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The world can only meet prescribed educational targets of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) if all boys
and girls complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education by 2030. However, the problem
of dropping out from school is a barrier to such goals in poor and developing countries. In Pakistan, in total, 73%
of children aged 5–16 (classes 1 to 10) drop out before reaching the ﬁnal grade of secondary school. It is
important to listen to the personal stories of dropped out children in order to design better and more eﬀective
policy responses. In this study, 18 secondary school dropped-out boys were interviewed in order to explore the
social and cultural contexts around their dropping out and the competing economic, social and family demands
placed on them. The ﬁndings show that a range of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors, that operate at individual, family and
structural levels – and that at times intersect or combine – inﬂuence children’s willingness and ability to attend
school.

1. Introduction
UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) and the Global Education
Monitoring Report (GEM) 2017 estimate that some 61 million children
of primary school age (6 to 11 years), 62 million of lower secondary
school age (12 to 14 years) and 141 million youth of upper secondary
school age (15 to 17 years) are out of school in the world (UNESCO
Institute for Statistics (UIS), 2017). This problem is more serious in SubSaharan Africa and South Asia. Among South Asian countries, in Pakistan there are currently 5.6 million primary, 5.4 million lower secondary and 9.8 million upper secondary school age children out of
school (UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), 2017). Although Pakistan
has declared its constitutional responsibility through the Constitution
Eighteenth Amendment Act, 2010, to provide free and compulsory
education to all children aged ﬁve to sixteen (Government of Pakistan,
2012), it bears the second largest number of primary age out-of-school
children in the world, after Nigeria (UIS, 2017). For future, the world
has committed to achieve free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education by 2030 through Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) which came into eﬀect in January 2016 (United Nations, 2016).
Thus, it is necessary to address the issue of dropping out from primary
and secondary education in the poor and low-income countries to ascertain the targets of SDGs.
Out-of-school children are further categorised as ‘never enrolled’
⁎

and ‘dropouts’. The problem of dropping out from public schools is
serious in Pakistan, particularly in rural areas. School entry age for
children is 5 years in the country. According to a 2013 report by the
Academy of Educational Planning and Management (AEPAM), out of
the total enrolment in Class 1 at age 5, only 63% progress through
primary stages 1–5, 40% progress through elementary school classes
6–8, and only 27% to secondary level (AEPAM, 2013). In total, 73% of
children aged 5–16 (classes 1 to 10) drop out before reaching the ﬁnal
grade of secondary school. This is one of the highest school dropout
rates in the world. Across all levels, the dropout rate is highest at secondary school level (in particular classes 9 and 10), and nearly 14.5% of
children drop out of secondary classes (aged 14 to 16) in rural areas
(ASER-Pakistan, 2017). Because of this low completion rate, only
33.2% of the Pakistani population has some sort of secondary education
(United Nationa Development Programme (UNDP), 2014). In this article, we consider the process of dropping out from school from the
perspective of boys who have recently experienced it. The data presented here are drawn from a larger piece of research considering the
issue of school dropping out from various perspectives, including teachers and head teachers, school councils, parents and children. We
suggest that there are a number of push and pull factors which explain
the occurrence of dropping out. At various points these dynamics intersect. Our ﬁndings are in part consistent with existing explanations of
school dropout, but also at times depart from these. The next section
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showed similar results in Pakistan and Nicaragua, arguing that large
family size had a negative eﬀect on children’s working hours, which
ultimately beneﬁtted their schooling.
The existing literature also largely establishes parental educational
level as a determinant of children completing schooling (see, Andrabi
et al., 2008; Bilquees and Saqib, 2004; Gibbs and Heaton, 2014;
Hazarika, 2001; Holmes, 2003; Lloyd et al., 2009; Mukherjee and Das,
2008; No et al., 2012; Sathar and Lloyd, 1994; Sawada and Lokshin,
2001; Smits and Huisman, 2013; Yi et al., 2012). However, these authors are divided with respect to arguments about the impact of parents’
education on their children’s schooling, how much this inﬂuences girls’
and boys’ schooling, and whether it helps more at primary or secondary
level. It is generally presumed that the children of less-educated parents
are more likely to drop out of school (Gibbs and Heaton, 2014) whereas
the children with educated parents are more likely to complete
schooling (No et al., 2012). Usually, the probability of dropping out
signiﬁcantly decreases if the mother has attended school: this impacts
girls more than boys in rural Pakistan (Andrabi et al., 2008; Hazarika,
2001; Holmes, 2003; Lloyd et al., 2009; Sathar and Lloyd, 1994).
Huisman and Smits (2009) also corroborate these ﬁndings by presenting evidence from 30 developing countries that shows the mother’s
education has a signiﬁcant eﬀect on primary school enrolment. On the
other hand, Sawada and Lokshin (2001) argue that both the father’s and
mother’s education are signiﬁcant in children’s primary and elementary
schooling in rural Pakistan. Nevertheless, they stated that parental
education is insigniﬁcant in relation to dropout rates from secondary
schools. Gibbs and Heaton (2014) argue that the mother’s education
matters less in preventing school dropouts at the secondary level in
Mexico. On the other hand, some studies argue that the mother’s education is a more signiﬁcant factor in completing secondary education
(e.g., Hu, 2012; Mukherjee and Das, 2008). There is little consensus in
these studies as to how a father, or a mother with primary, elementary
or even with secondary education, can provide study support to their
children at an advanced stage.
Grade repetition is also a prominent contributory factor in the
dropping out of school (e.g., Grissom and Shepard, 1989; Jimerson
et al., 2002; Motala et al., 2009; Stearns et al., 2007). Grissom and
Shepard (1989) argued that retention in the same class causes dropping
out from high school regardless of the socioeconomic status of the
students. They further maintained that retention results in students
becoming discouraged and failing, which ultimately aﬀects their further
progression and reinforces their decisions to drop out. In their systematic review of 17 studies speciﬁcally addressing association between
high school dropout and grade retention, Jimerson et al. (2002) established grade retention as the strongest predictor of students dropping out from high school. In their review, all 17 studies showed that
grade retention was linked to later dropout behaviour.
A large number of studies also report that the inability to pay for
travel to schools that are at a considerable distance from home caused
pupil dropout, particularly among girls (Ali et al., 2012; Bilquees and
Saqib, 2004; Chugh, 2011; Holmes, 2003; Hunt, 2008; Hussain et al.,
2011; Khan et al., 2011; Seidu and Adzahlie-Mensah, 2010). The cost of
travelling long distances places extra burden on poor families, so they
avoid sending their children to school in these instances. Seidu and
Adzahlie-Mensah (2010) highlighted teachers’ views that travelling
long distances to schools in rural Ghana was causing some children to
drop out of school. Similarly, Bilquees and Saqib (2004) reported that
travelling any more than 2 km to school aﬀected poor girls’ schooling in
urban Pakistan. However, Holmes (2003) found that the distance does
not aﬀect primary schooling, only middle and high school attendance
for both sexes in rural Pakistan. This is perhaps because young adult
girls who cannot aﬀord transportation cost are reluctant to walk long
distance schools because of safety and cultural issues prevailed in the
remote rural areas (Mughal and Aldridge, 2017). Similarly, poor boys
will also suﬀer if middle and high schools are far from a village and it is
not possible to access them on foot.

considers some of the extant explanations for pupil dropout, we then
discuss the methodology behind our approach. Following on we present
the various push, pull and interconnected factors to explain the dropout
process before oﬀering some concluding remarks and suggestions for
further research.
2. Existing explanations for school dropout
The existing literature on dropping out largely identiﬁes poverty as
a leading factor in children ﬁnishing school early (Abuya et al., 2013;
Al-Hroub, 2014; Ampiah and Adu‐Yeboah, 2009; Bridgeland, 2010;
Dakwa et al., 2014; Hunt, 2008; Moyi, 2012; Munsaka, 2011; Smits and
Huisman, 2013; Stephens, 2000; Yi et al., 2012). Smits and Huisman
(2013) investigated household eﬀects and district level factors on primary school enrolment in thirty developing countries. Among other
factors, they found that household wealth signiﬁcantly impacted
schooling decisions. Similarly, Yi et al. (2012) conducted a survey study
of 46 junior high schools in two provinces in North and Northwest
China during 2009–2010 to measure dropout rates. They asserted that
students with fewer family assets were more likely to drop out of
school. Furthermore, Moyi (2012) studied school enrolment patterns in
Somalia and identiﬁed that the children from higher socioeconomic
households were more likely to attend formal schools than those from
lower socioeconomic households.
In addition, some studies reported that for some children gender
bias, birth order within a family and having a high number of siblings
were the contributing factors to children dropping out of school (e.g.,
Abuya et al., 2012; Colclough et al., 2000; Cole and Bojang, 2002;
Huisman and Smits, 2009; Lloyd et al., 2009; Mukherjee and Das, 2008;
Sathar and Lloyd, 1994; Sawada, 1997; Sawada and Lokshin, 2009;
Siddhu, 2011; Yi et al., 2012). Sathar and Lloyd (1994) maintain that
having many siblings causes schooling inequalities where the ﬁrst-born
children have an advantage over younger siblings in rural Pakistan.
They further argue that birth order is more signiﬁcant than the number
of siblings in a family. On the other hand, Sawada and Lokshin (2001)
report that a greater number of older siblings, particularly sisters can
help with the completion of primary schooling for younger siblings as
female family members contribute more to the household’s labour.
They also assert, however, that the monetary contribution of older
brothers also increases schooling possibilities for the younger siblings at
secondary level. Sawada (1997) reported gender bias is visible in
schooling decisions in rural Pakistan and Abuya et al. (2012) reported
similar bias with girls’ perspectives in Nairobi province, Kenya, while
Cole and Bojang (2002) found that in rural Gambia sons were given
preferential treatment (with regards to their education) compared to
daughters.
For Sathar and Lloyd (1994), the number of siblings does not matter
as much in rural areas as it does in urban Pakistan at the primary level
because of low schooling costs in the former area. However, Huisman
and Smits (2009) studied primary school enrolment for 220,000 children in 340 districts of 30 developing countries and their evidence
shows that three or more brothers or sisters in a family reduced the
enrolment of both sexes regardless they live in rural or urban areas.
In contrast, Gibbs and Heaton (2014) assert that family size has less
impact on school dropout at secondary level than at primary level in
Mexico. Mukherjee and Das (2008), meanwhile, explored the relationship between parental skills, knowledge and experience (human
capital) and ﬁnancial outcomes of children in terms of their schooling,
dropping out and working as labourers in urban India. Siddhu (2011)
found similar results in Utter Pradesh, India. Furthermore, these studies
revealed that the number of siblings in a family with low ﬁnancial
means has a negative eﬀect on the high school attendance of children,
particularly girls (Hu, 2012; Siddhu, 2011; Yi et al., 2012). Contrary to
these ﬁndings, Colclough et al. (2000) argued that a large number of
siblings distributed household work equally, which beneﬁtted girls’
education because they had fewer chores to do. Rosati and Rossi (2003)
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the following guidelines suggested by Bryman (2016) were followed.
These included ordering and altering the questions for an easy ﬂow of
information, using language relevant to interviewees, asking general
biographical information about participants to know their gender, age
and experience, becoming familiar with interview settings, preparing
for questions interviewees may ask during or after the interview, discussing with the participants the most appropriate place for the interviews to take place - in a quiet location - and possessing a good quality
recording device. The interviews with dropped out boys lasted between
40 min to one hour.
Some interviews with dropped out children were held at their
workplaces such as shops and bus stands. Nevertheless, in the former
case the researcher realised that shop owners regularly interrupted the
interview process and so, in order to assure the accuracy of data, he had
to change his strategy of interviewing such children at their workplaces.
He negotiated meeting with them during their free times and in a quiet
separate public place or at their homes. Thematic analysis was used to
identify common themes across the data. Because of the small sample
size, manual coding was used to organise and arrange themes. All research ethics were fully considered and observed during the entire research process – informed consent, right to withdraw from the study,
ensuring conﬁdentiality and anonymity (note: the research was validated by the Loughborough University Research Ethics Committee).

Hunt (2008) argues that the existing literature on out-of-school
children focuses on identifying push and pull factors of dropping out
from school but fails to identify “the processes around dropping out, the
personal stories of the children, household members and teachers, their
social contexts and the competing demands on them”. Mughal and
Aldridge (2017) also note this from Mughal’s research with female
teachers and head teachers (Mughal, forthcoming, 2019). Mughal’s
ﬁndings conﬁrm that the need to travel long distances to attend schools
causes many girls to drop out from secondary classes in rural Pakistan.
However, the perspectives of dropped out children and their individual
stories about withdrawing from school are largely missing in the existing literature and this is particularly evident in the context of Pakistan.
3. Research methodology
This study is one of very ﬁrst to report individual stories and perspectives of secondary school dropped out children in Pakistan. These
voices have hitherto been largely absent from research into the issue of
school dropout. To address this gap in the existing literature, Jhelum, a
rural district in Punjab, Pakistan, was chosen for the ﬁeldwork. Dropout
rates at secondary level stood at 14.5% in 2014 in Jhelum, which reﬂected the same national and provincial trends at this level (ASERPakistan, 2015). This district was therefore selected as a case study to
investigate children’s reasons for dropping out of secondary level education from their own perspectives.
Data on dropout rates were collected from 33 public secondary
schools (17 for girls and 16 for boys) in subdivision Pind Dadan Khan, a
remote rural locality in the district of Jhelum. These schools reported
that 741 boys (393 from class 9 and 348 from class 10) and 103 girls
(68 from class 9 and 35 from class 10) dropped out of school during the
academic years 2011-12 and 2012-13. The dropped out students never
returned to school. Eighteen boys who dropped out from secondary
classes were interviewed individually. They were all under the age of
18. The study could not recruit any dropped out girls for the study
because of cultural constraints in the remote areas of Jhelum.
To summarise, the literature on school dropout generally looks into
the problem through the broad lenses of demand and supply (Hunt,
2008), push-out/pull-out factors (Jordan et al., 1996) and the opportunity cost of schooling and rates of return to education (Becker, 1994).
Generally, demand factors are linked to individual and family characteristics, whereas supply factors are external ones relating to school
and community. Similarly, push-out factors are associated with the
school environment and pull-out ascribe to outside social pressures
conﬂicting with educational objectives. Furthermore, Lee and Breen
(2007) examined the high school dropout phenomenon through implicit and explicit exclusion. They argued that ‘explicit exclusion was
identiﬁed when the participants were asked to leave or were “kicked
out”. The more insidious exclusion is implicit, when the participants
were isolated and ostracized’ (Lee and Breen, 2007, p. 336). This study
explores the process and social contexts of dropping out and individual
stories of dropped out pupils. It uses a push-out and pull-out analytical
framework to established how school environment and external social
pressures cause dropping out.
The real names of the respondents have been changed (pseudonyms
are used) to protect their identities. The research was conducted in 33
public high schools situated in rural locations in Punjab. The pupil
dropout data obtained from schools was for the academic years 2011-12
and 2012-13. The respondents dropped out either from class 9 or class
10 from those schools during the given academic years. Also, those
pupils whose dropping out period did not exceed two years were included in the study. The ﬁndings relate to one rural district of Punjab,
(Jhelum) and are not generalised to other districts.
The respondents were approached through their teachers and parents. For data collection, a semi-structured interview method was applied. Field work was conducted by the ﬁrst author. For all interviews,

4. Results and discussion
There is no universal or unanimous deﬁnition of school dropout
(Natriello, 1987). This is highly a contextual concept. A child may stop
schooling for a certain period or never return to school. If he/she is
willing to resume schooling sometime in the future, there is some debate as to whether this would be called dropout or not, not least because of questions about whether resumption of schooling following
drop out can be guaranteed. With these complexities in mind, Bjerk
(2012) argues, “…deﬁning dropouts can be diﬃcult, as many students leave
and return to school multiple times. This is certainly a complicated issue
when studying dropouts” (Bjerk, 2012, pp. 112–113).
Pakistan is constitutionally responsible to educate all children aged
5–16 years. In which case, any child enrolled onto a formal schooling
system and who dropped out before reaching the ﬁnal grade of secondary education, or who participated in the secondary school exam
but failed and left the school without passing the exam, will be deﬁned
as dropped out in this study.
5. Reasons for dropping out: perspectives of dropped out boys
Out of the 18 dropped out pupils, 15 lived in the most remote rural
areas. Such areas are sparsely populated and far from the main villages.
Out of them, 12 dropped out from class 9 and the other six from class
10. They were all schooled in public institutions from class 1 to secondary schooling. None of them had ever enrolled in other forms of
schooling such as a private English medium school, a Madrasah or any
vocational institution for a short course. They oﬀered diﬀerent perspectives on dropping out by narrating their individual stories and that
are reﬂected and can be summarised in both push and pull factors (see
Hunt, 2008).
Out of the 18 respondents, 13 reported that they dropped out from
secondary classes because they were unable to meet the standards of
secondary education. Among those 13, seven said that they failed in
class 9 and so abandoned their education; on the other hand, three
stated that they progressed to class 10 despite failing some subjects in
class 9 but, again, they could not pass the combined board examination.
The remaining three reported that they did not attend the board exams
and discontinued schooling during the academic year. These can all be
characterised as push factors for school dropout as they are rooted in
systemic failings that force children to drop out of school as a result of
education policies and procedures that do not support children
54
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2017). The ﬁndings from this study suggest that poor quality teaching
in elementary classes has a negative impact on secondary school education provision. However, UNICEF (2000) emphasises that it is not
only the quality of teaching but also the overall quality of education at
early stages that help children to progress and complete secondary
schooling. According to UNICEF (2000, pp. 5–19) good quality education is linked to a range of quality indicators for learning such as good
health and nutrition; early childhood psychosocial development experiences; regular attendance for learning and family support for
learning. Similarly, a good quality learning environment includes decent school facilities; class size and peaceful and safe environments,
especially for girls; teachers’ behaviour and approach to discipline; effective school discipline policies, and inclusive environments.
Over-crowded classes also contribute to poor educational performance. Pupil classroom ratio (PCR) is commonly used as an indicator to
measure the quality of education provision. This ratio was 49 pupils per
1 teacher for secondary classes in Punjab in 2014–2015 (AEPAM,
2017). Mughal and Aldridge (2017) reported that this ratio was 1:70 in
some rural areas of Punjab. The lack of a good quality learning environment at public schools in remote rural areas also had an adverse
impact on the educational performance of some dropped out pupils who
participated in this study. A large number of schools in small villages
are lacking in appropriate facilities. Pakistan Education Statistics
(2015–16) show that 10,152 primary, 496 elementary and 173 high
schools in the public sector do not have appropriate building facilities;
52,659 primary, 3506 middle and 938 high schools are without electricity and there is no clean drinking water facility in 37,079 primary,
2640 middle and 817 high schools in rural Pakistan (AEPAM, 2017).
The lack of such basic facilities not only has a negative impact on the
learning environment, but it also contributes to poor working conditions which consequently aﬀect teachers’ ability to provide good quality
teaching (UNICEF, 2013).
Evidence from UNICEF (2000) shows that a good quality and effective teaching and learning environment should include a studentcentred, non-discriminatory, standards-based curriculum and eﬀective
teaching practices that include professional learning opportunities for
teachers; teacher competence and school eﬃciency; ongoing professional development; teachers’ beliefs that all students can learn; teachers’ working conditions; administrative support and leadership; and
the languages schools use for instruction (UNICEF, 2000). It is evident
that there is dearth of these quality indicators in schools and in education generally in rural Pakistan.

eﬀectively, including those who are struggling academically.
Five out of the 18 respondents stated that they dropped out of
secondary school because of their family’s ﬁnancial problems. In addition, having a large number of siblings appeared to be a common
phenomenon in families in the remote rural areas of the district of
Jhelum and which also had a negative impact on children’s schooling
(both pull factors). Out of the 18 dropout interviewees, for example, 12
had more than ﬁve and four had more than three siblings. Two were
only children. They all reported that some of their siblings and, in a few
cases, all of them had completed secondary schooling. However, seven
of them also reported that they had one or two siblings who had previously dropped out of school.
The next section discusses the main reasons for dropping out from
secondary classes according to the children’s own perspectives and with
reference to school related (push) factors; household and family (pull)
dynamics; and intersecting push and pull factors.
6. School related (push) factors
6.1. Poor educational background
The academic mediation theory of pupil dropout conﬁrms that poor
educational background is one of the main predictors of dropping out of
high school (Battin-Pearson et al., 2000). In this study, out of the 18
respondents, 13 reported that they dropped out of secondary classes
because of their previous poor schooling. When they were asked to give
reasons for their poor educational background, some argued that they
had not studied very well during their primary and elementary education; others blamed the teachers and argued that they had not been
taught properly during early classes. There are a number of possible
reasons for children’s lack of interest in or disengagement from early
years education, for example, poor pedagogical skills in the classroom,
lack of appropriate facilities at school, lack of extra-curricular and sport
activities, high pupil-to-teacher ratio, lack of teachers, socio-culturally
incompatible syllabus and some ineﬀective public policies may have a
negative impact on children’s ability to concentrate in class (Mughal
and Aldridge, 2017). In this study, six of the children reported that poor
teaching quality in early classes contributed to their poor educational
background and it was this that pushed them out of school in later
classes. This was particularly the case in subjects such as English and
Science. Azhar, a class 9 dropout reported:
When our elementary English teacher delivered lessons to us, he
always held the English syllabus book in one hand and its translation
in the other. He would read one English sentence from the course
book and looked for its translation from the helping book. He was
not able to explain English lessons without looking at the helping
book. He looked like reading news rather than teaching the class.

6.2. Poor health and malnutrition of school children
A further indicator in terms of children’s development and capacity
to learn is good health and nutrition, but a recent report from the World
Food Programme (WFP) shows that the malnutrition of mothers or
babies causes the death of more than 1.77 million children under the
age of ﬁve every year in Pakistan (Wolrd Food Programme (WFP),
2017).
The widespread problem of malnutrition puts children at risk of
underperforming and undermines their mental and physical growth.
Furthermore, Bhutta (2017) describes the problem of malnutrition in
Pakistan:
According to the National Nutrition Survey 2011, one-third of all
children are underweight, nearly 44 pc are stunted, 15 pc are wasted,
half of them are anaemic and almost one-third of these children have
iron deﬁciency anaemia. These rates have hardly changed over two
decades, according to the ﬁndings of a maternal and child nutrition
study group published by The Lancet in 2013. Notable diﬀerences can
be found between the nutritional indicators of urban and rural populations; children among the rural and urban poor are at greatest risk.
(Daily Dawn, February 10, 2017).
This was evidenced in our study by Muzzafar, who had dropped out
of class 10. He said:

Similarly, another class 9 dropout, Abass, stated:
Our science teacher in elementary classes was not able to explain
some scientiﬁc terminologies. We just used to learn our science
lessons by heart without understanding them. Our teachers remained busy in gossiping with each other at school and gave less
attention to teaching.
Other children recalled similar experiences regarding teaching
quality during primary and elementary classes. They complained about
poor quality teaching speciﬁcally at public schools in remote rural
areas. This is conﬁrmed in evidence from the head teachers who took
part in the study who also expressed concern about the shortage of
subject specialists at secondary schools in remote areas. They recognised that qualiﬁed teachers preferred to work in cities because of
better health, education and transportation facilities in urban areas
compared to those in rural regions. The result is that primary school
teachers often teach both elementary and secondary classes in some
schools in rural areas of Punjab, Pakistan (see Mughal and Aldridge,
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I failed in class 10 and did not have the board fee to retake the
exam. My eye sight was weak which aﬀected my studies. My family
could not aﬀord medical treatment.
In this case Muzzafar’s poor eyesight contributed to his poor performance in school and ultimately his dropping out altogether. He said
that he never saw a doctor about his poor eyesight because his family
could not aﬀord to pay for this and this is often the case in families in
more rural areas of Pakistan. Here we can see how systemic factors such
as poor education provision – including the lack of nutritional meals
provided to pupils while attending school – along with the eﬀects of low
income and poverty that aﬀect so many families in rural areas of
Pakistan, intersect and contribute to children being forced or ‘pushed’
out of school (these have also been described as implicit factors in
dropping out; see Lee and Breen, 2007).

Table 1
Class 9 Annual Examination Results for the last Five Years.
Source: BISE-Gujranwala, 2016.

6.3. Poor/ ineﬀective school and national education policies

The respondents largely reported that failing in class 9 was also a
barrier to progression through secondary school. It is evident that
failing in class 9 is a widespread problem across Punjab. This evidence
is supported by data from the largest examination board in Punjab, the
Board of Intermediate and Secondary Education (BISE) Gujranwala.
Table 1 presents the annual results of class 9 examinations in the
last ﬁve years at BISE Gujranwala.
The table shows that 45.99% students in 2016, 59.42% in 2015,
63.62% in 2014, 61.91% in 2013, and 59.89% in 2012 failed in class 9
annual examinations at BISE Gujranwala. This failure is an indication
that most students are unable to complete the secondary school certiﬁcate.
Out of the 18 respondents who took part in this study, eight failed in
class 9. These children reported that when they failed in class 9, they
were not allowed to re-sit in the same class; rather it was mandatory for
them to join class 10. They were then required to re-sit the subjects they
had failed in class 9 while at the same time taking the class 10 annual
examinations. These students, who already had weak academic backgrounds, could not cope with studying both class 9 and 10 subjects
together, and thus often dropped out of school. For example, Akbar,
who failed in the combined board examination of classes 9 and 10, said:
I failed in four subjects in class 9 but I was forced to sit in class 10
rather than repeating it. It was diﬃcult for me to prepare the failed
subjects of class 9 and study the new subjects of class 10. Consequently,
I again failed in board exam and never returned to school.
It is evident here that children with poor educational backgrounds
are less able to progress in secondary classes. It further implies that they
may need some extra time to adjust to the curriculum at secondary
level. The respondents mostly complained about the diﬃcult syllabus,
the inability of their families to pay board examination fees and the
pressure of the combined examination.
The ﬁndings of this study imply that retaining underperforming
students in the same class rather than promoting them to the next class
may help them with their academic diﬃculties. Eight of the respondents reported that they found secondary classes diﬃcult; three of
them stated that progression to class 10, despite having failed some
subjects in class 9, further aﬀected their performance. Thus, promoting
low-achieving pupils of class 9 to class 10 caused some to drop out of
secondary education. The existing literature on school dropout has
given less attention to the beneﬁts of retention. In a rare exception,
Jimerson (2001, p. 434) reviewed research published between 1990
and 1999 to examine the eﬀectiveness of grade retention on academic
achievement and socioemotional adjustment and concluded:

Year

Applied

Appeared

Passed

Pass Percentage

2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

225031
213547
243128
252548
244454

221023
207883
240088
248537
240105

88649
79200
87334
100857
129670

40.11
38.09
36.38
40.58
54.01

high dropout rates among secondary school pupils.
6.4. Failure in class 9

Sometimes ineﬀective policies and practices at local and national
level also contribute to poor academic performance and subsequent
dropout. For example, as Mughal and Aldridge (2017, p. 15) reported,
through the perspectives of teachers and head teachers:
…Government policies of introducing an English-medium syllabus,
using teachers as community motivators during school time, putting
teachers under unnecessary monitoring, demanding needless paperwork, linking promotion and increments with school results, and
introducing capricious examination systems, not permitting class 9
failures to repeat the same class, are all contributing to the dropout
problem at secondary level in rural Punjab.
To increase school enrolments, the government asks teachers to visit
door-to-door to convince parents to send their children to school. This
requirement meant that many teachers spent a great deal of their time
on community motivation activities, collecting data on out of school
children in the area and recording their ﬁeld activities on a daily basis,
rather than teaching in school. Teachers’ extra work (in communities,
visiting parents, writing reports on ﬁeld activities) often comes at the
cost of their teaching activities and focus on in-school students; as a
result, they are unable to complete the course (Mughal and Aldridge,
2017).
Similar themes are evidenced in Rahmat’s story (in the current
study), who dropped out of Class 10:
I lost my interest in studies during primary classes as I know that I
would get pass regardless I work hard or not. I had no fear of failing.
I had no fear of teachers. The teachers did not teach us very well
because they knew that they would promote everyone to the next
class regardless whether I pass or fail.
Evidence from the pupils who took part also showed that the use of
the English medium syllabus at secondary level was causing them to
dropout from school. The dropped-out boys recalled their experiences
of the diﬃculties of English language learning and the automatic progression policy in early classes. At the time the research was conducted,
the government of Punjab had put an end to the use of corporal punishment and had introduced a non-deregistration policy for absentee
pupils at public schools. Indeed, each school had a billboard beside the
main gate advertising the “Mar Nahi - Payar” campaign: “No corporal
punishment but love”). Some dropped out pupils acknowledged that the
combination of the automatic progression policy in early classes and
their lack of fear of physical punishment from teachers in the classroom
contributed to their poor academic performance and subsequent dropping out from secondary classes. Three of the dropped out boys said
that they intentionally remained absent from the school for a long
period of time on many occasions because they knew that they would
not be deregistered from the class. Thus, such policies may help the
government to keep the maximum number of students on register;
however, they are also contributing to poor educational outcomes and

Speciﬁcally, studies examining the eﬃcacy of grade retention on
academic achievement and socioemotional adjustment that have
been published during the past decade report results that are consistent with the converging evidence and conclusions of research
from earlier in the century that fail to demonstrate that grade retention provides greater beneﬁts to students with academic or adjustment diﬃculties than does promotion to the next grade.
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ﬁnancial hardships in their families because there were too many
mouths to feed and money was urgently needed from someone who was
engaged in paid work. For example, Abbas, a class 9 dropout, reported
that he had eight siblings and that his father had died the previous year.
His elder brother completed secondary schooling and was serving in the
army, but his income was not enough to meet family needs. Abbas was
the second male child in the family. He took the responsibility for
contributing to the household income and dropped out of school in
order to work full time. In Abbas’s case, his father’s death and the fact
that he had a large number of siblings were the two main factors that
pulled him out of school. This is consistent with ﬁndings from other
studies that argue that family size signiﬁcantly impacts school dropout
rates, and increases the chances of child labour (Hu, 2012; Mukherjee
and Das, 2008; Siddhu, 2011; Yi et al., 2012). Abbas further reported
that he had two older sisters, but they did not go out to work because of
cultural barriers. In this case, it is evident that in a large family when
cultural constraints prevent girls from going out to work, boys may
drop out of school to engage in paid work thus supplementing the family’s income.
It is important to note that the children who said they dropped out
because of large family sizes had more sisters than brothers. While reporting their families’ ﬁnancial hardships, they noted the pressure of
buying Jahez (dowry) to arrange an honourable marriage for their
sisters. Jahez is a cultural practice in rural Punjab where a bride brings
ornaments, clothes, furniture and all the other common household
items to her husband when they marry. This study shows that the
number of older sisters adds to the family’s ﬁnancial stress when they
reach marrying age. The ﬁnancial pressure on families of buying dowry
for daughters often means the younger brothers are forced to drop out
of school, and particularly when they are of secondary school age. This
evidence contradicts Sawada and Lokshin’s household survey study in
Pakistan (2001) that found that a higher number of older sisters in a
family enhances schooling opportunities for their younger siblings at
primary level because they share the domestic labour. At secondary
level, the survey also found that a higher number of older brothers
increases the schooling prospects of younger siblings compared with the
number of older sisters in a family. This study furthers Sawada and
Lokshin’s ﬁndings and shows that in a rural context when older sisters
face cultural barriers with respect to going out to work; it is often
younger brothers who take on the ﬁnancial burdens of a large family.
They often dropout of secondary classes to earn money for the family as
is evidenced in Sajid’s (a class 10 dropout) account:

7. Household and family dynamics (Pull) factors
7.1. Home learning environment
Family support for learning is another (pull) contributory factor that
shapes children’s ability to learn. When the respondents were asked
about family support with their schooling, they reported that they had
little or no assistance with their school work at home. For example,
Raza who dropped out from class 9 stated:
When I entered class 9, I found science subjects diﬃcult. I could not
aﬀord private tuition like some other students. None of my family
members was enough educated to help me in studies. Our science
teacher was running his own private tuition centre out of school
hours. He would provide extra study support to only those students
who could aﬀord his private tuition fee.
It is clear that private tutoring widens the educational gap between
those who can aﬀord to pay for it and those who cannot (UNESCO,
2017). Nath (2008) observed that primary school pupils who receive
supplementary tuition learn more than those who do not have access to
such support in Bangladesh. He further noted that the demand for
supplementary tutoring was higher among children of educated parents
and wealthy families. The ﬁndings from this study also showed that
disadvantaged students with poor educational backgrounds drop out of
secondary classes if they have no study support at home or their parents
cannot aﬀord private supplementary tuition for them.
Thirteen respondents reported that their family members had never
helped them with their homework. They said that their parents and
siblings had less or no schooling and that in some cases, because their
parents were working in big cities, they were not able to extend study
support at home because they did not have the time for this. It is thus
evident that the absence of a supportive educational environment at
home discourages some children from continuing schooling.
Previous studies have shown that parental education level is a
strong predictor in whether children complete their education (e.g.,
Andrabi et al., 2008; Bilquees and Saqib, 2004; Gibbs and Heaton,
2014; Hazarika, 2001; Holmes, 2003; No et al., 2012; Sathar and Lloyd,
1994; Smits and Huisman, 2013; Yi et al., 2012). In this study, 15 respondents stated that their fathers had completed primary schooling
and 13 said that their mothers had no formal education. None of the
respondents reported that their mother had ever completed secondary
education and only three of them had fathers who had received secondary education schooling. Furthermore, only ﬁve said that their
mothers had completed primary school. Even so, children with mothers
with primary education and fathers with secondary education were also
found to have dropped out. Similarly, children with siblings who had
completed secondary education were also found to have dropped out.
This ﬁnding is consistent with Sawada and Lokshin's (2001) research
that showed that parental education is insigniﬁcant in relation to
dropout rates from secondary schools.
Furthermore, according to Hornby and Lafaele (2011), parents who
demonstrated home-based involvement were those who helped their
children with their homework and actively discussed their education
with them. In school-based involvement, parents meet with teachers,
participate in school activities and respond to any concerns raised by
teachers regarding their children’s schooling. The dropped out boys
who participated in this study said that they had not received any
home-based or school-based learning support from their parents. They
further reported that parents were not able to provide study support as
they were either less educated or not educated at all.

I have six siblings, two brothers and four sisters. My three sisters
have reached to marriage age. I am the fourth child in my family. I
got one brother and two sisters older than me. My elder brother who
was the main contributor to family income got married recently and
started living separately. My father is an old man and works at a
local kiln. His income is not enough to buy dowry for the daughters.
I quitted school and started working to contribute to family income
to arrange wedding for my sisters.
7.3. Poverty
Dropping out of school is largely associated with household poverty
– a pull out factor but which has its roots in structural inequalities,
meaning that children often have little choice but to dropout of school
because their families cannot aﬀord to send them or because children
are needed to contribute to household incomes (in this way poverty and
low income can be identiﬁed as both pull and push out factors). As
Kaplan and Luck (1977) argue, “The dropout phenomenon is fundamentally rooted in the material and intangible conditions of poverty” (p. 45).
Poverty is a widespread phenomenon in Pakistan. According to the
Human Development Report 2014, the value of Human Development
Index (HDI) is 0.537, which ranks it at 146th position among 187
countries. Out of the total population, 45.59% people are living in

7.2. Family size and structure - large number of siblings
In the current study, out of the 18 respondents, 12 had more than
ﬁve and four had more than three siblings. Only two dropouts were
only children. The children who had more than ﬁve siblings reported
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7.4. Impact of parental illness or death and loss of family income

multidimensional and 26.46% in severe poverty. The portion of population living under 1.25$ a day is 21.04%. The share of working poor
who are earning less than 2$ on daily basis is 57% (United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP), 2014). In this study, household
poverty was a key determinant in children dropping out from secondary
school. A number of the children who took part who had dropped out of
school cited family ﬁnancial problems for this. Some said that it was
essential they contributed to the household income otherwise the family would not have survived. Out of the 18 respondents, ﬁve reported
that they left secondary education unﬁnished because of household
poverty. For example, Shabir, a class 9 dropout, who was working on a
tea stall, stated:

Parental death or illness limits family ﬁnances, which also aﬀects
children’s school attendance (Ananga, 2011; Case and Ardington, 2006;
Kane, 2004; No et al., 2012; Woldehanna and Hagos, 2015; Yi et al.,
2012). Yi et al. (2012) found, for example, that in rural China, children
who had lost their parents, or where one parent was sick or disabled,
were 10.1% more likely to drop out from school. Similarly, No et al.
(2012) reported that orphans are eight times more likely to drop out of
school than children with living parents in rural Cambodia. The ﬁndings from this study are consistent with these outcomes but it is also
important to note that the eﬀects on children of parental illness or death
can be more pronounced in a country like Pakistan where the social
security system is underfunded and precarious.
Danish, a class 9 dropout told his story of dropping out thus:

My father is a street vendor who sells small household items on his
bicycle. His income is not enough to meet family needs. We do not
have a steady and regular source of income. I would notice that my
mother was usually borrowing money from neighbours to pay the
electricity bill and sometimes to buy food items for us. It was hard
for me to continue schooling in such poor conditions. I was the
eldest son and decided to leave school to earn money. I am earning
Rs. 5000 ($50) a month and giving it to my mother.

My father worked as a labourer with local masons. He borrowed
some money from family members and friends to go to abroad for
work. When he arrived in a Middle Eastern country, he fell ill and
returned to Pakistan. He is on bed since long due to his illness. We
have no other family sources. People who loaned us money are
demanding it back. I recently dropped out of class 9 because of family ﬁnancial problems.

Asif, who dropped out from class 9 in order to work so that he could
pay for medicines for his sick mother, was working as a bus conductor
and earning Rs. 8000 ($80) a month. He said:

Abbas, a class 9 dropout narrated his story in the following way:

When my father was alive our economic conditions were not good.
My father was not able to buy me new uniform and shoes for school.
I used to wear my cousins’ used uniforms and shoes. My family
hardly met my educational needs at school. After the death of our
father, we were totally depending on our relatives for daily needs.
As the ﬁnancial support from the relatives squeezed, I had to take
responsibility being the eldest sibling.

My father was a lorry driver and died in a road accident. We faced
ﬁnancial problems as our father was the main source of family income. I was in class 9 and had to leave school to earn money to
contribute to the household income.
Muzzafar, a class 10 dropout who complained about his weak eyesight and inability to pay the exam board fee, also reported:
My father used to work in the local cement factory as a labourer.
Now he is sick and cannot work anymore. I had no other option than
quitting schooling and work to contribute to the family income.

Similarly, Akbar another class 10 dropout who was also working as
a conductor with a local passenger van, stated:
I am earning Rs. 9000 ($90) a month. I give this money to my
mother to run the kitchen. Without my monetary contribution, it is
not possible to meet monthly household expenses.

Similarly, Asif, a class 9 dropout said:
My father passed away when I was in primary school. Our maternal
uncle would give us ﬁnancial support for schooling. But his own
children have grown up now and he is not able to support us fully. I
am already weak in studies and not able to complete secondary
education. My mother remains sick and she is on regular medication. I cannot see my mother dying without taking medicines. I
dropped out to work and buy medicines for the sick mother.

Mateen, a secondary school dropout, was grazing his cow at the foot
of the mountains in a remote village. He told his story of dropping out:
I dropped out of school because of our household poverty. My elder
brother was dropped out from secondary education for the same
reasons. Our parents are not able to aﬀord our secondary schooling.
I am grazing this cow. We will sell it next year to earn some proﬁt.
This is our family business. We graze cattle for one year and sell
them in the nearby urban markets.

These accounts show that parental illness and/or death has a signiﬁcant impact on children and families. The most immediate impact is
on children’s school attendance. Furthermore, none of the children reported that their parents had ever taken out life or medical insurance
and some said that they bought medicines for their sick parents privately, and usually took them to nearby cities to see doctors themselves,
thus increasing the pressure on children to drop out of school (in order
to be able to care for their parents).
The public health and formal insurance systems are underfunded
and often ineﬀective in rural Pakistan. If the public sector is unable to
provide accessible and good quality health facilities in remote villages,
this pushes rural people to travel to the big cities (where they can) for
better services. This not only increases treatment costs for the poor but
also puts extra burdens on the public health sector in urban areas.
During the ﬁeldwork phase, it was observed that a number of private
hospitals had been set up in subdivision Pind Dadan Khan. Danish and
Muzzafar said during interview that they distrusted the basic public
health services in the area due to the lack of doctors and medicines.
Danish further reported that he took his mother to a private hospital for
a medical check-up and bought prescribed medicines for her from his
wages.
However, even when a family has adequate resources, parental

Regardless of the reasons for their dropping out, among the 18 respondents 17 were found to be involved in paid work after they
dropped out of school. Four of them became cattle herders, and ten
were labouring with local masons, on tea stalls, at brick kilns, or on
trucks and other passenger vehicles. One was working at a petrol station in a nearby town and another was a sales assistant at a local bakery. Danish, whose father’s debts and sickness pulled him out of class
9, was working at a local barber shop on Rs. 30 ($0.30) per day. These
ﬁndings further imply that secondary school children who drop out
then do not have the necessary qualiﬁcations or skills to engage work in
that is not low skilled and low paid. Children who have dropped out of
school have less education, training and skills compared to their peers
who have completed school; therefore, they have fewer job opportunities in the labour market (Brekke, 2014).
In the rural areas of the district of Jhelum, child labour is not uncommon. Primary and elementary-aged children were also seen to be
working at tea stalls, local restaurants, brick kilns, vehicle repair shops
and in the vegetable markets.
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illness or death will inevitably have an emotional impact on children
(as it does all children) and may aﬀect their performance at school, but
this in and of itself does not necessarily limit their educational opportunities. This is evident from Ameer’s story, a class 10 dropout who
stated:

every day to go to school. My family could not aﬀord it. Sometimes I
walked 8 km daily to and from school. I remained hungry for the
whole day because I did not have money to eat something during the
break. I could not face this situation for long and decided to quit
schooling.

My father was a retired Navy oﬃcer. He remained ill for long time
after his retirement and eventually died when I was in class 7. I had
other four sisters. We had some agricultural land and a handsome
family saving in bank. My father illness or death did not impact our
schooling. My sisters all completed their secondary education. I
dropped out of class 10 because I was more interested in becoming a
religious singer.

The ﬁndings showed that some of the children who took part in the
research had limited opportunities to focus on homework and school
related activities at home because they had to assist with domestic
chores, including helping their parents work on the land. Five respondents who had dropped out of education said that when they had
been attending school they also had to help their families with cattle
grazing and work on their farms when they got home or during the
school holidays. Azhar, a class 9 dropout explained:

From Ameer’s statement, it is clear that his father’s illness and
consequent death did not prevent his four sisters from completing
secondary schooling because the family had suﬃcient resources to cope
with the income-shock this produced. Their father’s death may have
aﬀected their performance at school, but it did not cause them to cease
their studies.

Agriculture is the main source of our family income. After I ﬁnished
school, I went to the ﬁelds to bring fodder for the cattle. It was
included in my daily domestic duties to prepare fodder and water
the cattle in the evening. During my summer holidays, I helped my
parents in harvesting.
Other children described similar experiences of helping their families by cutting crops, feeding cattle, milking buﬀaloes and selling
milk at nearby local markets. Their stories were not very diﬀerent from
Azhar’s. Although they stated that they would do their homework in the
evenings, it appeared that most of their time after school was taken up
with domestic duties.
Some of the dropped out boys stated that they played cricket and
other games with their friends after they ﬁnished school and some of
them also said that they did not have any domestic responsibilities to
perform after school or during the summer holidays. Most of these
children belonged to non-agricultural families and were free from the
kind of household duties children such as Azhar described having to
perform. They maintained that other factors, such as preferring to play
and hang out with friends, not doing schoolwork at home as well as the
absence of study support out of school all contributed to their poor
educational backgrounds. Seven out of 13 respondents, for example, did
not blame the teachers; they said that they had not studied hard enough
in early classes. When they were asked about the reasons for this they
said that they had no fear of teachers and parents and that they did not
take any interest in studies at school or at home. For example, Jabbar,
who dropped out of class 9, said:

8. Intersecting push and pull factors
Findings from the research showed that some of the factors determining whether children dropped out from school occurred as a
result of intersecting or a combination of both push and pull factors.
While family poverty and low income often served to pull children from
school, the underlying reasons for this are often structural – lack of
employment opportunities, underfunded or non-existent health and
social services (particularly in rural areas) and a lack of social security
provision for families – and hence, from a top down perspective, often
serve to push children from school. There were, however, other determinants that occurred as a result of coincidental or concurrent push
and pull factors in children’s lives that meant they could not or did not
want to continue with their education.
An example here is the location or distance to schools in rural settings and parents’ (cultural) attitudes to girls’ education. It was also
observed during the ﬁeldwork phase that primary schools were usually
located within or near to small villages, thereby minimising travel costs
for primary school aged children. Through observation and interviews
with some of the fathers in the study, it became clear that many of them
did not mind walking a reasonable distance to accompany their
daughters to primary school, but they were reluctant to do the same for
their older daughters who were in elementary and secondary school.
Middle and high schools were also often further away from the smaller
villages (thus, lack of appropriate education provision in rural areas can
be considered a push factor for dropping out).
The study found that fathers would not allow their daughters to
walk long distances to secondary schools and preferred them to be
accompanied either by an adult male member of the family or to travel
by a safe van. Where such transport is not available it is more likely that
girls of secondary school age will drop out of school (this is conﬁrmed
in the ﬁndings from interviews with female head teachers - see Mughal,
forthcoming, 2019). In addition to this, many parents have to bear the
transportation costs of sending their elementary and secondary school
aged girls to distant schools, which in some cases can be prohibitive.
Here we can see how both cultural attitudes with respect to gender and
the inaccessibility of schools in rural areas serve as intersecting dynamics that aﬀect school dropout rates, particularly among females. An
inability to aﬀord schooling costs also limits educational opportunities
for children from poor families. When parents who have limited resources and income are not able to aﬀord the travel costs of schooling,
their children are more likely to drop out of school. For example, Mateen said:

My high school was in a nearby town. I usually skipped my classes
and roam across the town. I was fond of watching Indian movies. I
spent my school time in watching free movies at the local tea stalls
and hotels.
Saeed, a class 10 dropout explained.
I was passionate about breeding hunting dogs during my primary
and elementary classes. I usually went to hunt rabbits with my dogs
and missed classes at school. I had less interest in study and more in
rabbit hunting.
The research showed that in some cases a variety, and combination
of, both pull and push factors aﬀected children’s learning at school and
outside of it and also contributed to their poor academic performance when such pupils enter class 9, they are less able to show progress and
as a result may drop out of school altogether. While in some respects the
pull out factors here are indicated at an individual level (inﬂuenced and
determined by both personal and family circumstances and pressures),
push factors include a school’s inability or unwillingness to implement
eﬀective strategies to ensure pupils remain engaged and are attending
school regularly (that is, to completion). An example of this is where
children said they dropped out through lack of interest or engagement
and preferred to focus on other things.

My secondary school was 4 km far from my locality. The daily travel
cost was Rs.40. I needed minimum Rs.20 for lunch. I needed Rs.60
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9. Conclusion

achieve the targets of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in primary and secondary education by 2030.

While dropping out from school results in personal (individual) and
social consequences (Rumberger, 2011), the circumstances leading to
children dropping out need more academic attention. UNICEF (2016)
estimates, on the basis of the Pakistan Demographic and Health Survey
(PDHS) 2012–2013, that 3% of girls are married by the age of 15, and
21% by the age of 18 in Pakistan. Drawing on the perspectives of female
teachers and head teachers, Mughal and Aldridge (2017) reported that
10–15% of girls marry during secondary school when they are between
14 and 16 years old in rural areas of Punjab, Pakistan. This study further evidenced that dowry and social pressures to marry sisters oﬀ at an
early age also pull some poor secondary school aged boys out of school.
Further research is needed on girls who drop out of school, and also
that compares students from similar backgrounds who completed their
education (without dropping out); investigating the former is challenging, particularly in rural areas, as is evidenced in the paucity of research on this topic. This is due, in the main, to prevailing cultural
constraints that mean women and girls are not given a ‘voice’ in research - as well as in other areas of social and political life – but this
does not mean that it is impossible and this should be a priority in order
to ensure girls’ (and women’s) perspectives are not ‘forever missing’
from research and from public and political discourses (see, Klasen and
Wink, 2003). It would also be useful to conduct further study of the
impact of early grade retention on pupils’ educational advancement and
capacity, ability and willingness to remain in school.
The process of children’s poor educational achievement develops
during primary and elementary school as a result of both push and pull
school-related and household and family factors. It is evident from the
ﬁndings from this study that rural areas of Pakistan are lacking in
quality indicators (see, UNICEF, 2000). Poor educational background
and subsequent failure in class 9 occur, in part, as a result of low quality
education indicators in rural areas. Furthermore, in terms of economics,
poverty at both a structural and local (family) level also increases the
likelihood that children will be forced to drop out of school in order to
contribute to family ﬁnances and survival. Destitute children (and families) cannot be blamed for leaving school without completing secondary education when their ﬁnancial contribution to their household
income becomes an absolute necessity. On the other hand, for a small
number of children who are not aﬀected by family poverty, illness or
death, they may choose to withdraw (drop out) from school in order to
pursue their own personal ambitions and dreams, as is also evidenced in
the ﬁndings from this study.
The policy of automatic, unconditional progression (regardless of
whether children pass or fail their exams) is a trade-oﬀ between more
retention in early classes and poor educational outcomes in later years.
At primary and elementary level, repeating a class may lead to a greater
likelihood of some children dropping out; however, promoting a child
who hasn’t achieved grade-level outcomes unconditionally means
poorer educational outcomes in later years. Monitoring quality indicators in the early grades and arranging remediation classes are some
possible recommendations to overcome this problem.
Ultimately, this study evidences that both push and pull dynamics as
well as intersecting, or a combination of these factors - that operate at
both the structural and individual level -contribute to the pupil dropout
phenomenon in rural Punjab. In the main, these ﬁndings demonstrate
the failure of the state system to invest much needed resources in secondary education to improve the teaching and learning environment at
public schools. They also reveal shortcomings in education, health and
social security provision, particularly in rural areas, that mean many
families cannot aﬀord to send or ensure their children attend school.
Currently, Pakistan spends 2.37% of GDP on education (United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP), 2014). It is evident that with this
limited spending on education Pakistan is less able to prevent high
dropout rates or ensure that all out-of-school children return to education. If this situation remains the same, Pakistan may not be able to
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