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In many parts of the world, differences by gender, 
in others by class, in some instances by religion, 
caste or ethnicity and in others through socio-

economic status or disability form a complex 
interplay in that certain groups are placed at a 
disadvantage on several dimensions and, therefore, 
marginalised due to many factors that are simply 
beyond their control.  The result of these differences 
is that certain individuals are more likely than others 
to acquire educa�on – a difference that manifests in 
the form of inequali�es in enrolment and 
a�endance, or are more likely than others to acquire 
an educa�on of value – manifes�ng in differences in 
learning and achievement and consequently, 
differences in the life they eventually lead.  

Pakistan has been beset by inequali�es in 
educa�onal access since its incep�on in 1947. And 
while substan�al strides have been made to bridge 
these gaps through na�onal and localised efforts, 
dispari�es in educa�onal access con�nue to be 
debated in policy circles. More recently, policy 
a�en�on has shi�ed to what is argued to be the more 
fundamental concern about accessing a good quality 

educa�on. However, there is considerable concern 
over wide and persistent gender and regional gaps in 
educa�onal outcomes.  The pa�erns of inequality of 
educa�onal access and outcomes in Pakistan are 
consistently correlated with gender and poverty 
along with complex interac�ons and intersec�ons of 
these to generate persistent and deep-rooted 
educa�onal exclusion. 

There is considerable evidence to indicate the 
historical differen�al treatment faced by girls in 
much of South Asia. Pakistan forms a case in point 
and while great strides have been made in achieving 
gender equality in educa�onal access, gender 
differences remain pervasive across  most 
dimensions of life. According to UNICEF figures, the 
primary school par�cipa�on gross enrolment ra�os 
in the country between 2008-2012 were 101.3% for 
males as compared to 83.3% for females. And while 
these figures¹ show considerable improvement as 
compared to enrolment rates by gender only a few 
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¹h�p://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/pakistan_pakistan_sta�s�cs.html

Educa�on systems around the world are characterised by persistent 
inequali�es that manifest in several forms. In some instances they 
become apparent in the form of differences by gender, class, religion, 
caste or ethnicity and in others through socio-economic status or 
disability. The result of these differences is that certain individuals are 
more likely than others to acquire educa�on. Pakistan has been beset 
by inequali�es in educa�onal access since its incep�on in 1947. And 
while substan�al strides have been made to bridge these gaps 
through na�onal and localised efforts, dispari�es in educa�onal 
access con�nue to be debated in policy circles. This policy brief uses 
data from the Annual Status of Educa�on Report 2011, 2012 and 
2013 to document gender gaps in key learning outcomes. 
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decades ago, they illustrate very deep rooted gender 
biases in educa�onal access. There are very few 
quality studies that report the true extent of 
differences in learning outcomes by gender. ASER 
data allows the opportunity to inves�gate this in 
some depth, something we a�empt to inves�gate in 
this brief. 

Differences are also prevalent across the different 
regions of the country. In par�cular, it has always 
been widely acknowledged that persistent 
inequali�es exist across rural and urban parts of the 
country. UNICEF indicators lend support to this view: 
primary school net a�endance ra�o in urban areas of 
77.6% in urban areas between 2008-2012 compares 
to a much lower value in rural areas, 61.7%. 
Moreover, there are stark differences between 
regions in terms of access to and use of sanita�on, 
mortality and other health indicators. However, even 
within rural areas, different parts of the country may 
face substan�al and systemic inequali�es. It may, for 
instance, be the case that certain districts are less 
inequitable in terms of educa�onal indicators that 
others. This could be due to cultural, financial or other 
reasons. 

Un�l recently, it has not been possible to document 
the exact extent of differences in learning outcomes 
by gender and especially across different districts in 
the country. The availability of the Annual Status of 
Educa�on Report (ASER) data, however, allows us to 
overcome this constraint and paint a picture of the 
nature of gender gaps in key learning outcomes 
across 32 districts in the country. 

The ASER team has collected data on learning 
outcomes (as well as other indicators such as 
propor�on of out of school children, the incidence of 
tui�on-taking, parental educa�on levels etc.) 
effec�vely since 2010. The coverage of districts across 
the country has been progressive with 32 districts 
covered in 2010, 85 in 2011, 136 in 2012 and 138 in 

2013. As a result, for the first �me, it has become 
possible to generate a data set that has collected 
informa�on over consecu�ve years on crucial 
educa�on indicators. 

This policy brief uses data from 2011, 2012 and 2013 
to document gender gaps in key learning outcomes. 
We rendered the data to averages at the district level 
and work with the resultant 32 data points 
(represen�ng the 32 districts) on which we have data 
across the two �me periods. It should be noted that 
the ASER survey does not revisit the same households 
across two �me periods and even villages are 
replaced over any two consecu�ve years. While not a 
perfect panel, the datasets at hand do allow for a 
descrip�ve analysis that can nevertheless be 
informa�ve and indica�ve if not necessarily able to 
establish causal linkages. 

A story of dispari�es in learning levels 
across districts

The ASER reports in the last few years have repeatedly 
lamented low levels of basic literacy and numeracy 
among children in rural areas of the country. From a 
policy perspec�ve, it is possible to take one of two 
approaches – a glass half full or glass half empty. 
Figures 1 and 2 presented below adopt the la�er in 
that we present the data on the percentage of 
children aged 5-16 who are reportedly able to read 
'nothing' and have no basic numeracy skills as per the 
data. While it may seem especially harsh to present 
the data on what propor�on of children don't know 
anything (as opposed to highligh�ng what propor�on 
know something), when looking at how different 
regions of the country have fared, especially over 
�me, it is crucial to indicate the extent of the problem, 
which is done through the two figures below. 

Several things become immediately apparent from 
these two very simple charts.

² The districts include: Capital City: Islamabad; Punjab: Chiniot, Faisalabad, Jhang, Khanewal, Lahore, Kasur, Mianwali, Multan, Nankana Sahib, 
Rawalpindi, Sheikhupura, Rahim Yar Khan; Sindh: Gotki, Khairpur, Mithi, Umerkot, Sukkur, Sanghar and Mirpurkhas; KPK: Abbo�abad, Charsadda, 
Mansehra, Peshawar; Balochistan: Barkhan, Chagi, Que�a and Kallat; AJK: Bagh, Muzaffarabad; Gilgit Bal�stan: Gilgit. Some of the data are 
available only for 1 year on Jafarabad and some other districts. Therefore, the analysis is based on 32 or 33 districts depending on availability and 
the issue being studied. 

³ ASER selects its villages through Probability Propor�onal to Size (PPS) methodology. A sample of 30 villages is selected from one district such that 
20 new villages are selected every year and 10 villages from the previous year are retained for compara�ve analysis purposes. 
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Figure 1: Total % of children aged 5-16 years unable to read 
at all, by district in 2013 as compared to 2011. 

Figure 1 depicts the percentage of children aged 5-16 
in the rural areas of the selected districts who are 
reportedly unable to read anything in Urdu. In a 
majority of the cases, the number of children unable to 
read nothing has declined over the short �me period 
studied. This is clearly a good sign. Some districts 
appear, however, to be more successful in achieving 
this than others – Khanewal, Chaghi, Jhang and 
Barkhan to name a few. However, there are instances 
that exhibit deteriora�on over this 2 year period. In 
some districts (such as Lahore, Mithi, Kalat, Islamabad 
etc.), there is a decline in outcomes in that the data 
indicates a larger percentage of children who are 
unable to read anything in 2013 as compared to 2011. 

Figure 2: Total % of children aged 5-16 years without any 
numeracy skills at all, by district in 2013 as compared to 
2011. 

Figure 2 illustrates the percentage of children aged 5-
16 who do not possess any of the basic mathema�cs 
competencies (such as being able to iden�fy numbers, 
do subtrac�on etc.). The figure shows that like reading, 
mathema�cs skills have on the whole improved. There 
are, however, a few excep�ons. Interes�ngly, some of 
the same districts that indicated a deteriora�on in 
reading a�ainment – Mithi, Kalat, Lahore, Islamabad – 
appear to either have deteriorated or a stagnant in 
mathema�cs skills of the tested children. 
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While we cannot draw causal inferences from these 
basic descrip�ve sta�s�cs, two findings are very clear 
from the charts:

· The pa�ern indicates wide differences across 
districts in terms of childrens' competencies in 
both their local language (Urdu/Sindhi/ 
Pashto) and mathema�cs outcomes. 

· While there appears to be some improvement 
i n  b o t h  r e a d i n g  a n d  m a t h e m a � c s 
competencies among the tested children over 
the short �me period being studied, it is clear 
that children in these rural district face severe 
learning challenges in basic literacy and 
numeracy competencies – a very large 
propor�on of children of school-going age are 
illiterate and do not possess the basic literacy 
and numeracy skills needed to make them 
produc�ve contributors to society. 

A story of wide, widening and persistent 
gender gaps in learning outcomes

Gender gaps in educa�onal outcomes such as in 
enrolment, con�nua�on rates and progression to 
higher educa�on have been documented to be pro-
male in Pakistan. Recent studies that have used 
smaller scale (albeit rich data) have also indicated 
wide dispari�es by gender to access to different 
school types and some instances in learning 
outcomes (see Aslam 2009 and Andrabi et al. 2008). 
The ASER data allows a much wider look at the 
learning outcomes over 3 years. Table 1 below 
indicates the percentage achievement levels of 
children in Urdu aged 5-16 years across the 32 
districts over a 3 year period.

The table clearly shows significant and persistent 

dispari�es in girls' and boys' achievement levels in 
reading across 2011-2013. It is apparent, for example, 
that boys aged 5-16 years perform significantly be�er 
than girls in in 'higher level' reading skills (measured in 
their ability to read sentences and stories). These pro-
male gaps are not only significant but also appear to 
be widening in some instances over �me. For 
example, across the 32 districts studied, boys appear 
to be increasingly more likely to be able to read 
sentences as compared to girls. Worryingly, a 
significantly large number of girls aged 5-16 are 
observed to have no reading skills whatsoever in the 
sampled districts over the 3 year period and the pro-
male gap in 'nothing' stayed persistently large over 
the 3 year period (7.1 percentage points in 2011 as 
opposed to 7.5 percentage points in 2013). 

Table 2 depicts girls' and boys' achievement levels in 
mathema�cs in the 32 districts over the same period 
(2011-2013). Again, we observe large pro-male 
achievement advantages across the different 
mathema�cs competencies. In almost all instances, 
boys achieve superior outcomes as compared to girls 
(with the excep�on of knowing numbers 1-9). For 
example, while 16% of the girls in the 32 districts 
could do 2 digit subtrac�on in 2011 and 2013, 18% of 
boys could do so in both 2011 and 2012 (yielding a 2% 
gap) Moreover, the gaps in achievement are large, 
significant and do not appear to have declined across 
the 3 year period in certain competencies. For 
example, a 5 percentage point gap in favour of males 
who can do double digit division in 2011 declines 
minimally to 4 percentage points in 2013. 

Table 1: Urdu/Sindhi/Pashto achievement levels (%), 
aged 5-16 years, by gender and year. 

Achievement 
Level

 

Of Child

 
2011 2012 2013

M

 

F

   

M

 

F

   

M F

Nothing 

 

16.1

 

23.2

 

***

 

20.0

 

27.2

 

***

 

15.9 23.4 ***

Le�ers

 

17.1

 

17.7

   

14.7

 

15.0

   

15.3 16.9 *

Words

 

19.0

 

18.7

   

18.4

 

17.5

   

19.1 18.1

Sentences

 
13.9

 
12.9

 
*

 
13.4

 
10.0

 
***

 
15.6 12.5 **

Stories 
 

32.3
 

26.8
 

***
 

34.4
 

29.7
 

***
 

34.1 29.7 ***

Note:***denotes significance at the 1%, **at the 5% and *at the 10 % 
levels. Blue denotes significant pro-male gender gaps in achievement 
level, pink denotes pro-female gaps.

Table 2: Mathema�cs achievement levels (%), aged 5-16 years, 
by gender and year.  

 Achievement 
Level

 Of Child
 

2011  2012  2013

M
 
F

   
M

 
F

   
M

 
F

Nothing 

 
17.1

 
24.5

 
***

 
20.3

 
28.1

 
***

 
15.6

 
20.9 ***

Numbers 1-9

 

14.8

 

16.8

 

**

 

13.8

 

13.1

   

14.4

 

16.6 **

Numbers 10-
99

 

21.0

 

21.6

   

20.9

 

20.0

   

23.1

 

21.6 **

Subtrac�on 
(2 digit)

 

18.1

 

16.1

 

**

 

15.9

 

12.5

 

**

 

18.4

 

16.3 **

Division (2 
Digits)

27.4

 

22.2

 

***

 

29.7

 

24.4

 

***

 

28.8

 

24.7 ***

Note:***denotes significance at the 1%,**at the 5% and *at the 10 % 
levels. Blue denotes significant pro-male gender gaps in achievement 
level, pink denotes pro-female gaps.



5

Figure 3: Gender gap in higher order reading and maths 
skills, 5-16 year olds, by district

Figure 3 illustrates the extent of the gap among male 
and female children in their achievement of the 
highest skill competencies. This figure therefore 

examines those children who display the ability to 
perform high order reading and numeracy skills. In 
reading, this would translate into the ability to read a 
'story' in Urdu/Sindhi/Pashto as compared to merely 
being able to reading sentences and/or words. For 
mathema�cs, this would be displayed in the ability to 
perform 2-digit division calcula�ons correctly. On the 
whole, the results indicate a pro-male bias in both 
reading and mathema�cs higher order skills with a 
gender gap of almost 15-16% observed in higher level 
mathema�cs and reading competencies among 
children in Jafarabad. In some instances, however, 
there appears to be a pro-female gap; this is observed 
for instance in Sheikhupura and Lahore. Where a 
par�cular gender gap is seen, it tends to be in both 
subjects (with a pro-male gap in Urdu/Sindhi/Pashto 
being accompanied by one in Mathema�cs as well 
and vice versa) unlike in developed countries where 
gender gaps can tend to be subject specific for 
example girls performing be�er in reading and boys in 
Maths.  

A story of differences in access to private tui�on
There is now emerging evidence from the region 
regarding the 'shadow educa�on' industry where 
children are coached, out of school hours, to achieve 
be�er in state-wide exams. This has, in turn, raised 
per�nent ques�ons regarding the equity, efficiency 
and social jus�ce implica�ons of the rise of this 
educa�on sector. The op�on of giving (for the 
teachers) and receiving (for the pupils) tui�on outside 
of normal school hours changes the incen�ve 
structure of the provision of high quality instruc�on 
within the standard school system which in turn has 
implica�ons for equity and social jus�ce. The 
rela�onship between private tutoring and student 
achievement is also increasingly gaining policy 
a�en�on as it calls into ques�on the quality of 
schooling during usual school-hours. Aslam and 
Atherton (2014) use ASER data and another dataset to 
both document and analyse some of these ques�ons 
for India and Pakistan. In this sub-sec�on, we 
document the pa�ern of dispari�es in the incidence 
of tui�on uptake across the districts in rural Pakistan. 
Figure 4 indicates the following clear pa�erns:

· The incidence of private tui�on taking is 
systema�cally high, especially in certain districts. 
For example, as many as 25% of the male children 
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aged 5-16 sampled in Sheikhupura report taking 
private tui�ons outside school hours.

· There is significant diversity in uptake of private 
tui�ons across the districts with some displaying 
very high uptake as compared to others.

· Finally, the figure clearly indicates that in almost all 
of the districts in 2013, the incidence of tui�on 
taking appears to display a pro-male gender bias in 
that boys are on average more likely to be taking 
private tui�ons as compared to girls. In some 
instances the gaps are especially large – for example 
in Sheikhupura, Multan, Rawalpindi, Mianwali, 
Islamabad, Faisalabad and Gotki among others. 

Figure 4: % children aged 6-16 who take private tui�ons, by 

gender and district (2013)

Discussion and Key Policy Pointers

Differences in access to human capital are perhaps one 
of the most cri�cal dimensions of inequality of 
opportuni�es. The short descrip�ve analysis in this brief 
has shown the extent to which educa�onal inequali�es 
exist and manifest themselves in the form of large 
gender gaps or differences across districts, even within 
the same provinces. What is more, the analysis has 
clearly shown that the last few years have seen no 
systema�c improvement in key educa�onal indicators. 
Gender and regional differences are two of the most 
p e r s i s t e n t  c o n t e n d e r s  g e n e ra � n g  m u l � p l e 
disadvantages. And while the glass half full picture 
certainly shows Pakistan having made great strides in 
improving educa�onal access to girls and more broadly 
to children in different regions in rural areas, the glass 
half empty picture certainly indicates worryingly 
persistent gaps that s�ll prevail. This is especially 
worrying because these gaps exist in what children know 
(or rather do not know), something that has the ability to 
alter their life chances. 

Policy clearly needs to target the more systemic and 
deep rooted issues that both generate and perpetuate 
biases. In terms of educa�onal access (or even access to 
private tutoring) for instance it could mean using 
targeted social policy and media campaigns to alter 
cultural prejudice against girls. Similarly, there is a need 
for policy reform to target girls' learning outcomes and 
iden�fy at-risk individuals to provide support to ensure 
meaningful learning. 
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