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ABSTRACT 

Pitfalls of Participatory Programs: Evidence from a Randomized 
Evaluation in Education in India* 

Participation of beneficiaries in the monitoring of public services is increasingly 
seen as a key to improving their efficiency. In India, the current government 
flagship program on universal primary education organizes both locally 
elected leaders and parents of children enrolled in public schools into 
committees and gives these groups powers over resource allocation, and 
monitoring and management of school performance. However, in a baseline 
survey we found that people were not aware of the existence of these 
committees and their potential for improving education. This paper evaluates 
three different interventions to encourage beneficiaries’ participation through 
these committees: providing information, training community members in a 
new testing tool, and training and organizing volunteers to hold remedial 
reading camps for illiterate children. We find that these interventions had no 
impact on community involvement in public schools, and no impact on teacher 
effort or learning outcomes in those schools. However, we do find that the 
intervention that trained volunteers to teach children to read had a large 
impact on activity outside public schools—local youths volunteered to be 
trained to teach, and children who attended these camps substantially 
improved their reading skills. These results suggest that citizens face 
substantial constraints in participating to improve the public education system, 
even when they care about education and are willing to do something to 
improve it. 
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1. Introduction  

 

The deplorable state of publicly provided social services in many developing countries has attracted considerable 

attention in recent years, from academics and policy makers alike. The 2004 World Development Report “Making Services 

Work for Poor People" details the dismal quality of education and health services offered to the poor in developing 

countries, and concludes that “social services fail the poor” (World Bank, 2004). Both sectors are plagued by high provider 

absenteeism, little on-the-job effort from those who do come to work, and overall poor performance. For example, 

teachers in primary schools and medical staff at primary health centers in India have absence rates of 25 percent and 40 

percent, respectively (Chaudhury et al., 2006). 1 In India’s public education system, these problems are manifest in the 

failure of the public schools to impart even the most elementary skills. A 2005 nationwide rural survey on educational 

attainment of 7-14 year olds found that, even though most children are enrolled in school, 35 percent of primary school 

age children could not read a simple paragraph , and 41 percent could not do simple subtraction, competencies that 

should, according to government guidelines, be achieved by grade 2 (Pratham, 2005).  

 

Inadequate funding does not appear to be the only reason for the systems’ poor performance. In fact, in the case of 

education, rigorous, randomized evaluations have found little evidence that more resources on their own, with no changes 

to the way education is delivered, can improve test scores.2 In contrast, studies have found improvements in outcomes 

when modest incentives have been given to teachers (see e.g., Duflo, Hanna and Ryan, 2007, and Muralidharan and 

Sundararaman, 20073). However, these incentives were implemented by a non-governmental organization (NGO). When 

government bureaucrats have to implement them, the incentives were ineffectual. In Kenya, for example, head teachers 

were given grants to reward teachers who attend regularly. Even though the head teacher could use the money to get other 

things for the school if they did not use it to reward the teachers, they almost universally chose to give the money to the 

teachers, irrespective of whether the teacher had done anything to deserve it, with the result that the incentive had no 

impact (Kremer and Chen, 2002). In India a reform that was meant to link government nurses’ pay to their attendance 

was initially very effective, but failed to have any impact after the local bureaucracy started providing official excuses for 

most of the nurses’ absences (Banerjee, Duflo, and Glennerster, 2008).  

 

The poor incentives of bureaucrats and public providers to deliver quality services contrasts with evidence of 

strong incentives of governments to deliver quantity, especially in education, by building schools and recruiting teachers 

(Glewwe and Kremer, 2006, Keefer and Khemani, 2004, and Banerjee and Somanathan, 2007). Keefer and Khemani 

(2005), building on a large political economy literature4, argue that this can be explained by political incentives of 

governments that are skewed toward the provision of private and verifiable benefits to some citizens, at the expense of 

quality improvements that are more diffuse and harder to verify. Providing (secure) jobs through teacher recruitment, or 

scholarships and other transfers, is more effective in winning elections than getting teachers to teach.    

                                                             
1 For health, Das and Hammer (2005) show that the average time spent by a public doctor to examine a patients is 2 minutes, and that 
the average visit does not include any physical exam. In education, Chaudhury, et al. (2006) find that half of the teachers present in 
school in India were not teaching at the time of the investigator’s visit.  
2 For example, Glewwe, Kremer, and Moulin (2002) find no impact from textbooks, Glewwe, Kremer, Moulin and Zitzewitz (2004) find no 
impact from flip charts, and Banerjee, Kremer and Jacob, (2004) find no impact from additional teachers in India. For discussion and more 
references, see Glewwe and Kremer (2006).  
3 See, on the other hand, Glewwe, Ilias, and Kremer (2003) for a cautionary tale on multitasking by teachers even when incentives are 
properly implemented. 
4 See, e.g. Acemoglu and Robinson..(2001); Banerjee and Iyer (2005), Acemoglu and Robinson (2006); Rajan (2007); Hoff and Stiglitz 
(forthcoming).  
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Such political economy arguments suggest that government bureaucracies may be ill equipped to improve the 

quality of public services. This has led development practitioners to believe that the involvement of beneficiaries is 

essential to make services work for poor people. Development projects funded by international organizations are 

increasingly required to include “beneficiary participation” components, such as the constitution of users’ committees, 

parents-teachers associations, etc. or, where such institutions already exists, interventions aimed at mobilizing people to 

make them more effective. The World Bank’s World Development Report “Making Services work for Poor People” 

describes a range of alternative institutional designs that enable beneficiaries to exercise better control over the quality of 

services that they are receiving (World Bank, 2004). 

 

Despite this enthusiasm, and some encouraging experiments we describe below, whether any types of external 

interventions actually affect participation by beneficiaries, and whether this participation can in turn improve public 

services, remain largely open empirical questions. It is challenging to answer these questions definitively because there is 

no single leading candidate for what encourages beneficiary participation and/or makes it more effective. At a very 

minimum, there are at least two dimensions along which interventions designed to promote participation can (and do) 

vary. First, community members might either be able to intervene directly to improve service delivery (by contributing 

additional inputs, by punishing or rewarding the agents, etc.) or they may only be able to intervene indirectly (say by 

contributing to a fund that is administered by some bureaucrat or complaining to the agent or the agent’s supervisor).5 

Second, community members might be able to exercise control (direct or otherwise) individually or as a part of a small 

group (for example they may ask to be paid for the work they did on the local road project), or it may require joint action 

by some larger group.6 Both the direct and indirect dimensions allow for continuous variation, creating a continuous plane 

of possible models of popular participation. The different models have their advantages and disadvantages: for example, 

direct control opens the door for capture of the entire process by a locally dominant group. This is what happened in the 

sugar cooperatives in Maharasthra, India (Banerjee et al., 2001). Indirect controls, such as complaint systems, have the 

advantage that it is possible to bypass the local elites, but at the cost of potential slippage (the complaint may get lost or 

ignored). Small groups require less coordination to exercise control (and hence are less subject to coordination failures), 

but large groups make sense when the good is not excludable, and complaints are less likely to be ignored when they come 

from a large enough group.  

 

This paper reports on a randomized experiment in the state of Uttar Pradesh (UP) in India that compared a 

number of alternative models within the same setting. Much of the experiment leverages the Indian federal government’s 

flagship current program on elementary education, the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA). This program, under which the 

federal government will contribute 65 percent of the educational budget in UP in 2007-08 (22,374 million rupees or 559 

million dollars), gives a prominent role to the Village Education Committees (VECs). The VEC is a body consisting of three 

parents, the head-teacher of the village school and the head of the village government, which is supposed to be the key 

intermediary between the village and the district educational authorities. The VEC is supposed to exercise both indirect 

control (by monitoring the performance of the schools, reporting problems to higher authorities, and requesting 

additional resources), as well as some direct control (by deciding whether the contracts of the existing community-based 

                                                             
5 The World Development Report (2004) calls these respectively the “short route” and the “long route” to control.  
6 There is actually a natural third dimension: there may be specific, pre-specified mechanisms for the exercise of control, or the precise 
mechanics may be left to the community to determine. This is potentially very important, but impinges less on the issues emphasized in 
this paper. 
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teachers should be renewed, recruiting new hires, and allocating the additional resources for improvement that the school 

receives under the SSA). However, while the VEC itself is a small group, we argue that the three parent members of the 

VEC could not have real control without the active backing of a large number of other parents. In this sense the VEC 

model in India is one of direct and indirect control exercised by a large group.  

 

The opportunity to do these experiments arose because by 2005, more than four years after SSA was launched, it 

was clear that at least in the Jaunpur district of the state of UP, the VEC was not playing its assigned role. A survey of 

children, parents, and teachers in 280 villages in that district found that while most villages did have a VEC, very few 

parents knew of its existence, sometimes even when they were supposed to be members of it. VEC members were also 

unaware of even the most important responsibilities that they have been assigned under the SSA: hiring of additional 

teachers, allocation of school resources, and monitoring of performance. At the same time the state of education in these 

villages bordered on the disastrous: 15 percent of children age 7 to 14 could not recognize a letter; only 39 percent could 

read and understand a simple story (of grade 1 level); 38 percent could not recognize numbers. Yet parents, teachers, and 

VEC members were often unaware of the scale of the problem and tended to overestimate what children in the village 

really knew (Banerjee et al. 2006).  

 

Given that the VECs were extant everywhere, but almost entirely non-functional, the study design did not 

introduce new institutions, but instead promoted greater information and mobilization around the existing ones, and 

measured whether that led to greater involvement and, ultimately, improved school functioning and learning outcomes. 

The basic strategy adopted involved a set of three interventions designed and implemented by Pratham, India’s most 

prominent educational NGO, with the goal of mobilizing the VECs and the community more generally around a program 

of educational improvement. The interventions that Pratham implemented were designed after several months of piloting 

in the area. There was a conscious attempt to be sensitive to the specificities of the local environment (in particular the 

constraints and opportunities resulting from the existing policies of the state government), to follow the available best 

practice guidelines for community engagement (World Bank, 1996, 2001), and to streamline the design for replicability 

and external validity.   

 

One presumption behind the program was that lack of relevant knowledge was a factor holding back participatory 

action. It was clear from the baseline survey that community members did not know what they were entitled to, what they 

were actually getting, and how they could put pressure on the providers—all of which are critical for participation to be 

effective (Jenkins and Goetz, 1999; Goetz and Jenkins, 2001; Paul, 1987). A second element in the Pratham’s program 

design was the need (if participation was to be a reality) to involve more people with the state of education in the village, 

particularly on learning outcomes, and to turn that interest into some form of coordinated action. 

All three interventions shared a basic structure: Pratham activists spent several days in a village facilitating small 

group discussions in each of the village’s neighborhoods and inviting those neighborhood groups to a large village-wide 

meeting. These large village-wide meetings were the culmination of the whole process and were also attended by teachers 

and members of the village administration. In the simplest of the three interventions using this format, village 

administrators shared information about the structure and organization of local service delivery, especially the role and 

activities of the VECs. The meetings were followed by the distribution of pamphlets that described the various roles sand 

responsibilities of VEC members and training of individual VEC members. The second treatment provided this 

information and, in addition, trained community members to administer a simple reading test for children, and invited 
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them to create “report cards” on the status of enrollment and learning in their village. In each neighborhood, volunteers 

were trained to understand and administer a literacy test to children, record scores and enrollment status, and prepare a 

neighborhood report card using these data. The volunteers presented the various neighborhood report cards at the village-

wide meeting, during which a village report card was generated and discussed.  

 The first two interventions were therefore aimed at strengthening the SSA model of community participation by a 

combination of informing village members and coordinating their collective action in large groups. The third intervention 

added a “direct-control small group” component. Specifically, in each village in this group, Pratham started by conducting 

the second treatment, and then recruited one or more volunteers per village, and gave them a week’s training in a 

pedagogical technique developed and used by Pratham throughout India for teaching basic reading skills. Volunteers then 

held reading camps in the villages. The typical “reading course” lasted two to three months, with classes held every day 

outside of school. This intervention thus offered committed individuals the opportunity and the competence needed to 

directly improve learning among children.  

 The results from the evaluation show that none of the three intervention methods managed to effect large group 

indirect or direct control over public schools, in terms of participation by any of the players (the parents, the VEC, the 

teacher), nor did they improve school performance. This is not because the mobilization entirely failed: the meetings 

organized by Pratham were well attended (on average more than 100 people attended in a village of 360 households). Nor 

is it because villagers are unwilling to get involved or do not care about education, or because they are pessimistic about 

the possibility of improvement. This becomes evident when we look at the impact of the small group component of the 

third intervention, which was a clear success. It succeeded in mobilizing a large number of volunteers from the villages, 

who signed up for the Pratham training and then set up reading classes in their village: More than 400 reading camps 

were held across 55 villages. Almost 7,500 children enrolled (more than 130 children per village) suggesting that there 

were enough parents and children who were keen to improve their children’s education.  

Finally, the results demonstrate that teaching these children how to read is not an impossibly difficult task. In 

contrast to the failure of the first two interventions, the reading camps had very large effects on learning: after a year, we 

see evidence of very substantial progress for the children who attended the camps. Our instrumental variables estimate 

suggest that the average child who could not read anything at baseline and who attended the camp was 60 percentage 

points more likely to decipher letters after a year than a comparable child in a control village. The average child who 

attended the camp and who could decipher letters, but not words, in the baseline was 26 percentage points more likely to 

be able to read and understand a story than a comparable child in the control villages. Combined with the natural progress 

of children over the course of a year, these results imply that, after a year, all the children who could not read at all and 

attended the camp were able to decipher letters, and 35 percent of the children who could read letters and attended a 

camp where able to read and understand a story.  

The contrast between these two sets of results may lie in the fact that large group mechanisms make very different 

demands on the community than small group mechanisms. The fact that the interventions got so many people to 

volunteer for read camps but almost entirely failed to influence involvement with the VECs, might then reflect the 

community’s expectations about the efficacy of the large group mechanisms—if you do not believe that these mechanisms 

work, there is no reason to invest in them. We go on to argue that thinking about the different models of participatory 

action can also help us understand the relation between these results and the (in some instances, much more encouraging) 

results from the other recent evaluations of participatory programs (Kremer and Vermeersch, 2002; Olken, 2005; 

Banerjee and Duflo, 2006; Bjorkman-Svensson, 2006; and Duflo, Dupas, Kremer, 2007).  
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In the remaining sections of this paper we describe the institutional context of participatory action, emphasizing 

the nature of the SSA model (section 2); compare the interventions that are evaluated (section 3); and discuss the data and 

the empirical strategy (section 4). We present the results in section 5, and conclude with a section that links these results 

to the related literature and discusses what this evidence tells us about how and when community participation can be 

effective.   

 

2. The Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan Model of Participatory Action in Education  

 

2.1  Policy 

 

The VECs constitute the primary channel of participatory action under the SSA, which is the primary initiative of 

the Indian central government toward achieving universal primary education in India. States in India differ in the design 

of VECs and the roles and responsibilities assigned to them. In UP, VECs consist of the elected head of the village 

government, the head teacher of the local government school, and three parents of children enrolled in the village public 

schools. The parent members of the VECs are nominated by block-level public officials (the block is the first 

administrative level above the village). VECs are responsible for monitoring performance of public schools by visiting the 

schools, scrutinizing records, meeting teachers, parents, and children, and devising solutions to address any problems 

encountered. They are entitled to claim specified public monies and powers for this purpose—such as public grants for 

school development, the power to mobilize community contributions toward school improvement, and the power to 

identify and hire community members if the school needs additional teachers7. These community teachers are called 

Shiksha Mitras: they are usually paid by the state government (in some cases, the community pays for them), but the 

community has the responsibility for overseeing them. 

 

Even as it is ideally conceived, the VECs’ control over the school is primarily indirect. It can petition for resources 

that the school is entitled to ask for—for example for hiring a Shiksha Mitra—but whether the funds show up or not 

depends on how much pressure they can put on the bureaucracy at the district level. There is no official guarantee that any 

village is entitled to them. It can also complain about the teachers or the level of education in the schools, but, once again, 

the ultimate decision on whether anything will be done about it is not in their hands. Nevertheless the VEC can intervene 

directly in some areas: It can put direct pressure on the Shiksha Mitra to teach better and come to school more often, and 

it has the right not to rehire a Shiksha Mitra if his/her performance is deemed unsatisfactory. It gets a small amount of 

money each year (Rs. 7000, about $170) from the SSA to spend on school maintenance and ways to improve teaching in 

the school. It can also raise and spend resources from the village, but, given that almost all the resources in public schools 

have traditionally come from the government and the poverty of the average villager in this part of UP, this is probably a 

relatively limited option.  

 

 The VEC by itself is a relatively small group, and since it was nominated, rather than elected, it is likely that it 

would need the support of a larger group of parents to take any action. It is true that the village head (who is part of the 

VEC) might be able to exercise control on his own, but given the limited political salience of education, this is probably not 

a priority for him. In order to get him to act or to bypass him the parents in the VEC would need the mandate of a large 

                                                             
7 This description is taken from Uttar Pradesh state government published documents on SSA and VECs.  
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group of villagers. Indeed, if, for example, they were the only three parents who were complaining about the quality of the 

teaching, while the rest of the parents seemed content, it is not clear that any action against the teacher would even be 

warranted. In other words, it seems likely that the VEC can only be effective when it reflects the collective will of a large 

group of engaged parents.  

 

 

2.2  Practice 

 

In practice, although the VECs had been (statutorily) constituted in 2001 in every village, well before our study 

began, there is no evidence of parental involvement in the running of the public schools, either through the VEC or 

through other community or village mechanisms, based on a pre-intervention survey we conducted in 280 villages.  

The survey included an interview of 1,029 VEC members (their names and addresses were provided by each 

school’s headmaster). The salient results from this survey are presented in table 1 (column 1). A striking fact is that only 38 

percent of the VEC members interviewed mention the VEC spontaneously when asked the names of organizations they 

belong to, and 25 percent still say they are not members after being asked specifically if they are a member of the VEC. 

Only 26 percent of them have heard of the SSA, the government program from which the VEC derives its powers. Only 21 

percent know that their committee is entitled to receive resources from the SSA (panel A). Most startlingly, only 3.6 

percent mention the ability to request government funds to hire a Shiksha Mitra (an additional para-teacher) when the 

school is over-crowded as one of the VEC’s prerogatives (and responsibilities) (Panel D). Yet, this is probably the most 

important power they have, since this gives them not only an extra teacher, but an extra teacher they directly control (at 

least on paper). 

 Given the ignorance of the VEC members, themselves, it is not surprising that parents know even less about the 

VEC and its responsibilities. Column 1 in table 2 reports some summary statistics from parents’ responses to this survey. 

For example, household respondents were asked whether there was any committee in the village that dealt with issues 

relating to education. A startling 92 percent responded that they did not know of any such committee. Only 3 percent 

could name actual members of the VEC.8 It is worth noting that ignorance and lack of participation in the institutions of 

local governance, is not just a problem for education. Only 14.2 percent of respondents report that a household member 

ever attended a Gram Sabha, village meetings that were institutionalized as part of a country-wide decentralization 

initiative in 1993. However, as panel C of table 2 shows, for the households that do participate in local governance, 

education seems to be a low priority. Of those who have attended any Gram Sabha, only 3.3 percent mention education 

when asked about which issues were covered in the last meeting. More generally, when parents were asked what they 

consider the most pressing issues in the village, education ranks fifth on the list of village problems, with just 13.1 percent 

of respondents mentioning it at all.  

 The baseline survey also found evidence that community members—parents, head teachers, and village leaders—

do not know how bad things are in the village as far as education is concerned. The actual learning levels of all children 

between the ages of 7 and 14 from over 8,000 randomly selected households across our study villages were measured 

using tools developed by Pratham to rapidly assess whether a child can read, write, and do simple arithmetic. The results 

                                                             
8 Moreover, the proportion of people without any knowledge of VECs remains as high even when we look only at parents whose children 

are enrolled in government schools (Banerjee et. al. 2006, Figure 9).  
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are presented in figure 1 (see also panel A of table 6), and shows how low the learning levels were. 15 percent of children 

age 7 to 14 could not recognize letter; Only 39 percent could read and understand a simple story (of grade 1 level); 38 

percent could not recognize numbers.  

The survey asked parents what they knew about learning levels of children in the village, as well as their own 

children. Twenty percent and 21 percent of parents, when asked, said that they had no idea of the village children’s ability 

to read a paragraph or write a sentence, respectively. The average parent overestimated by 12 percent the proportion of 

children in the village who could read a paragraph (table 2, panel B, column 1). Furthermore, 42 percent of parents were 

too optimistic about their own children’s ability to read, and 25 percent overestimated their ability to write. For example, 

66 percent of the parents of the children who could read nothing thought they could at least read letters, and 36 percent of 

the parents of the children who could barely decipher letters thought their children could read and understand a story (see 

figure 2). The picture is even more distorted in math, where a full 82 percent of the parents of the children who could only 

recognize numbers, but could neither subtract or divide, believed that their kids could subtract (see figure 3).  

 

3. The interventions 

 

The fact that there were large gaps in what the average villager knows about the state of education in his village or 

what he can do to about it, suggested the possibility of getting them more involved by sharing this information with them. 

Moreover the palpable lack of any urgency associated with the problems in education suggested that motivating the 

villagers and helping them coordinate on doing something about education might also make the VEC more effective. To 

achieve this, Pratham, a very large non governmental organization long involved in trying to improve the quality of 

education in India, developed and experimented with three different methods of mobilizing the communities and sharing 

information with them. 

 3.1 Intervention description 

All three interventions adopted the same basic structure to share information on education and on the resources available 

to villagers to improve the quality of education. The intervention started with small-group discussions carried out in each 

hamlet over at least two days. In all these meetings, Pratham staff members acted as facilitators, encouraging discussion 

by raising questions, rather than providing facts: Do you know about the status of education in your village? Do you think 

children are learning? What aspects of education concern you the most? The intervention culminated in a general village 

meeting, typically attended by the Pradhan (village head) and the school headmaster. The intervention teams tried to 

facilitate the discussion in this meeting so that local key actors of the village (the school teachers or Gram Pradhans) 

provided both general information about the provisions and resources available at village level, as well as village-specific 

information on the existence of VECs, its membership, what resources it receives, and the different roles it can play. 

However, Pratham facilitators were provided a fact sheet covering information about the public education system and 

VECs, and checked whether all these facts were shared at the village meeting. If something was missing, they would raise 

it themselves. In the following weeks, facilitators visited each VEC member and gave him or her a written pamphlet on the 

roles and responsibilities of the VEC, which they also discussed with the VEC member.  

This formed the basic structure of all three interventions. The first intervention stopped at this point. The key 

additional element in the second intervention was that villagers also generated their own information about children’s 

learning outcomes. As already mentioned, it was clear from the baseline survey that a large fraction of children currently 
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enrolled in school were unable to read a simple text or do basic arithmetic, but many parents overestimated their 

children’s learning levels. In addition, during the piloting the field staff noted that even when people talked about 

education, it was rarely about learning—if anything got them excited it was the state government’s scholarship program, or 

the new school-meals program. The second intervention aimed at sharing information about the status of learning in the 

villages with parents, teachers, village leaders, and VEC members, to help parents focus on the issue of learning in their 

discussions about education. To this end, the Pratham staff taught interested villagers how to evaluate a child using the 

simple testing instrument used by Pratham everywhere (including for our own data collection), which we describe in more 

details below. In each neighborhood, a number of citizens tested all the children, and in just a few days the villagers 

generated their own “reading report card,” which was then discussed a the village meeting. Villagers who had participated 

in creating the report card for their locality were encouraged to speak out at the village meetings and present their findings 

and experiences. This had the impact of generating the necessary information, actively engaging the community, and 

shifting the conversation in the general meeting toward learning issues. In addition, this intervention also transferred to 

the community a specific monitoring tool, which could make it easier for villagers to monitor progress.  

 

The third intervention supplemented interventions 1 and 2 by providing a way for a motivated citizen to directly 

act to improve education levels. Pratham introduced the villagers to a simple technique for teaching children how to read 

used in its own flagship “Read India” program. It invited local volunteers to get trained in the technique and start reading 

classes to be held after school. The training lasted for four days. Volunteers were then supported by periodic visits from 

Pratham staffers, who checked that the classes were held and provided some in-service training. Each village in treatment 

3 received about 7 visits from staffers. The third intervention therefore offered the community a direct and individual way 

to improve learning levels. Such direct interventions by the village community is specifically mentioned in the UP state 

government pamphlet on VECs as one of the things that a community member can and should do to improve education in 

their village. However, it is worth emphasizing one key difference between this piece of the third intervention and 

everything else that was implemented in this experiment. This was the one thing that sections of the community could do 

without engaging at all with the school system or even the majority of the village. 

 

Each of these interventions was implemented in 65 villages, randomly selected out of the 280 villages in the 

baseline between September and December 2005. A fourth group of 85 villages formed the control group. Monitoring data 

suggests that the interventions were well implemented: All treated villages had at least one meeting, and some had more 

than one. A total of 215 village-levels meetings were held in the 195 villages. The meetings were well attended (the general 

meeting had on average 108 participants, 95 percent of whom were present during the entire meeting), with good 

representation from different hamlets and castes of the village (37 percent of the meeting attendees were women). In 

terms of who spoke, 72 percent of the meetings had participation from a wide range of groups and castes, and in 55 

percent of the meetings, men and women were equally likely to be talking (in 84 percent of the remaining meetings, males 

did most of the talking). In 55 of the 65 treatment 3 villages (i.e., 84 percent of the total), there were volunteers who 

started reading classes. On average, there were 7.4 reading camps per treatment 3 village, each led by a different 

volunteer—but with the considerable variation of between 0 and 16 groups per village—and 7,453 children attended 

camps. Therefore, in each of the 55 villages with reading camps, about 135 children were enrolled in these camps. 

 

 

3.2  Comparison with best practice—why these interventions? 
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While these interventions were based on Pratham’s extensive knowledge of the situation on the ground, and on 

extensive piloting of ways to conduct effective meetings, it is reasonable to ask whether the interventions were actually 

designed to work well. There is of course no conclusive way to answer this question—there is always the possibility that 

something else would have worked better in any particular context. On the other hand, the intervention needed to be 

simple enough to be replicable and the lessons to be generalizable. Recognizing this, the community of practitioners has 

developed a set of “best practices” for external interventions aimed at inducing greater popular participation in the 

monitoring and improvement of public services. The fact that the interventions followed these guidelines should go a long 

way toward assuring that what we evaluate in this paper corresponded ex-ante to what policymakers would consider to be 

an effective participation intervention. Thus, in this section we summarize the best practice guidelines available from the 

World Bank’s Participation Sourcebook (and other notes on best practice from this same source)9 and argue that the 

intervention that Pratham designed and implemented met most of these criteria. Moreover, we will suggest that Pratham 

was a natural candidate for being the implementing organization. In this sense, the intervention we study should provide 

us a “best case” scenario for the effectiveness of these kinds of interventions, at least in a context similar to UP.  

 

The first guideline is that the intervention should be inclusive: there needs to be an attempt to include all sections 

of the village and make them feel that they are a part of the intervention. Specifically, it is not enough to have one big 

meeting where the outsiders come and deliver their message and leave. The Pratham volunteers were in the field at least 

for two days (for four days in the cases of interventions two and three). Facilitating teams went from hamlet to hamlet 

within a village, making sure to cover “low-caste” hamlets, carrying out conversations about education in small and large 

groups (which enabled women to participate, for example), and inviting local people to take the lead.  

 

Second, the mobilization should not create unrealistic expectations. Here, the objective was to raise the learning 

levels of the children, in particular with respect to reading. Pratham’s experience shows that it is indeed possible for a 

child to considerably improve his or her reading level in a few months, provided that some targeted attention is paid to the 

child (Banerjee et al., 2006). The tools transferred to the community through the mobilization efforts were appropriate for 

the direct and indirect controls available to the village community to improve education. They could use these tools for 

indirect action—such as monitoring children’s learning, complaining about poor performance to higher authorities, and 

demanding additional resources or training for their teachers. They could use the tools for direct action—for example, 

giving greater incentives to Shiksha Mitras by threatening to withhold contract renewal unless performance improves, or 

allocating the resources they receive under SSA or through other village discretionary budget to improve school 

conditions. In intervention 3, they could use the teaching tool directly to hold classes to teach children.  

 

Third, the intervention should not bypass or undermine existing institutions. Interventions 1, and 2, which build 

on the role of VECs in facilitating change, clearly satisfy this criterion. Intervention 3 was the only one where an 

alternative to the existing institutions was proposed, though as a complement to the system, rather than a substitute.  

 

                                                             
9 The Sourcebook can be found at the following web site, with links to other notes on designated best practice: 
http://www.worldbank.org/wbi/sourcebook/sbhome.htm 
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Fourth, practitioners emphasize the value of community-owned “score-cards” in mobilizing communities to take 

action. In interventions 2 and 3 the community created its own report card by testing children in math and reading. Both 

the results and the tools were transferred to community members.  

 

Pratham is the largest educational NGO in India. It has demonstrated success in several randomized evaluations 

of its programs and reaches millions of children throughout India. Pratham designed and runs the the Annual State of 

Education Report (ASER), which tests children in all of India’s nearly 600 districts every year, and is extremely prominent 

in the discourse on education in India. The organization takes community participation in education very seriously (it is 

the backbone of its flagship “Read India” program) and devotes considerable resources to make sure that the program is 

implemented as well as possible. Pratham’s motivation and expertise thus made it an obvious candidate for implementing 

these interventions.  

  

Taken together this suggests that we can be reasonably sure that what we are evaluating were well-designed and 

effectively implemented programs. It is also clear that they reached their intermediate goals: encouraging participation, 

holding meetings focused on education, and generating discussion, interest, and willingness on the part of at least some 

people to act (as evidenced by the fact that Pratham was effective at recruiting volunteers for the reading camps).  

 

3.3 Why might we have expected these interventions to work? 

These interventions involved a combination of more information (about learning levels and levers for change such 

as the VEC) and more coordination on doing something about education. The predicted impact of more coordination 

seems unambiguous: More action and better results is what we would have expected. 

Giving people more information, on the other hand, need not always promote greater collective action. For 

example, if the only people who were acting initially were those who believed that the returns to collective action were very 

large, information that gave everyone a more realistic sense of the effectiveness of collective action might very well reduce 

the total effort put in. However, in our particular context this effect seems unlikely because for most people the effect of 

the information should have been to make them, ceteris paribus, more willing to act: First because they were being told 

that they had more powers than they had previously imagined, and second because they discovered that the problem was 

more serious than most of them had known and therefore there was a greater need to act.  

However, this presumes that they registered the information that they were being given.10 If they were sufficiently 

pessimistic about being able to use these powers to start with—possibly based on their previous experience with trying to 

put pressure on the education system—it would not be surprising if they did not pay very much attention when the powers 

were being detailed. In particular, the decision to pay attention probably only pays off if others are also paying attention, 

so it is easy to see that there may be a coordination failure at this preliminary stage. In that case we would see no change in 

their willingness to participate and no change in outcomes. 

 

 

4 Evaluation: Data collection, baseline results, and empirical approach.  

  

                                                             
10 At least in the case of information about learning levels, treatment 2 was designed to help ensure community members understood 
the information by including them in its generation. 
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4.1 Data Collection 

 

The evaluation took place in 280 villages in Jaunpur district in the state of Uttar Pradesh (UP), India. The state of 

UP is the most populous state in India with a larger population than Mexico (166 million inhabitants according to the 

2001 census). It is also among the five worst performing states in terms of basic literacy. Jaunpur district was chosen in 

part because it is close to the state average in terms of literacy, and in part because it was one of the districts where 

Pratham was not already working. Districts in India are divided into administrative blocks. Four of these blocks were 

randomly selected to participate in the study, and the study villages were then randomly selected within each block. The 

survey and the study are thus representative of Jaunpur district (and its 3.9 million population) as a whole.  

 

In both treatment and comparison villages, a baseline survey was conducted in March and April 2005, and the 

endline survey took place in March and April 2006. The evaluation instruments included a detailed data set on 10 

randomly selected households per village; a dataset on reading and math outcomes for all children aged 7 to 14 (at the 

time of the baseline) in 30 randomly selected households in the villages; a dataset of headmasters of government primary 

schools and all VEC members; data on school infrastructure and functioning; and an average of 6.7 observations for each 

school on teacher presence, obtained during random, unannounced visits during school hours. Every survey was 

conducted at least twice; hence, each dataset has a panel structure. The data on learning outcomes were collected using a 

simple tool developed by Pratham, and used in the ASER survey. For reading, children were presented with a simple 

paragraph and asked to read it. If they could not read it the tester quickly switched to a panel with a few single words on it, 

and if they could read it, the tester moved up to a longer and more complex story. If the child struggled to read the words 

on the panel, the tester showed a panel with several letters and asked the child to identify them. A similar approach is used 

for math—with the levels in the math case ranging from easy to hard in addition, subtraction, multiplication, and 

division.11 

 

The final sample for the baseline survey consists of 2,800 households, 316 schools, 17,533 children (ages 7-14) 

tested in reading and math, and 1,029 VEC member interviews from the 280 villages. In the endline 17,419 children were 

tested. There was very little attrition from the baseline survey: The endline sample includes all but 716 of the children in 

the baseline (the attrition is evenly spread across the various treatment and control groups).  An additional group of 2,131 

newly-turned seven-year-olds were added to the sample at endline (although these are not included in most of the analysis 

that follows since we have no baseline for them).  

 

4.2 Baseline Results  

 

Baseline data broken down by treatment group is shown in an appendix (available from the authors). It confirms 

that there are no systematic differences between treatment and comparison groups or between the different treatment 

groups: the allocation to groups was indeed random.12 The baseline data for the combined sample is presented in column 1 

                                                             
11 The survey instruments and data collection are all available on the J-PAL web site (www.povertyactionlab.org).  
12 Of 88 characteristics presented in the appendix tables , only 3 were found to have statistically significant differences at the 5 percent 
level between the groups—i.e. somewhat less than would be predicted by chance. The three were the number of seats in the classroom 
(where treatment 1 and 3 had slightly more than control), the number of parents who saw education as a problem (where families in 
treatment villages were slightly less likely to say that education was a problem), and the distance between parents beliefs about what 
their child could do and reality. As a family, school facilities were not better in treatment than control.  
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of each regression table. Several of the results from the baseline survey have already been discussed above: We saw that 

the VEC was not active (table 1), that villagers knew very little about the local structures for impacting school policy (table 

2), that the learning results were dismal (figure 1), and that the community’s perceptions about learning did not match the 

unfortunate reality (table 2).  

 

The baseline provide some additional relevant data on the situation in the schools. From the school surveys (table 

3) we found nearly all the schools had at least some textbooks, covered classrooms, a water source, and material, such as 

maps on the wall. As public schools they had all received some money from the government but only ten percent had 

received money from the panchayat. About half the schools had toilets, and less than a third had a separate toilet for girls. 

Sixty-nine percent provided midday meals (a legal requirement). Only 2 percent had electricity. Involvement of parents in 

school is limited—with only about four fifths of schools even holding a parents’ meetings. Very few parents make 

donations—although about a third of schools have had some parental volunteer input.  

 

Table 4 presents data on teaching resources, and teaching and children absence. On average, schools in the 

baseline had 3.2 teachers, of which 0.62 were Siksha Mitras. Headmasters and teachers were absent roughly a quarter of 

the time and in only 44 percent of the cases was a teacher actually teaching at the time of an unannounced visit to the 

school by the enumerators (these results are virtually identical to the nationwide results reported in Chaudhury et al., 

200613). Children are absent a lot as well: only 53 percent of the boys and 50 percent of the girls enrolled were present at 

the time of the unannounced visit (Table 5, panel B). This is confirmed by parents: in the last 14 days, parents report that 

their children were in schools only 7.3 days (out of 12 school days). Panel A in Table 5 shows that most children are 

enrolled in school: only 7 percent of children aged 7 to 14 were not in school at the baseline. Given the poverty in the 

village, it is striking that a large minority of children (37 percent) are enrolled in private or NGO schools (mainly private 

schools). 

 

There was thus considerable margin for improvement: more resources could have been provided (including 

Shiksha Mitras), and teachers and students could have attended more.  

 

4.3 Empirical Strategy 

 

• Intermediate outcomes 

 

Given the randomization, the basic empirical strategy is fairly straightforward. We first group each outcome into 

“families” of related variables (each family corresponds to a panel in our regression tables). We then regress the endline 

measure of each outcome in that family on an indicator for each treatment group (the control group is the omitted 

category) and baseline measures for each of the outcomes in the family, i.e.14 

 

  (1) 

 

                                                             
13 Unfortunately, at the baseline, the random check did not collect data on regular teachers and Shiksha Mitras separately. However, 
this data was collected at the endline, and, in the comparison group, Shiksha Mitras were both more likely to be present and more likely 
to be teaching than regular teachers.  
14 In the appendix, we also present simple differences, without any control variables.  
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where i indexes the households, j indexes the village, k indexes the outcome, and X are the baseline values for all the 

outcomes in the family. The standard errors are clustered at the village level (using White standard errors) to reflect the 

fact that the treatments were implemented at that level. We also run a specification where we pool all the treatments 

together.  

 

The only empirical difficulty is that there are a large number of outcomes that could have been affected by the 

interventions. This embarrassment of richness means that there is a danger of “cherry picking”: We could choose to 

emphasize the results that show large effects. To solve this problem, we present results on all the outcomes on which we 

collected data, and, for each family of outcomes, we follow Katz, Kling, and Liebman (2007), and calculate the average 

standardized effect over the family of outcomes. For a family with K different outcomes, each indexed by k, the average 

effect of treatment 1,  , is for example calculated as:  

 

  

 

where  is the standard error of the coefficient . The other average effects are calculated in a similar way.  

 

The families of intermediate outcomes we consider are: what VEC members know about their role (Table 1, panel 

A); VEC activism (Table 1, panels B and D); what VEC members know about the education situation in the village (Table 1, 

panel C); parental involvement with the school (Table 2, panel A; Table 3, panel B); parental knowledge about the 

education situation in the village (Table 2, panel B); the priority given to education in village discussions (Table 2, panel 

C); school resources (Table 3, panel A); teacher and student presence in school (Table 4, panel A; Table 5, panels A, B, and 

C).  

 

• Learning 

 

Learning is obviously the main outcome of interest. Pratham classifies reading level in 5 groups: cannot read at all, 

can read letters, can read word, can read a short paragraph, and can read (and understand) a story. Reading letters is a 

simple decoding exercise. Reading story requires some understanding of the story and some fluency. Reading word or 

paragraph is in between (ability to combine letters, but no understanding). We therefore group paragraphs and words into 

a single category.  Since the intervention was designed to bring children from a level of reading to a superior level, we then 

look at how the interventions affect the proportion of children who, having started at a given level, end up reading at least 

at a given level. For example, we restrict the sample to children who could not read anything at baseline, and look at the 

effect of each intervention on the proportion of these children who could read at least letters, at least words or paragraph, 

or could read a story by the endline. Thus a child who can read a story at the endline gets a 1 for the “letter,” “word or 

paragraph” and “story” levels. We then estimate equation (1) in for the three outcomes, for all the subsamples.  

 

5 Intervention Results  

 

5.1 Knowledge of the participatory institutions 
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Reassuringly, the intervention did affect what VEC members know. Panel A in Table 1 shows the impact of the 

program on what the VEC members know (for example, about the state of education in the village). Looking at the average 

effect of treatments 1 through 3 (in column 6), the average impact on VEC knowledge is large: 2.2 standard deviations. The 

effect of the treatment is positive on all the variables in this family. It is significant for their knowledge of the SSA (there is 

an increase of 7.5 percentage points in the fraction who have heard about the SSA, and 7.8 percentage point in the number 

of VEC members who know they can access funds through the SSA), and the probability that they have been trained (13 

percentage points). However, these improvements are counterbalanced by a worsening of what VEC members know in the 

control villages, so that the level of knowledge of the VEC members did not actually increase in the treatment villages 

between the baseline and the endline surveys.  

 

Panel C of Table 1 shows that VEC members also know more about the village’s state of education in the 

intervention villages: their knowledge of what children know has improved on average by 1.4 standard deviations 

(significant at 10 percent level) on average across all three treatments (column 6). Curiously, they seem to have learnt less 

in intervention 2 than in intervention 3.  

 

We also find a significant difference in parents’ knowledge of the VEC between treatment and control villages 

(Table 2, panel A): They are 2.6 percentage points more likely to know there is a VEC (compared to only 4 percent in the 

control at endline). These effects are however strikingly small. The proportion of people who know about the VEC even 

after the interventions remains very small, barely 7 percent. The 360 or so households in an average village sent 108 adults 

to the meeting. Even under the extreme assumption that 2 adults came from every household that was represented, this 

means that 1 in 6 households were at the meeting. If everyone who was at the meeting registered the fact that there was a 

VEC in the village, we would have expected the fraction of those who knew about the VEC by the endline to be at least 15 

percent (and plausibly much more since 62 percent of the participants were male, and therefore probably represented 

different families). It seems that either many of the participants in the meetings did not register the information about the 

VEC or they promptly forgot (the fact that the share of parents who know about the VEC went down from above 8 percent 

to 4 percent in the comparison villages, suggests that people do forget).  

 

Parents are also more aware of the village’s status of education in villages that came under treatment three, which 

is the treatment where this information was generated and discussed, and reading camps were held (Table 2, panel B). The 

average effect on the knowledge of education status in the village is 1.3 standard deviation in treatment 3 villages, and 0.8 

standard deviations across all three treatments on average (column 6). These are large and significant effects. All the 

treatment effects on the variable in this family are positive for these two groups of villages although different variables are 

individually significant in the two cases.  

 

 

5.3  Engagement 

 

Despite the real, if modest, difference in awareness, we see very little difference between the VEC’s performance in 

treatment and control villages. They are no more likely to report that they have complained to anybody, or tried to raise 

resources in any of the treatment groups (Table 1 panel B). Panel D in the same table shows that they neither showed more 
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awareness of the VEC’s responsibilities for hiring Shiksha Mitras nor were they planning to do anything more about hiring 

Shiksha Mitras.   

 

The intervention also did nothing to increase the level of engagement of parents with the schools. The intervention 

was unsuccessful in raising the place of education in parents’ priorities (Table 2, panel C). Parents are no more likely to 

have visited the school or to have volunteered time and/or money in the treatment villages than in the control villages—

and this holds for each of the three treatments (Table 2, panel A). The parents’ reports are confirmed by the head teachers 

(Table 3, panel B), who do not report any more visits from parents, or having received any more inputs of time or money 

from parents, or having exercised any more effort to involve parents in the school. This is not because parents have opted 

for exit rather than voice. Table 5 shows the fraction of children enrolled in public and private school. Children are just as 

likely to be in school, they are no more likely to be in a private school, and they are no more likely to be tutored. This is 

confirmed in Table 5, panel B, which shows no change in the enrollment in public schools.  

 

The important exception to this is intervention 3, which provided a readily available outside option (the read class 

organized by a volunteer). We see that parents did take advantage of it. Eight percent of the children in intervention 3 

villages have attended a read class (Table 6). Thirteen percent of the children who could not read anything or could read 

only letters in the baseline attended the class, while 7.4 percent of the children who could read words or a short paragraph 

at baseline attended the class., Also, 3 percent of the children who could read a story at baseline attended the class. While 

it is not nearly the case that all the children attended, this still represents 135 children per village on average in the 55 

villages that held the camps. Interestingly, in intervention 3 we also see that the fraction of children out of school actually 

increase by a 1.3 percentage point (significant at the 5 percent level), a 16 percent increase over the comparison group 

figure. This is a fairly large effect. However, it turns out that it is entirely due to children dropping out of private or NGO 

school (results omitted to save space). It may be that parents consider the reading classes to be a satisfying alternative to a 

private school 

 

5.4 School resources, teachers, and students 

 

With headmasters doing no more to mobilize parents, and neither parents nor VEC members complaining more 

about school resources, it is not surprising that there is no evidence that any of the treatments generated additional 

resources for the schools (Table 3, panel A). The effect on that family of outcomes is actually negative (and even 

significantly so, when we consider the whole family of outcomes and the average effect of all three treatments).  

 

However, the most expensive and important resource in a school is the teaching staff. Results on teaching 

resources are displayed in Table 4, panel A. Thanks to funds available under the SSA, the community has the right to a 

new, local teacher to relieve the burden on the teaching staff. The VEC can play a role in getting approval for the position, 

and in the choice of whom to hire. This possibility was discussed during all the interventions. The number of Siksha Mitra 

increased between the baseline and the endlines (it almost doubled in the control villages), and it did increase somewhat 

faster in all treatment villages (though the effect is significant only in treatment 2 villages).15 However, there was no 

                                                             
15 Note that this contrasts with the report of the VEC that they had not done anything about Shiksha Mitras. The Shiksha Mitra may 
have been hired by the Pradhan without informing the rest of the committee.  
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impact on the teacher presence (not even Siksha Mitra) 16 so that the average effect on the family of outcome indicating 

“teaching resources” available to the school is insignificant.  

 

Panel B in Table 4 suggests that the interventions did not affect child effort either (other than through their 

participation in the reading camps). As we saw previously, they are no more likely to be enrolled in government school. 

They are also no more likely to be present, according to random checks (panel B) or parental reports (panel C). On both 

indicators they appear to be in school about half the time.  

 

 

5.5 Learning: Mobilization and Information 

 

Given that none of the players changed their behavior, we probably should not expect interventions 1 and 2 to 

have an impact on learning levels. And indeed, as Tables 6 shows, neither intervention has an effect on either reading 

levels or math levels. Both reading and math levels increased as much in the comparison group (presumably because the 

children became older) as in either Treatment 1 or Treatment 2. None of the treatment effects estimated for various 

reading levels and subgroups is significant at the 5 percent level or better.  

 

5.6 Learning: Impact of the “teaching” intervention  

 

In contrast, the third intervention (which had the reading camps) worked. Column 5 in panel A of Table 6 displays 

the learning results of intervention 3. Overall, children in the villages that received intervention 3 are 1.7 percent more 

likely to read at least letters (significant at the 5 percent level). They are 1.8 percent more likely to read words or 

paragraphs (significant at the 5 percent level), and 1.7 percent more likely to read stories (significant at the 10 percent 

level).  

 

This average masks considerable heterogeneity, however: when we run the same regression separately for children 

at different reading levels, the result reveal a clear pattern. Children who could not read anything at the baseline are 7.9 

percent more likely to be able to read at least letters at the endline in intervention 3 villages. But their improvement stops 

at the letter recognition stage: they are no more likely to be able to read paragraphs or stories (Table 6, panel B). Those 

who could read only letters at baseline are 3.5 percent more likely to read at least paragraphs or words, and 3.3 percent 

more likely to read stories if they were in intervention 3 villages. Those who could read either at the word or paragraph 

level are 4 percent more likely to still read at last paragraphs or words (note that 19 percent of the children who started at 

that level have regressed in the comparison group). 

 

These increases may not seem that large at first, but we have to remember only a small fraction of the village’s 

children attended the classes: on average, only 8 percent of children (including 13 percent of those who could not 

recognize letters) in our sample attended the reading class in intervention 3 villages. Since none of the interventions 

(including intervention 3) seems to have affected any other dimension of the child’s learning experience, it is reasonable to 

                                                             
16 Given that the number of Shiksha Mitras went up (though mostly not by enough to have a significant effect) this measure of 
attendance does not separate between changes in the attendance of Shiksha Mitras who were already working and the effect of adding a 
new generation of Shiksha Mitras (who may be different from the previous generation).  
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assume that the effect of intervention 3 on reading outcomes came entirely from attending the classes. In this case, being 

in an intervention 3 village is a valid instrument for attending the read class. We thus run an instrumental variables 

regression, where the variable “attended a reading class” is instrumented using “intervention 3”, i.e. we run  

  (2) 

 

where R is a dummy for whether the child attended the reading program, and T3 is the instrument for R (other variables 

instrument for themselves). X is a set of child-specific controls including age, gender, school status at baseline, and 

reading level at baseline.  

  

The results are presented in column 7 in Table 6. Provided the exclusion restriction is valid (i.e. ,that the effect of 

intervention 3 is entirely channeled through attendance to the reading classes), this instrumental variable estimate tells us 

the effect of attending a read class on the ability to read at various levels, for the sample of kids who chose to attend. On 

average the results in panel A suggests that attending a read class makes these children 22 percent more likely to be able 

to read at least letters, 23 percent more likely to read at least a word or paragraph, and 22 percent more likely to read a 

story (though this last effect is not significant). We should not forget, however, that this is a test of the impact of the read 

class on those who participated, and it is possible that if the program had been successful at enrolling more children the 

extra children would not have benefited as much—for example if they were somewhat less motivated than those who did 

enroll. 

 

Again, to understand the impact of the program, it is important to disaggregate by initial learning level. A child 

who could not read at all is 60 percentage points more likely to read letters after attending the reading class. A child who 

could read only letters at baseline and who attended the camp is 26 percent more likely to read stories. Thus, the effect on 

those who could already read letters is mainly to allow many of them to directly switch to the story level. Children who 

were able to read at the word or paragraph level are 61 percent percent more likely to still read at the word or paragraph 

level, and 46 percent more likely to read at the story level (though this last effect is not significant). These are very large 

effects. In fact, they had not much scope to be larger. Adding the endline reading level in the comparison group (column 2) 

to the point estimate of the treatment effects (column 7) implies that every child who could not read anything at baseline 

but attended a read class could read letters at the endline, and almost every child (98 percent) who could read at the word 

or paragraph level can now read at the story level. Almost 35 percent of those who could read letters at baseline and who 

attended the read class are able to read at the story level.  

  

In summary, the reading program, which offered the villagers an alternative form of participatory action where a 

single individual could directly affect learning outcomes, did lead to dramatic increase in reading ability for those who 

attended. These results confirm Pratham’s intuition that, combined with the traditional school system, a two to three 

month camp attended two hours a day is sufficient to get many children who could not read fluently (the letters readers) to 

read fairly fluently. Children who start with nothing can be taught letters. This suggests that either a second camp would 

be needed for them, or that they are harder to teach. Not surprisingly, there is not much evidence of an effect of the 

reading camps on math (although there is a surprising 2 percentage point increase in the number of children who can 

divide in treatment 3 villages (Table 6, panel E)). These results are important in and of themselves (they do suggest the 

Pratham intervention, which is carried out in many parts of India, is an extremely cost-effective way to improve test 

scores), and also because they suggest that teaching a child to read is not particularly difficult. If a village level volunteer 
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with a grade 10 or 12 education can achieve this goal after four days of training, it suggests that the failure of the 

government school to achieve it owes more to a lack of incentives or motivation, than to the innate difficulty of the task.  

 

However, not everyone who should have attended did so, and as a result the effects of the program appear more 

muted when aggregated at the village level. The next step for Pratham therefore seems to be to find ways to effectively 

increase the outreach of the program, while maintaining its effectiveness. In ongoing work we are evaluating the impact of 

training the teacher in the reading method.  

 

6 Interpretation and Conclusion 

 

“Citizen participation” is often touted as a general purpose solution to the many deficiencies of publicly provided 

services. Aid agencies, such as the World Bank, now recommend that some institutionalized community participation 

should be part of all the government programs they fund. Governments also are increasingly beginning to count on 

“people’s power” (and contributions) as a way to revitalize their struggling education and health sectors. Whether 

participation can indeed be achieved through external interventions or top-down policy design, and further, whether it can 

be effective in improving service delivery or development outcomes, remains an open question on which rigorous evidence 

is beginning to emerge. This paper contributes to the evidence and begins to distil lessons on the elements of intervention 

design that are likely to be successful.  

 

The results from the study show sharply divergent results. Participation in all forms of large group control, both 

direct and indirect, did not change, and, as one might have expected, there was no effect on learning outcomes. Yet, in 

treatment 3 villages there was quite remarkable community participation in response to the offer of being trained in a 

teaching tool, something that gave the volunteers (presumably with the support of some parents) a large measure of direct 

control over educational outcomes for a group of village children. More than 400 community members volunteered to 

take up the tool, and held reading camps in which almost 7,500 children enrolled. These camps were remarkably effective 

in teaching illiterate children to begin to read. 

 

In retrospect, this contrast between the lack of effect of intervention 2, which required large group action and 

intervention 3, where a small group or an individual could act directly, probably came from the challenges of sustaining 

collective action in a large group. If parents and the VEC expected that the action would eventually collapse, one can see 

why they would choose to close their mind to the whole thing from the beginning and not even register the information 

that was being given in the meetings. The small group action, by contrast, required little coordination, especially since the 

classes could be held pretty much anywhere in the village.  

  

The power of individual actions that can generate collective benefits can also explain the impacts of the 

participatory interventions studied by Olken (2005). He carried out a randomized evaluation of a program in Indonesia. 

In some villages, non-elite villagers were invited to a meeting where the financial details of road construction in the village 

were discussed—the idea was that they had the option of speaking up if they did not agree with what was being claimed. In 

another, randomly chosen, set of villages, anonymous complaint forms were distributed to villagers to expose any 

corruption in road construction that they knew about. While the first program had no effect on overall corruption, it 

substantially reduced the amount of leakage that happened through inflated claims about the number of labor hours, 
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which is the only part of the spending that directly impacted the lives of the average villager (since they supply the labor). 

The second program reduced overall corruption, but only in villages where the comment form was distributed via school 

students to take to their parents, completely bypassing the village government. Both gave individuals the scope to act on 

their own, essentially by complaining, though neither offered any direct control. The second program also protected the 

identity of the complainant, which might explain its greater success. 

 

There is also other evidence that it is hard to make large group indirect control work. In Kenya, for example, 

encouraging school committees to report on teacher performance to the district administration (Kremer and Vermeersch, 

2002) did little to improve absence rates. Banerjee and Duflo (2006) describe an intervention where the village 

community was alerted to the fact that the health worker in the government-run village sub-center was absent. This had 

absolutely no effect even though, in principle, the community had the right to complain through the village institutions. 

 

The one potentially important exception to this rule is an intervention in the health sector in Uganda that seems in 

many ways to be very similar to ours (Bjorkman and Svensson, 2006). Communities in Uganda were provided with 

baseline information on the status of health services in public facilities. Over the course of several days facilitators used 

the information to generate conversations about the quality of care amongst the community and between the community 

and the providers. The project was implemented in 25 communities, randomly selected out of 50. Bjorkman and Svensson 

(2006) find that, in treatment communities, action was taken by communities to reform and rejuvenate the beneficiary-

control institutions (called HUMCs) which, like the VECs in Uttar Pradesh, were found to be inactive at the baseline. The 

action included sacking and replacing many members of the existing community health committees. Systematic 

monitoring by the community of health clinics was often organized. Both provider attendance and quality of service 

measures (including wait time and quality of care) improved. The final result was an increase in the immunization rate, 

and a substantial drop in child mortality.  

 

It is clear that this model was very much like the SSA model in the sense that the HUMCs had only indirect 

influence.17 They could only complain about non-performing employees and/or dispensaries: Any action against them 

would have to be taken by a senior bureaucrat. However there are two very salient differences between the two 

interventions. First, the dispensaries in Uganda are significantly larger and more visible than the schools in UP: Each 

dispensary serves on average about 2,200 households (Bjorkman and Svensson, 2006) or more than 13,000 people 

assuming a household size of six. That means that the 50 dispensaries in the study cover nearly 3.3 percent of Uganda’s 

population. Being on the HUMC is therefore potentially more prestigious than being on the VEC and might therefore 

attract a more elite group of villagers, which would make it easier for the HUMC to act on its own. The fact that the 

interventions led to the replacement of the HUMC members may be an indicator that HUMC membership was perceived, 

at least post-intervention, as being something to aspire to, whereas no one seemed to value VEC membership. Second, the 

Community-Based Organizations (CBOs) that facilitated the intervention in Uganda seem to have played a much more 

active role in pressuring public providers to improve performance than Pratham chose to play. For example, facilitators 

from these organizations in Uganda directly negotiated with the dispensary staff before involving the villagers, and the 

villagers who got involved were hand picked by the CBO. Pratham felt that any intervention that would require them to be 

any more involved could not have been scaleable; though given that health centers are much larger than the schools, and 

that CBOs were themselves largely local organizations, sustainability may be less of a concern in the Uganda case. In any 
                                                             
17 Arguably the HUMCs had less direct influence than the SSA model, in which the VEC has some direct power over the Shiksha Mitras. 
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event, the involvement of the CBO meant that the local (or non-local) elites were much more involved in the collective 

action in Uganda than they were in UP.  

 

Of course this is only two of the many potential differences between the two models. Another possibility is that 

health is different, either because people care more about it (although people cared enough about education to volunteer 

the time to teach classes) or because, the non-delivery of health services is much more easily and reliably observed by an 

individual (“I was entitled to that service but I did not get it”), than the non-delivery of effective teaching (what constitutes 

effective teaching?). Indeed, this might introduce an element of individual action, since people could start going to the 

clinics and demand the services they did not know they were entitled to before. This kind of individual action is less 

straightforward in the case of education since monitoring non-delivery requires regular visits to the school (lack of teacher 

effort is the main problem). Another possibility, along the lines argued by Banerjee and Duflo (2006), is that the Ugandan 

intervention’s “action plan,” drawn by the public providers and the community, was more specific in its goal to improve 

health services. Yet, the outcome of the meetings in the villages in Uttar Pradesh could easily have been translated into an 

action plan to improve public schools. In fact the meetings were structured to lead to such a plan. The fact that the 

education meetings in Uttar Pradesh did not yield an action plan, while the health meetings in Uganda did, is thus 

probably part of what we need to explain. Finally, the differential response by public providers in UP and Uganda may 

reflect the fact that Indian teachers are less sensitive to social opprobrium than Ugandan nurses. It appears that Ugandan 

nurses are often from the community itself, whereas teachers in Uttar Pradesh generally come from outside the village, 

belong to upper social strata compared to parents, and are powerfully unionized. In the field-work during this study, 

Pratham facilitators often noted that teachers tended to blame parents for their lack of interest in education as the most 

relevant source of poor learning outcomes. It is therefore possible that citizens are unable to exert pressure on these 

teachers, while social pressure seemed to have played a role in Uganda. 18  

 

The results of this intervention also contrast with those of an educational intervention in Kenya. As noted above, 

in UP the large group failed to have an effect even where it had direct control—over the Shiksha Mitras, for example. It is 

true that taking any punitive action against the Shiksha Mitras is still not entirely straightforward: The Shiksha Mitra is 

typically from the village and presumably has his/her protectors within the village community; to overcome their 

resistance would require pressure from a large enough group of parents. Nevertheless, a very similar intervention in 

Kenya where parent-teacher committees in primary schools were given the right (and the resources) to hire extra teachers 

on short-term contracts and to decide whether the teachers ought to be renewed (Duflo, Dupas, Kremer, 2007) did work. 

And in the (randomly chosen) half of the schools where the committee was provided a day-long training that affirmed and 

explained their exact rights in this regard, the program was more effective in improving children’s learning experience, 

mainly because regular teachers were less likely to bully the extra teachers into teaching their class for them.  

 

Why did the VEC not exercise its direct control on the Shiksha Mitras more effectively? One possibility is that in 

UP, unlike in Kenya, quality of education is not seen by poor villagers as something worth fighting for. This seems 

consistent with the fact that even after parents found out how little their children had learnt in the government school (in 

interventions 2 and 3), there was no detectable movement of children to private schools. On the other hand, we do see 

                                                             
18 This is unlikely to be the whole story since the Shiksha Mitras in India do come from the community (through often the upper strata 

of the community) and they did not respond any more to the intervention than the regular teachers.  
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other forms of private response. Almost 400 read camps were started and more than 135 children attended camps in each 

village, suggesting that at least some people cared about education. An alternative view is that collective action needs to be 

learnt over time. In Kenya, school committees have historically raised their own funds and played an important part in 

running the local schools. When school fees were abolished in Kenya, these committees stopped having to raise money 

(the government started giving the committees a grant to replace the money they used to raise), but a long tradition of 

activism remains, and VEC members are respected members of the community. In India there is no comparable history of 

local collective action with respect to education. Finally, another important difference is that in the Kenya program, the 

VECs were given a very specific task: to hire and monitor an extra-teacher for the school. Resources were clearly available 

and earmarked for this purpose, and it was easy to access them (an NGO with a long standing presence in these schools 

was administering them). The extra teacher was hired by the VEC following a transparent process, and it was common 

knowledge that it was accountable to its members (especially in the schools where the role of the VEC in this regards had 

been reinforced). These last two elements made this intervention much more of a “small group-direct control” 

intervention. 

  

Whatever the explanation, it seems clear that the current faith in participation as a panacea for the problems of 

service delivery is unwarranted. It is possible that it can be made to work on a more systematic basis, but it would take a 

lot of patience and experimentation to get there.  
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Figure 1. Children’s Read Levels and Math Levels: Baseline 
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Figure 2. Parents’ Perceptions vs. the Reality of their Children’s Read Level: Baseline 
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Figure 3. Parents’ Perceptions vs. the Reality of their Children’s Math Level: Baseline 
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Baseline Endline 
Comparison

Mean Group Mean Treatment 1 Treatment 2 Treatment 3 Any Treatment
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Panel A. Dependent Variables - VEC members  information about their role
Mentioned that they are 0.383 0.247 0.084 0.083 0.030 0.066
in the VEC unprompted (0.024) (0.038) (0.060) (0.061) (0.058) (0.046)
Mentioned that they are in 0.753 0.602 0.065 0.095 0.047 0.070
the VEC when prompted (0.020) (0.044) (0.067) (0.061) (0.064) (0.051)
Had heard of SSA 0.258 0.209 0.101 0.062 0.065 0.075

(0.018) (0.033) (0.056) (0.053) (0.058) (0.042)
Knew that their school can 0.210 0.179 0.119 ** 0.048 0.072 0.078
receive money from SSA (0.017) (0.033) (0.056) (0.049) (0.057) (0.041)
Had received VEC training 0.132 0.046 0.118 *** 0.135 *** 0.148 *** 0.134 ***

(0.016) (0.020) (0.042) (0.044) (0.041) (0.030)
Average over family of 1.868 *** 1.653 ** 1.468 ** 2.227 ***
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.695) (0.660) (0.714) (0.661)

Panel B. Dependent Variables - VEC member activism 
Complained 0.171 0.102 -0.035 0.033 0.017 0.005

(0.014) (0.024) (0.034) (0.042) (0.038) (0.031)
Raised money 0.076 0.029 -0.015 -0.005 -0.006 -0.009

(0.010) (0.012) (0.016) (0.027) (0.022) (0.018)
Number of school 9.356 9.041 -0.161 -1.948 -1.204 -1.117
inspections reported (0.696) (1.201) (1.723) (1.550) (1.864) (1.435)
Distributed scholarships 0.082 0.054 -0.039 0.018 -0.013 -0.012

(0.012) (0.020) (0.038) (0.042) (0.040) (0.033)
Implemented midday meal 0.147 0.122 0.006 0.001 0.029 0.012

(0.015) (0.029) (0.030) (0.024) (0.027) (0.021)
Average over family of -0.579 -0.039 0.062 -0.179
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.557) (0.527) (0.518) (0.540)

Panel C. Dependent Variables - VEC member knowledge about the education situation in the village
Didn't know about the 0.089 0.064 -0.056 ** -0.018 -0.044 -0.039
"paragraph" question (0.012) (0.021) (0.027) (0.035) (0.028) (0.026)
Didn't know about the 0.094 0.061 -0.055 ** -0.009 -0.043 -0.036
"sentence" question (0.013) (0.021) (0.027) (0.036) (0.028) (0.026)
Perception minus reality of how many 0.153 0.098 -0.064 -0.033 -0.060 -0.051
kids can read paragraphs (0.012) (0.024) (0.037) (0.034) (0.034) (0.030)
Perception minus reality of how many 0.118 -0.001 -0.040 -0.002 -0.024 -0.021
kids can write sentences (0.012) (0.022) (0.036) (0.032) (0.031) (0.028)
Average over family of -1.760 ** -0.458 -1.423 ** -1.357
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.725) (0.744) (0.719) (0.743)

Panel D: Dependent Variables - VEC member knowledge about their responsibilities regarding shiksha mitras
Mentioned that hiring a shiksha 0.036 0.036 0.035 -0.004 -0.007 0.008
mitra is a VEC responsibility (0.008) (0.013) (0.028) (0.017) (0.018) (0.016)
Hired a shiksha mitra last year 0.027 0.013 -0.001 0.008 0.002 0.003

(0.006) (0.008) (0.011) (0.014) (0.012) (0.010)
Claimed that the VEC will hire 0.009 0.018 0.002 -0.003 -0.001 0.000
a shiksha mitra next year (0.003) (0.009) (0.016) (0.014) (0.020) (0.012)
Average over family of 0.423 0.032 -0.106 0.242
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.570) (0.624) (0.592) (0.619)

Panel E: Dependent Variable - VEC Turnover
VEC Turnover Not 0.682 0.029 0.064 0.014 0.036

Available (0.028) (0.040) (0.038) (0.042) (0.032)

Definitions: Column (1) reports the average for the entire sample during baseline. Column (2) reports the average
in the comparison group in endline. Treatment 1 is an explanatory variable that refers to whether the individual resides
in a village in which the mobilization only intervention occurred. Likewise, Treatment 2 refers to the mobilization
and information intervention,and Treatment 3 refers to the mobilization, information and Read India camps intervention. 
Notes: Columns (3), (4), and (5) report coefficients from one regression where Treatments 1, 2, and 3 enter as RHS 
variables, while column (6) reports a coefficient from a separate regression where a dummy for Any Treatment enters 
as a RHS variable. Standard errors are clustered at village level and are in parentheses. Baseline controls were
included in all regressions but not shown. *** and ** reflect significance at the 1% and 5% levels respectively. 

OLS : Impact of Treatment in Endline

Table 1: VEC awareness and activism



Baseline Endline 
Comparison

Mean Group Mean Treatment 1 Treatment 2 Treatment 3 Any Treatment
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Panel A. Dependent Variables - Parental involvment with school
 Knew about the VEC 0.077 0.040 0.032 *** 0.022 0.023 0.026 ***

(0.005) (0.007) (0.012) (0.014) (0.013) (0.010)
Could name specific VEC 0.029 0.014 0.024 *** 0.014 0.016 0.018 ***
members (0.003) (0.004) (0.009) (0.009) (0.008) (0.006)
Visited school to monitor or 0.286 0.280 -0.017 -0.040 -0.014 -0.024
complain (0.008) (0.015) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.020)
Donated to school 0.065 0.037 -0.001 0.000 -0.006 -0.002

(0.005) (0.007) (0.011) (0.011) (0.010) (0.008)
Volunteered at school 0.083 0.040 -0.008 -0.019 ** -0.010 -0.012

(0.005) (0.007) (0.010) (0.009) (0.010) (0.008)
Complained about school 0.141 0.092 0.028 0.016 0.019 0.021

(0.007) (0.010) (0.019) (0.018) (0.019) (0.015)
Thought parents are most 0.755 0.531 -0.036 -0.014 -0.001 -0.017
responsible for quality of schools (0.008) (0.018) (0.034) (0.034) (0.033) (0.028)
Thought parents are in top 3 of those 0.959 0.905 -0.031 -0.014 -0.031 -0.025
responsible for quality of schools (0.004) (0.010) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.013)
Thought teachers are in top 3 of those 0.923 0.930 -0.005 -0.010 -0.003 -0.006
responsible for quality of schools (0.005) (0.009) (0.015) (0.014) (0.016) (0.012)
Thought panchayat is in top 3 of those 0.174 0.237 0.033 0.003 -0.021 0.005
responsible for quality of schools (0.007) (0.015) (0.029) (0.029) (0.026) (0.022)
Average over family of 0.325 -0.163 -0.019 0.128
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.360) (0.365) (0.396) (0.382)

Panel B. Dependent Variables - Parental knowledge of education
Said don't know when asked how 0.201 0.172 -0.007 -0.044 ** -0.006 -0.018
many children can read paragraph (0.008) (0.014) (0.023) (0.020) (0.024) (0.018)
Said don't know when asked how 0.213 0.175 -0.012 -0.033 -0.008 -0.017
many children can write sentence (0.008) (0.014) (0.023) (0.021) (0.024) (0.018)
Perception minus reality of how many 0.123 0.042 -0.014 0.018 -0.040 ** -0.012
kids can read paragraphs (0.005) (0.008) (0.018) (0.018) (0.017) (0.014)
Perception minus reality of how many 0.109 -0.020 -0.019 0.025 -0.035 -0.010
kids can write sentences (0.004) (0.007) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.014)
Overestimated own child's 0.418 0.336 0.007 0.006 -0.026 -0.005
ability to read (0.008) (0.014) (0.022) (0.023) (0.022) (0.018)
Overestimated own child's 0.252 0.196 -0.023 -0.003 -0.027 -0.018
ability to write (0.007) (0.012) (0.018) (0.018) (0.017) (0.014)
Average over family of -0.610 -0.207 -1.262 ** -0.842
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.547) (0.575) (0.556) (0.567)

Panel C. Dependent Variables - Prominence of education as a perceived problem in the village
Did the respondent mention 0.131 0.129 0.020 0.012 0.015 0.016
education as a problem (0.007) (0.012) (0.021) (0.020) (0.020) (0.016)
Was education mentioned 0.033 0.031 0.011 0.016 0.007 0.011
at the panchayat (0.003) (0.006) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.008)
Was there any specific meeting 0.009 0.008 0.002 0.001 0.002 0.002
on education (0.002) (0.003) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004)
Average over family of 0.778 0.751 0.624 0.948
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.601) (0.587) (0.618) (0.597)

Definitions: Column (1) reports the average for the entire sample during baseline. Column (2) reports the average
in the comparison group in endline. Treatment 1 is an explanatory variable that refers to whether the individual resides
in a village in which the mobilization only intervention occurred. Likewise, Treatment 2 refers to the mobilization
and information intervention,and Treatment 3 refers to the mobilization, information and Read India camps intervention. 
Notes: Columns (3), (4), and (5) report coefficients from one regression where Treatments 1, 2, and 3 enter as RHS 
variables, while column (6) reports a coefficient from a separate regression where a dummy for Any Treatment enters 
as a RHS variable. Standard errors are clustered at village level and are in parentheses. Baseline controls were
included in all regressions but not shown. *** and ** reflect significance at the 1% and 5% levels respectively. 

OLS : Impact of Treatment in Endline

Table 2: Parents' awareness and activism



Baseline Endline 
Comparison

Mean Group Mean Treatment 1 Treatment 2 Treatment 3 Any Treatment
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Panel A. Dependent Variables - School resources
Does the school 0.959 0.949 0.026 -0.013 -0.013 0.000
have textbooks (0.011) (0.022) (0.028) (0.034) (0.036) (0.026)
Do all the concerned 0.763 0.928 0.049 -0.031 0.054 0.022
students get scholarships (0.024) (0.026) (0.048) (0.055) (0.049) (0.042)
Does the school have 0.984 0.980 0.002 -0.004 -0.013 -0.005
indoor classes (0.007) (0.014) (0.008) (0.005) (0.011) (0.007)
Does the school 0.924 0.940 -0.063 -0.057 -0.040 -0.054
have seats (0.015) (0.024) (0.052) (0.053) (0.044) (0.038)
Does the school have 0.940 0.950 0.005 0.002 0.029 0.011
have maps and charts (0.013) (0.022) (0.039) (0.039) (0.033) (0.031)
Does the school have 0.139 0.100 0.033 -0.005 0.004 0.011
a boundary wall (0.020) (0.030) (0.034) (0.047) (0.039) (0.034)
Does the school have 0.019 0.060 -0.031 -0.022 -0.014 -0.023
electricity (0.008) (0.024) (0.027) (0.030) (0.022) (0.021)
Does the school have 0.930 0.980 -0.054 -0.071 0.003 -0.043 **
water (0.014) (0.014) (0.033) (0.038) (0.020) (0.021)
Does the school have 0.456 0.450 -0.016 -0.052 -0.107 -0.056
toilets (0.028) (0.050) (0.061) (0.062) (0.055) (0.048)
Does the school have 0.273 0.250 0.006 -0.073 -0.108 -0.056
a toilet for girls (0.025) (0.044) (0.065) (0.062) (0.063) (0.053)
Does the school serve 0.687 0.900 0.001 0.059 0.054 0.037
midday meals (0.026) (0.030) (0.051) (0.048) (0.047) (0.043)
Does the school receive 1.000 0.970 -0.020 -0.066 -0.056 -0.047 **
any governement money (0.000) (0.017) (0.025) (0.037) (0.035) (0.021)
Average over family of -0.144 -0.698 ** -0.427 -0.653 **
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.297) (0.315) (0.308) (0.295)

Panel B. Dependent Variables - Relationships with parents and parents involvement with school
Did parents visit the 0.889 0.800 -0.037 -0.034 -0.105 -0.056
school (0.018) (0.040) (0.070) (0.067) (0.073) (0.053)
Did the school organize 0.815 0.720 0.029 0.118 0.097 0.082
a parents meeting (0.022) (0.045) (0.070) (0.060) (0.070) (0.054)
Did parents volunteer 0.358 0.180 0.069 0.045 0.072 0.061
in the school (0.027) (0.039) (0.060) (0.060) (0.065) (0.047)
Did the school get 0.095 0.030 -0.010 0.009 -0.006 -0.002
an allocation from the panchayat (0.017) (0.017) (0.029) (0.029) (0.031) (0.023)
Did the school receive 0.060 0.080 -0.042 -0.009 -0.051 -0.033
parents' donations (0.013) (0.027) (0.041) (0.047) (0.038) (0.036)
Average over family of -0.061 0.471 -0.092 0.158
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.522) (0.460) (0.439) (0.452)

Definitions: Column (1) reports the average for the entire sample during baseline. Column (2) reports the average
in the comparison group in endline. Treatment 1 is an explanatory variable that refers to whether the individual resides
in a village in which the mobilization only intervention occurred. Likewise, Treatment 2 refers to the mobilization
and information intervention,and Treatment 3 refers to the mobilization, information and Read India camps intervention. 
Notes: Columns (3), (4), and (5) report coefficients from one regression where Treatments 1, 2, and 3 enter as RHS 
variables, while column (6) reports a coefficient from a separate regression where a dummy for Any Treatment enters 
as a RHS variable. Standard errors are clustered at village level and are in parentheses. Baseline controls were
included in all regressions but not shown. *** and ** reflect significance at the 1% and 5% levels respectively. 

OLS : Impact of Treatment in Endline

Table 3: School resources and parents' relationship with the school



Baseline Endline 
Comparison

Mean Group Mean Treatment 1 Treatment 2 Treatment 3 Any Treatment
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Panel A. Dependent Variables -Teacher number and presence 
Number of teachers 3.178 4.092 0.127 0.006 0.079 0.069

(0.076) (0.135) (0.162) (0.155) (0.152) (0.125)
Number of shiksha mitras 0.621 1.195 0.127 0.230 ** 0.058 0.142

(0.035) (0.080) (0.117) (0.112) (0.117) (0.092)
Teacher presence: headmaster's 0.764 0.775 0.023 0.034 0.031 0.030
report (0.013) (0.020) (0.037) (0.032) (0.034) (0.027)
Teacher presence: random 0.753 0.729 0.016 -0.016 -0.004 -0.002
check (0.025) (0.028) (0.042) (0.046) (0.049) (0.036)
Teacher teaching: random 0.441 0.514 0.013 -0.031 -0.077 -0.030
check (0.024) (0.036) (0.058) (0.055) (0.065) (0.047)
Regular teacher presence: 0.719 0.022 0.099 0.018 0.049
random check (0.041) (0.065) (0.081) (0.071) (0.058)
Regular teacher teaching: 0.459 0.019 0.046 -0.054 0.006
random check Not (0.042) (0.069) (0.073) (0.080) (0.058)
Shiksha mitra presence: Available 0.863 0.012 -0.109 0.017 -0.032
random check (0.047) (0.079) (0.078) (0.079) (0.063)
Shiksha mitra teaching: 0.724 -0.017 -0.134 -0.044 -0.069
random check (0.055) (0.095) (0.088) (0.093) (0.072)
Average over family of 0.417 0.133 -0.001 0.225
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.564) (0.543) (0.605) (0.566)

Definitions: Column (1) reports the average for the entire sample during baseline. Column (2) reports the average
in the comparison group in endline. Treatment 1 is an explanatory variable that refers to whether the individual resides
in a village in which the mobilization only intervention occurred. Likewise, Treatment 2 refers to the mobilization
and information intervention,and Treatment 3 refers to the mobilization, information and Read India camps intervention. 
Notes: Columns (3), (4), and (5) report coefficients from one regression where Treatments 1, 2, and 3 enter as RHS 
variables, while column (6) reports a coefficient from a separate regression where a dummy for Any Treatment enters 
as a RHS variable. Standard errors are clustered at village level and are in parentheses. Baseline controls were
included in all regressions but not shown. *** and ** reflect significance at the 1% and 5% levels respectively. 

OLS : Impact of Treatment in Endline

Table 4: Teacher number and presence



Baseline Endline 
Comparison

Mean Group Mean Treatment 1 Treatment 2 Treatment 3 Any Treatment
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Panel A. Dependent Variables - Type of school students attend
Out of school 0.069 0.079 0.008 0.006 0.013 ** 0.009 **

(0.002) (0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004)
In private or NGO school 0.373 0.387 0.009 0.019 -0.006 0.007

(0.004) (0.007) (0.016) (0.017) (0.017) (0.014)
Any tutoring 0.069 -0.006 -0.018 ** -0.002 -0.008

Not (0.003) (0.009) (0.009) (0.010) (0.008)
Read Class Available 0.005 -0.001 0.002 0.077 *** 0.009 **

(0.001) (0.002) (0.003) (0.010) (0.004)

Panel B. Dependent Variables - Students enrollment and presence (gov't schools)
Log (boys enrollment) 4.575 4.522 0.041 0.027 -0.020 0.017

(0.031) (0.060) (0.048) (0.050) (0.069) (0.045)
Log (girls enrollment) 4.631 4.636 0.001 0.020 0.013 0.012

(0.030) (0.074) (0.077) (0.074) (0.075) (0.071)
Fraction boys present 0.530 0.528 0.029 -0.004 -0.053 -0.008

(0.015) (0.025) (0.041) (0.042) (0.041) (0.032)
Fraction girls present 0.496 0.522 0.053 -0.006 -0.027 0.006

(0.014) (0.021) (0.043) (0.035) (0.035) (0.028)
Average over family of 0.715 0.138 -0.559 0.128
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.524) (0.507) (0.515) (0.519)

Panel C. Dependent Variables - Students attendance as reported by parents
Days present in last 14: all 7.335 6.058 -0.279 -0.599 -0.314 -0.395
children (0.051) (0.104) (0.355) (0.351) (0.371) (0.285)
Days present in last 14: only 7.887 6.669 -0.309 -0.564 -0.311 -0.393
male children in school (0.065) (0.142) (0.400) (0.387) (0.409) (0.310)
Days present in last 14: only 8.148 6.648 -0.215 -0.662 -0.084 -0.316
female children in school (0.067) (0.150) (0.388) (0.402) (0.397) (0.309)
Average over family of -0.881 -1.670 -0.547 -1.295
outcomes (in standard deviations) (0.937) (0.936) (0.946) (0.938)

Definitions: Column (1) reports the average for the entire sample during baseline. Column (2) reports the average
in the comparison group in endline. Treatment 1 is an explanatory variable that refers to whether the individual resides
in a village in which the mobilization only intervention occurred. Likewise, Treatment 2 refers to the mobilization
and information intervention,and Treatment 3 refers to the mobilization, information and Read India camps intervention. 
Notes: Columns (3), (4), and (5) report coefficients from one regression where Treatments 1, 2, and 3 enter as RHS 
variables, while column (6) reports a coefficient from a separate regression where a dummy for Any Treatment enters 
as a RHS variable. Standard errors are clustered at village level and are in parentheses. Baseline controls were
included in all regressions but not shown. *** and ** reflect significance at the 1% and 5% levels respectively. 

OLS : Impact of Treatment in Endline

Table 5: Schooling status and student attendance



Baseline Endline First stage IV

Mean Comparison 
Group Mean Treatment 1 Treatment 2 Treatment 3 attend read 

class
impact of 
read class

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
A. Reading results - All children (n=15,609)
Could read at least 0.855 0.892 0.004 0.004 0.017 ** 0.077 *** 0.223 **
letters (0.003) (0.005) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.010) (0.093)
Could read at least 0.550 0.635 0.005 -0.003 0.018 ** 0.232 **
words or paragraph (0.004) (0.007) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.101)
Could read stories 0.391 0.499 0.004 0.003 0.017 0.224

(0.004) (0.007) (0.009) (0.010) (0.010) (0.137)

B. Reading results - Children who could not read at baseline (n=2,288)
Could read at least 0.432 0.041 0.032 0.079 ** 0.131 *** 0.602 **
letters (0.019) (0.031) (0.034) (0.035) (0.023) (0.304)
Could read at least 0.056 -0.006 -0.013 -0.007 -0.051
words or paragraph (0.009) (0.015) (0.012) (0.014) (0.106)
Could read stories 0.028 -0.006 -0.013 -0.008 -0.063

(0.006) (0.010) (0.008) (0.009) (0.074)

C. Reading results - Children who could only read letters at baseline (n=3,539)
Could read at least 0.919 -0.008 -0.015 0.021 0.132 *** 0.162
letters (0.008) (0.016) (0.014) (0.013) (0.020) (0.097)
Could read at least 0.253 -0.011 -0.025 0.035 0.269
words or paragraph (0.013) (0.022) (0.021) (0.022) (0.171)
Could read stories 0.086 -0.001 -0.010 0.033 ** 0.261

(0.009) (0.014) (0.014) (0.017) (0.135)

D. Reading results - Children who could read words or paragraph at baseline (n=3,673)
Could read at least 0.988 -0.001 0.006 0.006 0.074 *** 0.068
letters (0.003) (0.006) (0.004) (0.004) (0.012) (0.065)
Could read at least 0.813 0.032 0.010 0.044 ** 0.614 **
words or paragraph (0.012) (0.019) (0.019) (0.017) (0.271)
Could read stories 0.520 0.010 0.010 0.032 0.458

(0.015) (0.026) (0.025) (0.027) (0.388)

E. Reading results - Children who could read a story at baseline (n=6,109)
Could read at least 0.994 0.001 0.004 -0.001 0.030 *** -0.058
letters (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.006) (0.088)
Could read at least 0.973 0.004 0.008 0.004 0.116
words or paragraph (0.004) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005) (0.170)
Could read stories 0.909 0.006 0.012 0.007 0.234

(0.007) (0.011) (0.012) (0.011) (0.350)

F. Math results - All children (n=15,592)
Could read at least 0.619 0.691 0.006 0.006 -0.002
number (0.004) (0.007) (0.010) (0.011) (0.011)
Could subtract or 0.327 0.397 -0.003 0.006 -0.001
divide (0.004) (0.007) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009)
Could divide 0.191 0.237 0.013 0.012 0.022 **

(0.003) (0.006) (0.007) (0.008) (0.008)

Definitions: Column (1) reports the average for the entire sample during baseline. Column (2) reports the average
in the comparison group in endline. Treatment 1 is an explanatory variable that refers to whether the individual resides
in a village in which the mobilization only intervention occurred. Likewise, Treatment 2 refers to the mobilization
and information intervention,and Treatment 3 refers to the mobilization, information and Read India camps intervention. 
Notes: Columns (3), (4), and (5) report coefficients from one regression where Treatments 1, 2, and 3 enter as RHS
variables. Column (6) reports the coefficient on being in Treatment 3 in the first stage regression, and column (7) reports
the IV coefficient on attending a Read Class. Standard errors are clustered at village level and are in parentheses. Baseline
controls were included in all regressions but not shown. *** and** reflect significance at the 1% and 5% levels respectively. 

Table 6: Reading and Math results
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