One five year old boy does not go to school because he has a hearing impairment. He 
cannot learn anything. The other two children have a mental impairment, they cannot learn 
anything either. 
Male (FGD 18), Akhero, Kashmore

Such negative attitudes, especially towards children with mental impairments or learning 
difficulties also severely affect children with disabilities who are in school. Salma left school 
in her first year of schooling when other children started teasing her due to her learning 
difficulties: 

All girls at school called me mad. And the teacher did not control these girls. All girls said 
to me 'You have no sense for studying, why are you studying here when you are not able to 
read or write'.

Girl Salma, Jacobabad, Dropout in Class I at Age 6 (1 year ago)

14 Ibid., p.xi



Pathways Through Education - Dropout and Students at Risk in rural Sindh

ACTED RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT 15

Finally, if children with disabilities do attend mainstream schools in rural areas, few schools are ready 
or able to adapt teaching methods to the different needs of children and the majority of teachers 
remain unaware of the barriers children with disabilities face.
 

Ameer is weak in studies due to his disability. Sometimes he is so worried. When someone 
calls him and he cannot hear their voice, he is very embarrassed. If we insist on him going 
to school he starts crying, because his teacher punishes him when he does not listen. Due 
to his disability he does not have any friends and none of his class-fellows goes to school 
with him. In our family, no one is educated so I wish he would at least be able to read and 
write.

Mother of Boy Ameer, Kashmore, At Risk due to hearing impairment, Class I, Age 9

5.2 Girls transition to adulthood
In the districts of Kashmore and Jacobabad studied as part of this research, girls are often seen as a 
second priority in terms of education compared to boys, and usually only access religious education.
 

I have five daughters and two sons. None of my daughters go to school because in our case 
[Baloch tribe] sending our daughters to school is less important compared to sending boys 
to school. My two sons on the other hand go to school regularly.

Father of Boy Zubair, Kashmore, Dropout in Class II due to disability at Age 9

Since women are limited in their mobility, communities also do not see the value of educating them.
 

Here the culture doesn’t allow girls to go school. And people talk. They would say 'Your girl 
was alone when she went to school.' Parents are also saying: 'What will our girls do if they 
do get educated?'
 
Teacher of Girl Aliya, Kasmore, At Risk, Class V, Age 10

Salma
JACOBABAD

AGE: 7

MENTAL
DISABILITY

“My father and my uncle did not 
allow me to go to school anymore 
due to my disability. I want to 
come back to school if my 
parents agree.” 

“All children called her mad at school and 
then she fought with those children. Those  

girls complained to me every day, so I told 
her to leave school.”

HARASSMENT

CLASS 1
DROPOUT FROM SCHOOL

AGE: 6

- Salma’s Mother

- Salma

NOT 
LEARNING
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Those girls that do enrol in school are at high risk of dropping out once they become an adolescent. 
The period where girls are seen as "becoming mature" may start as early as the age of 8 or 9 years. 
While 60% are enrolled at the age of 7 and 67% of girls are enrolled at the age of 8, this drops to 
58% enrolment at the age of 9.15  The early decrease in the school attendance of girls may be linked 
to different perceptions about adolescence and when it commences for boys and girls. At this point 
in time, it is often mothers, not fathers, who initiate the decision to take the girl out of school. Amani 
who dropped out at age 13 in Class III explains:

When I got mature, my mother forbade me to go to school and said 'You are going to 
become married and within a few days we are going to fix your marriage ceremony date.' I 
wish I could continue my education in a school which is running in my in-laws' village, but 
due to caring for my little baby and the household chores, I am unable to continue my 
education.

Girl Amani, Kashmore, Dropout in Class III at Age 14 (1 year ago)

5.3 Minorities
Children from religious minorities interviewed for the study reported repeated harassment and 
bullying in school. Some even said that they did not feel safe on their way to school and were beaten 
up by other children.

For many children, such experiences lead to their discontinuation of schooling, further relegating 
minority groups to the margins of society, without prospects of full and equal participation. 

Sabita has not gone to school for over three years. She dropped out in Class II when she was only 
seven

 I used to sit at shop three to four hours in a day. Children of my age used to beat me up 
during class and after school and it was difficult for me to face them. I finally complained 
only to my father about this behaviour and he told me not go to school. My parents said that 
I should leave school as we need you at home as well as at the shop. Finally, my father took 
the decision that I should not attend school anymore. At that time, I was seven years old 
and accepted my father`s decision

Girl Sabita, Kashmore, Dropout in Class II at Age 7 (3 years ago)

After losing their livelihoods in the floods, Saba had to migrate with her parents to the city. She was 
unable to continue her education due to the discrimination she faces in this new environment. Saba 
has not been to school for four years, since she was 6 years old. 

It is my wish to go back to the village school. In the city I cannot study because I belong to 
a minority group so students tease me.
 
Girl Saba, Kashmore, Dropout in Class I at Age 6 (4 years ago)

15 UNICEF (2013) Out of school children in the Balochistan, Khyber Pakthunkwa, Punjab and Sindh Provinces of Pakistan, Pakistan: UNICEF, p.103
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5.4 Children living in poverty
Another important marginalized group are children living in poverty. First, we found that poor parents 
do send their children to school and that many want their children, especially boys to continue their 
education and have better opportunities in life.
 

We are glad our children are studying in school, because I spent my whole life in farming 
so I wish for my children to become educated.

Father of Faiz, who dropped out due to disability but whose brothers are in school

However, local economies provide limited opportunities so that parents' hopes of seeing their 
children access better opportunities are often disappointed.

Some parents in our village supported their children through higher education until 
intermediate - but even then they did not get better jobs. So people in the village think: 'Why 
should we send our children to school? It is better to involve them in the house or in 
earning.'

Female (FGD 20), Karampur, Kashmore

Murad's life depicted below tells a similar story. When his brothers were unable to find a job despite 
having completed secondary education, Murad found himself wondering whether it was worth 
completing his schooling. He decided to start working instead.  

SABA
KASHMORE

“It is my wish to go back to the 
village school. In the city I 
cannot study because I belong 
to a minority group so students 
tease me.” 

NO SOURCE 
OF INCOME

CLASS 1
DROPOUT FROM SCHOOL

- Saba’s Mother

“I want to send my child back to 
our village school but we do not 

have any source of income there.” 

AGE: 6
AGE: 10

HARASSMENT

MIGRATION

FLOODS

NOT 
LEARNING

- Saba
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In addition to leaving school due to a lack of opportunities in rural areas, families living in poverty may 
take their children out of school in times of crisis. 

Thus, once poor families face a crisis, due to the death or sickness of a family member, they are likely 
to re-evaluate whether or not their child's education is delivering on its promises: Are their children 
learning? Are teachers teaching? Will education provide their child with better opportunities? It is at 
this point, that many parents decide to take their children out of school. 

MURAD
JACOBABAD

AGE: 11

LOW TEACHER 
ATTENDANCE

“My two elder brothers have 
completed their studies but until 
today they still remain jobless and 
are working in the fields.” 

TEACHER? NO JOBS

CLASS 3
DROPOUT FROM SCHOOL

WORKING AS A 
HAIRDRESSER

AGE: 9

“I left school two years ago and 
now I work at a salon where I am 

cutting hair.” 

RELIGIOUS 
EDUCATION- Murad

- Murad

FATHER’S
SICKNESS

CLASS 3
DROPOUT FROM SCHOOL

WORKING ON A 
FARM

“I was looking at the bad condition 
of my home. Then I decided in my 

heart that I will support my family 
through working and farming.”

- Pervaiz’ Mother

“First he used to go to school regularly, 
but last year his father was affected by an 

illness for a long time and our economic 
condition became worse. Thereafter 

Pervaiz refused to go to school.” 

PERVAIZ
JACOBABAD

AGE: 10

AGE: 11

FLOODS

- Pervaiz

NOT LEARNING
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The teacher was always unavailable and there was no education in the school. So my 
parents took the decision that I should leave the school. I am an elder child at home and 
there is also a need to take care of things at home because my parents are poor and depend 
on the landlord and agriculture for food.

Girl Naima, Kashmore, Dropout in Class II at Age 10 (2 years ago)

It is in these moments of crisis, that parents teachers and students need to work together to retain 
the child and improve the quality of education and teaching. We will look at this aspect a little further 
in the next chapter on Pillar 3 and quality education.

5.5 What non-formal education can deliver
Given that many children do not complete their schooling, the current SESP looks at non-formal 
education as a potential alternative to increasing access to education for marginalized groups. 
Hence, we looked at what children were learning in Kashmore and Jacobabad after they had 
dropped out. Explicitly or not, our research team started off thinking about learning as a life-long 
process, that would continue in various ways even after dropout.
 
However, in our conversations with children that had dropped out it quickly became apparent that 
most children that left school were effectively illiterate and innumerate, with no opportunity to reach 
literacy or numeracy through other learning paths. 

We also found that in Kashmore and Jacobabad non-formal and religious education systems are not 
very well developed and few of these institutes are geared towards teaching the national curriculum. 
For parents religious education is therefore usually seen as complementary to their child's formal 
schooling, rather than as a replacement.

I go to the madrassah which is nearest to my school at six in the morning. Afterwards I go 
to school at 8:00am. In this way I have completed my studies of the Quran and my 
schooling.

Boy Zubair, Kashmore, went to another school after Class III and continues his education

Without wanting to de-value learning that can happen in other spheres of life, if literacy and numeracy 
are the declared objectives of primary schooling, in the two districts of Kashmore and Jacobabad 
these objectives cannot currently be achieved outside of the formal schooling environment. 
 



Pathways Through Education - Dropout and Students at Risk in rural Sindh

ACTED RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT20

Policy Pillar 2 - Enhanced Equity in Education Access and Participation

Recommendation 2.1 - Target interventions at adolescent girls (age of 10 onwards) as well as 
their mothers, who are important decision makers. 

Create economic opportunities for girls as well as their mothers to provide parents with a 
perspective on alternative life paths for girls. Run awareness campaigns for adolescent girls and 
ensure their timely enrolment so that they may finalized primary education before the age of 10.

Recommendation 2.2 - Create economic and educational opportunities for adolescents from 
the age of 10 onwards.

Target ultra poor families and families affected by crises such as deaths of family members and 
floods. Target specifically boys from the age of 10 who are increasingly engaged in livelihood 
activities. 

Recommendation 2.3 - Create an inclusive and tolerant learning environment for minorities 
and other groups

Children from minority groups need to be integrated through games and other activities into the 
classroom environment. Their way to school needs to be safe and they need a safe learning 
environment. The curriculum and textbooks in schools need to be reviewed on an urgent basis.

Recommendation 2.4 - Provide individualized support to children with disabilities
Children with disabilities need individualized support in their learning and integration into the 
classroom environment. Teachers need to be trained on how to work with children with disabilities 
and support their learning, particularly in rural areas where no alternative facilities or schools are 
available.

Recommendation 2.5 - Re-evaluate reliance on non-formal education and alternative 
education paths 
We have found that non-formal and religious education in Kashmore and Jacobabad are unable to 
achieve literacy and numeracy for children. We would therefore caution against relying on non-formal 
education as an alternative for girls or other marginalized groups. We suggest to focus on retention 
as well as re-integration of children into formal schooling instead. The government needs to conduct 
more detailed assessments on what these systems currently deliver and whether or not equivalence 
between non-formal or religious and formal education systems can be achieved. 
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6 Pillar 3 - Improved Quality and Student Learning Outcomes

6.1 Learning outcomes in partner schools
In order to understand learning environments in the areas where the research was conducted, 
ACTED staff conducted a simple test in all 100 sample schools. The test was conducted for over 
1600 children present during the assessment. Teachers were also trained and conducted the test 
for over 4,000 additional students. The test utilized was the Annual Status of Education Report 
(ASER) test. For this test, children are tested in Urdu/Sindhi reading skills (letter identification, 
reading words, sentences, stories), English reading (letter identification, reading words and 
sentences) and simple mathematics (number recognition, division, subtraction). The test also 
contains a section on general knowledge.

The test follows the curriculum of Class II - which means that all children should be able to complete 
the test without difficulty from Class III onwards. It is a simple test and not a comprehensive 
assessment of all subjects. However, this simplicity was what made the test appropriate for the 
research, as teachers and communities could easily understand its outcomes and teachers in sample 
schools were able to conduct it themselves with little training.

Findings
ASER results of recent years continue to highlight the low achievements of children in school. The 
latest test conducted in 2014 shows that only 24% of children that are in Class V in Sindh can read 
a sentence in English, 41% can read a story in Urdu/Sindhi and 31% can do a three digit division. 
ACTED's assessment of schools in Jacobabad and Kashmore tells a similar story - students perform 
similar to provincial results in Urdu and Sindhi, but underperform drastically in Mathematics and 
English.

In Jacobabad, children perform better than average in Urdu/Sindhi when compared to national 
results, but struggle with English and Mathematics. Similarly, children in Kashmore perform as per 
the average national and provincial results in Urdu/Sindhi, but do not do well in English and 
Mathematics.

Learning outcomes (ASER 2014)
% of children in Class V that can read a story in Urdu/Sindhi
% of children in Class V can do a simple division (2 digits)
% of children in Class V can read sentences in English

Jacobabad
53%
18%
11%

Kashmore
40%
15%
12%

Sindh
41%.
31%.
24%.

Table 1 - Learning outcomes per district and province
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Our research showed that many parents were unable to evaluate their children's learning against any 
such benchmarks before ACTED's introduction of the community monitoring mechanism. When they 
were confronted with the outcomes of the test, many of them were surprised.

The percentage of children that could read a story in Sindhi should be at least 90% 
because Sindhi is a compulsory subject in primary schools and teachers should 
concentrate on this subject.

Participants in community feedback sessions, Jacobabad

If regular assessments of student learning outcomes are introduced in schools, we believe that there 
is a value in communicating these findings to parents and SMCs in an easily understandable manner 
to increase the feeling of accountability among teachers and communities.

6.2 The importance of quality education for the decision to drop-out
As stated above, many parents do not know about the learning outcomes of their children and were 
surprised to hear about their performance. However, a factor that parents do evaluate is the 
presence and commitment of the teacher.

The regularity of the teacher is the main factor. if teachers do not come regularly then our 
children will not take interest in education and will not go to school regularly. 
      
- Male respondent (FGD01), Ahmedpur, Jacobabad

The most important factor is that we have our own teachers here. They provide quality 
education and treat our children with respect.

- Male respondent (FGD05), Buxapur, Kashmore

Hence, the teacher plays a central role in parents' decisions. Regarding children's decisions, the 
teaching style and quality of education as well as their learning are important factors in their decision 
making. If children feel, that they are not learning anything, they get bored and drop out.
 
As mentioned above, decisions to drop out are often taken during moments of crisis in the family or 

Figure 1 - Learning Outcomes Class V - Jacobabad Figure 2 - Learning outcomes Class V - Kashmore
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when the family re-evaluates whether or not the education system provides opportunities to their 
children. It is therefore important that teachers and parents work together to identify when such 
points of crisis are reached. Where this was done, it had a positive impact on the motivation of both 
children and parents.

There is a need to have some motivation for the child. Children are innocent and do not 
know about the value of education - it is the role of parents and teachers to guide them. 
Parents should not engage them in agricultural work. And as teachers, we have started 
drawing different kinds of charts, which we will hang on the walls so that students can 
easily learn. I also want to arrange some recreational activities and games to get them 
interested in education.

Teacher of Boy Nadim, Kashmore, Class IV, Dropout, Age 9 (1 year ago)

However, it is important that such activities are done in a timely manner. For Nadim, it may be too late. 
He dropped out one year ago and it is difficult to convince his parents to send him back to school. 
The situation is different for students at risk, who can be retained through timely interventions in their 
schools, such as individualized teaching.

6.3 Teaching through individualized learning and support
Regarding teaching, it is important for children to receive individualized support in line with their 
specific abilities and needs.

SMC members and teachers should examine the child's attitude and psychology in the 
initial stages and reflect on what the child needs for her study - perhaps children need 
games or a particular atmosphere in school to remain present. They should then apply these 
methods and can easily retain the child in school.

District Dissemination Event, Jacobabad

However, for teachers to teach all children according to their abilities, it is important to reduce the 
student teacher ratio. It is simply not possible to teach five grades of children at the same time and 
give individual attention to weaker students. For the education system to become more inclusive, the 
ratio of teachers for each student needs to increase and learning spaces need to be better 
separated, ideally with one classroom per grade level.

This would also support children with disabilities. Rather than constructing 'special schools' which 
further isolate many children that are otherwise able to participate in community lives, more could be 
invested in integrating children with different abilities into mainstream schools. In fact, grouping all 
children with disabilities in 'special schools' ignores the fact that there are different stages and 
severities of impairments and that every child, whether or not they have a disability, develops at a 
different and individual pace. 

For those children that can and do participate in the public school system, a more individualized 
learning environment may make all the different and be enough to retain them in school in their usual 
environment.  For Musa, a student who was identified to be at risk because he was bullied at school, 
the change in his teacher's behaviour and teaching style made a considerable difference.

Head teacher/SMC member: I will try to give him more appreciation through clapping for 
Musa when he is doing well, playing cricket games together and increasing his confidence 
and knowledge through inter-class quizzes and competitions on different subjects.  
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Teacher:   I know that Musa likes to be taught in a friendly manner so in the past days I have 
been trying to improve my teaching style so that students may develop more interest in 
studying.  I have also visited his home two times and asked his parents to send him back 
to school.
 
Musa's mother: I am observing that he is now taking interest in school. When he comes 
home, he tells me: 'Mother! I received a stamp in my workbook. I played cricket with my 
teachers!' He also does homework after school.

Teachers, SMC members and mother of Musa, Kashmore, Class III, At Risk, Age 10

Policy Pillar 3 - Improved Quality and Student Learning Outcomes

Recommendation 3.1 - Quality education is one of the most important factors in parents and 
children's decision making. Parents need to be able to monitor learning outcomes and teacher 
presence needs to be ensured.

Parent-teacher communication needs to improve so that parents are able to evaluate learning 
outcomes of their children and highlight when they feel that the teaching in schools needs to 
improve. Teachers need to be held accountable for their attendance and receive training on 
innovative teaching methods.
 
Recommendation 3.2 - Individualized learning needs to become possible in schools to 
integrate marginalized groups and students at risk.
 
Children value individual attention and many need some additional support to complete their primary 
education. For this to happen student teacher ratios need to be reduced and teachers need to be 
able to teach only one grade at a time. 

Recommendation 3.3 - Ensure that parents are provided with benchmarks against which they 
can evaluate the learning outcomes of their children.
 
Parents are currently unable to evaluate their child's learning. Formative assessments should 
therefore have clear benchmarks that are formulated in a simple manner, so that parents and 
communities can easily understand whether children are learning and progressing as can be 
expected. Basic literacy and numeracy tests may provide a good starting point to tests that can be 
communicated to parents and conducted easily by teachers. 
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7 Conclusion - Education - the path to a brighter future?

Before concluding this report, let us look beyond the policy pillars and remember the vision for the 
education system presented in the introductory section on the Sindh Education Sector Plan.
 
In our research we have found that both parents and children make decisions about the quality of 
education in their schools and the opportunities that education provides to them. We realized that 
dropout is a decision making process and that one consideration in this process, along with many 
other factors, is whether or not the current education system delivers on its promises to provide 
children a brighter future. Let us therefore look again at the vision statement cited in the introduction 
of the SESP 2014-18:
 

Education is the fundamental right of the child. The government must provide an equal 
opportunity of receiving quality education to all children so that they may realize their full 
potential and contribute to the development of society and the economy, creating a sense 
of nationhood and inculcating values of tolerance, social justice and democracy. 

- Vision statement of the Sindh Education Sector Plan 2014-18

As this vision suggests, children can expect to receive the following from the education system:

1. Quality education - where teachers are teaching regularly and in an engaging manner and 
where students are learning

2. Opportunities to develop their full potential and contribute to the society and economy 
- Schooling, in this sense, forms the basis for the child's entry to adulthood and earning

3. An equal opportunity to access a system that promotes tolerance, social justice and 
democracy - promising all children equal chances of receiving an education in an 
environment that fosters social cohesion. 

In our research we have found that despite common assumptions, the main reasons for dropout are 
not just poverty, the distance to the school or a lack of facilities. Decision making processes are more 
complex and one of the main factors is that the current education system does not fulfil parents' and 
children's expectations, which are very much in line with the vision statement above. Where dropout 
is high, we have found that schools do not currently provide the quality of education that parents 
expect. Further, children are unable to access opportunities due to the stagnation of local economies 
in Kashmore and Jacobabad, which are amongst the most marginalized and poor districts of interior 
Sindh.
 
We have also seen that with some small amendments, such as more individualized learning support 
and more awareness amongst teachers about the needs of marginalized groups, education could 
become more inclusive and accessible. We believe that one major step in the path towards reducing 
dropout would be to identify students at risk and address these matters in a timely manner, focusing 
on quality and inclusiveness, but also linking education programmes with wider economic and skills 
development efforts.
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