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A research study by the Azim 

Premji Foundation suggests that 

Classes 1 to 4 in higher primary 

schools perform worse than the 

equivalent classes in lower 

primary schools. 

This report presents the data 

behind these findings, analyzes 

root causes and suggests means 

to improve the relative 

performance of higher primary 

schools. 
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Classes 1 to 4 in higher primary schools (HPS) demonstrate lower learning outcomes on standardized 
tests than their counterparts in lower primary schools (LPS). This persists despite better infrastructure 
in HPS and similar PTR and school strength. The impact of examinations conducted in higher classes 
and less focus given to the lower classes could explain this disparity. Given the fact that many more 
children study in HPS than in LPS, the poor performance of the lower classes in HPS requires attention. 
 

Are Higher Primary Schools Ignoring their 

Lower Classes?    

 Why Classes 1 to 4 in higher primary schools demonstrate lower learning outcomes 

 

  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Higher primary schools (HPS) usually have 
better infrastructural facilities compared to 
lower primary schools (LPS). However research 
conducted by Azim Premji Foundation suggests 
that lower primary classes (1 ς 4) of HPS 
perform worse than the same classes in LPS.  
 
In many states, nearly 50% of schools are HPS 
and almost twice the number of children study 
in the lower primary classes of HPS as 
compared to LPS.  Hence the poor performance 
of their lower classes is a matter of concern and 
needs closer examination. 

Findings from the Learning Guarantee Program 
(LGP), a joint initiative of the Karnataka 
government and Azim Premji Foundation 
provides some insights. The program measured 
the performance of 1,887 LPS and HPS schools 
in 7 backward districts of Karnataka during 
2002-05. The evaluation was based on 
enrollment, attendance and learning 
achievements of these schools. Data from the 
LGP reveals the following:   
 
Relatively Poor Performance of HPS 
 
1. Average test scores in Classes 1 ς 4 of HPS 

were 7 % lower than the same LPS classes  
 

2. The mean score of HPS classes was 2% to 
10% lower than that of LPS classes in both 
Kannada and Math  

3. The gap widens in Class 4. HPS scores are 
lower by 10% in Math and 7% in Kannada.  

 
4. This performance gap persists across the 

spectrum i.e. both in schools with low 
achievement (scores < 40%) and in schools 
with high achievement (scores > 70%) 
 

Higher Primary Schools: Key Observations 
 
Most HPS surveyed in the study had good 
infrastructure, a PTR below 40:1, reasonable 
teacher presence and school discipline. What 
then could explain the relatively poor 
performance? Some possibilities include: 
 
1. Until 2003, Karnataka had a public 

examination for class 7. Teachers made all 
efforts to ensure that these children passed 
the exam at the cost of the lower classes.  
 

2. The no detention policy in classes 1 to 4 
may also have led HPS to focus on higher 
classes. 
 

3. The Head Teacher in HPS was hard pressed 
to supervise the lower classes.  

It has often been suggested that HPS should 
provide academic support to the LPS in their 
vicinity. Clearly, they are not in a position to do 
so unless they improve themselves first. HPS 
schools should focus on lower classes and the 
head teachers should play an active leadership 
role in bringing about this transformation. 



Issues in Elementary Education                                                                                                                                                      

 

  Azim Premji Foundation, #134, Doddakannelli, Sarjapur Road, Bangalore ɀ 560035, India 
    Tel: 91-80- 6614900 E-mail: info@azimpremjifoundation.org 

Website: www.azimpremjifoundation.org 

Page 3 October 2010 

 

Learning Levels in HPS & LPS  

Learning levels in Kannada and Math in 

Classes 1 ï 4 are relatively lower in HP 

Schools compared to LP Schools. 

Absolute learning levels are poor in both 

cases with 52% being the highest test 

score (Kannada in Class 4). 

LEARNING GUARANTEE PROGRAM: A BACKGROUND 

The Learning Guarantee Program (LGP), a joint initiative of the state government and Azim Premji 

Foundation, was a study conducted in 1,887 government schools in the 7 most educationally backward 

districts of North East Karnataka during 2002-2005. This paper is based on the analysis of data from the 

evaluation of 766 LPS and 1,121 HPS schools which participated in the study. 

The volunteering schools and were assessed on the criteria of enrolment, attendance and learning 

achievements of the children in grades 1 to 4. Learning achievement was based on test scores of 

children in Language (Kannada) and Math. Schools which achieved the following were said to qualify 

under the LGP criteria:  

A. 100% enrolment and 90% attendance  

B. at least 60%  of the children scoring over 90% in learning outcomes 

COMPARING THE PERFORMANCE OF HP AND LP SCHOOLS 

Consider the average test scores in Math and Kannada during the LGP evaluations as shown below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The data clearly shows the following: 
 

1. Average test scores in Classes 1 ς 4 of HPS were 7 % 
lower than the same classes in LPS. 

2. The mean score of HPS classes was between 2% to 
10% lower than that of the equivalent LPS classes in 
both Kannada and Math, with the sole exception of 
Kannada in Class 1. 

3. The gap widens in Class 4. HPS scores are lower by 
almost 10% in Math and 7% in Kannada. 
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Fig 1A: Test Scores in Math: HP & LP Schools Fig 1B: Test Scores in Kannada: HP & LP Schools 
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High and Low Performing Schools  

The performance gap between HPS and 

LPS persists across the spectrum i.e. both 

in schools with low achievement (scores < 

40%) and in schools with high achievement 

(scores > 70%)  

4.  Math scores drop in both LPS and HPS in Class 3. The recovery in of the Math score in Class 4 for 

LPS is more evident than for HPS.  

5. In Kannada, the improvement of the score from class 1 to class 4 is more pronounced in LPS 

than in HPS. 

Now consider the percentage of HP and LP schools whose mean test scores lie in the ranges shown 

below (i.e. test scores of more than 70% and less than 40%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following conclusions may be drawn 

 When we compare the performance of HPS and 

LPS on the proportion of schools whose mean 

scores are higher than 70% the LPS outperform 

the HPS (Fig.2) 

 The distribution of schools with low average 

achievement (less than 40% scores) too shows 

that the performance of HPS is poorer than LPS. 

PERFORMANCE GAP ACROSS HPS AND LPS: POSSIBLE CAUSES 

In an attempt to understand the underlying causes of the performance gap between LPS and HPS, the 

study examined three possible factors for which data was available for Classes 1 ς 4.  

 Pupil Teacher Ratio (PTR)  

 School Strength 

 Attendance  
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1. Pupil Teacher Ratio (PTR) 

In an earlier study of the correlation of PTR and school performance, we had established that schools 

that have a PTR in excess of 40:1 have less than 2% chance of meeting the criteria of the LGP. In order to 

compare school performances of higher and lower primary schools, we examined the performances of 

schools whose PTR is less than 40:1. Here too, the performance of HPS is poorer than LPS. 

 Case 1 ς PTR between 25 and 40: The performance of LPS improves as the PTR goes below 40 

but the performance of HPS stays more or less the same.  

 Case 2 ς PTR < 25: With PTR less than 25:1, the LPS performance improves significantly, while 

the HPS performance hardly improves.  

In other words, the performance of HPS schools seems to remain almost the same irrespective of PTR.  

2. School Strength 

Recognizing the fact that size of the school may have a bearing on learning levels, we compared the 

performance of LPS and HPS which had less than 100 students in Classes 1 -5.  The table below shows 

the results: 

School Evaluation Criteria % of LPS % of HPS Performance Better In 

Meets LGP Criteria 12.73 8.96 LPS 

High Performing (Mean Score > 70%) 24.91 16.98 LPS 

Average Performing (30% < Mean Score < 70%) 50.18 48.85 LPS 

Low Performing (Mean Score < 30%) 22.14 22.17 LPS 

In other words LPS schools demonstrate better performance than HPS even after controlling for school 

strength. 

3. A ttendance  

Even on the attendance parameter the LPS performed better than HPS schools. Both in terms of 

average attendance of children during the academic year 2004-05 as well as attendance on the three 

days that the LGP test was conducted, the attendance in HPS was lower than LPS. 

POSSIBLE CAUSES: FIELD OBSERVATIONS ON HPS  

While PTR, schƻƻƭ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƎŀǇΣ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 

some HPS in Bellary district (Karnataka) that had participated in the LGP, may provide some insights: 

1. Better Infrastructure: HPS had better infrastructure (clean and spacious, compound walls, separate 

rooms for the head teacher, kitchen for mid day meals, a play ground, toilet for boys and girls, etc) 

2. School Discipline: The schools started on time and teachers were present.  

3. PTR: Average PTR was below 40:1. Each of the lower classes (1 to 4) had an exclusive teacher 
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Assessment a nd Its Impact  

In 2007, the Karnataka State Quality 

Assessment Organization announced that 

it would assess Classes 3 and 5.  Several 

HPS that we visited then started giving 

additional attention to these classes. 

attention by teachers 

assigned to the class while the remaining teachers were assigned specific subjects for classes 5 to 7.  

4. Class Strength: While higher classes are broken into sections, lower primary classes are all in one 

room even when 60 to 70 children are enrolled.  

5. Head Teacher Involvement: The Head Teacher was hard pressed to supervise the lower classes.  

6. Teacher Autonomy: The time table is a rigid dictator in higher primary schools. In contrast, lower 

primary school teachers exercise great autonomy in the way they schedule their classes.  

 

Perhaps greater teacher autonomy and personal involvement of head teachers of HPS in the lower 

classes could improve performance.  

THE IMPACT OF EXAMINATIONS 

Till 2003, Karnataka had a public examination for class 7 

and the head teacher and staff would spend considerable 

time and effort in preparing the children of class 7 with 

revision, drill, extra classes. aŀƴȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ Ψƴƻ 

detention pƻƭƛŎȅΩ ǘƛƭƭ Ŏƭŀǎǎ пΣ ŀ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 

ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

higher classes  

This raises the question whether regular assessment of the lower classes would result in added focus to 

these classes.  

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 

There is an urgent need to build leadership qualities of head teachers of HPS. Managing over 10 to 15 

teachers and a school strength of 400 children calls for leadership. Deploying teachers and flexibility 

with time tables also require leadership.  

In addition, if HPS could get their lower primary classes right it would make their own tasks easier and 

more fulfilling in higher classesΦ ¢ƻ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘΣ ǿƘȅ ƴƻǘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻǎǘ ŎŀǇŀōƭŜ 

ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿŜǊ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇlicitly state this?  

We hope that the empirical evidence presented here will trigger serious introspection and action by 

education administrators to redress the state of affairs in higher primary schools in India.   

 

NOTE: This is a short synopsis of the study. A detailed paper with the methodology, sample, and findings can be 

requested from Azim Premji Foundation 

 

Azim Premji Foundation is a not for profit organization established in 2001 with 

a vision to facilitate a just equitable humane and sustainable society 


