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Abstract 

Institutional expenditure on education falls short of the targets recommended by subsequent committees on 

education, which led to households bearing the partial burden of financing their children. Using 64th and 71st round 

of National Sample Survey Office data, we have understood how the household expenditure on education in India 

has responded before and after the RTE Act. Apart from analysing the household expenditure at different levels of 

education- elementary, secondary and higher education, the study also examines the dynamics of household 

expenditure on education and its trends and it focuses on the differences in household expenditure in terms of – 

rural-urban, gender, types of schools/institutions, social groups and by household expenditure quintiles. 

Disaggregating the results, we have found that the overall expenditure has experienced an increase for each level of 

education during the period 2007-08 to 2014. Families generally tend to spend more on the education of male child, 

as compared to that of female child. Interestingly, unlike commonly believed rural households spend a lot on 

education and observed a steep increase in household expenditure on education in rural areas during the same 

period. Scheduled castes and tribes spend less on education than other non-scheduled groups. Household 

expenditure, also depends on the type of schooling the wards go to, is least in government schools, and then in 

private aided schools, and most in private unaided schools. The concept of “free” education, at least for elementary 

education, is still non-existent in India even after 86th amendments to the constitution and RTE Act. 
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Introduction 

Even as education remains a fundamental right of all citizens of India, it has been long argued that it is not entirely 

free. In his article “How Free Is 'Free' Primary Education in India?”, Jandhyala B G Tilak uses NSSO data on 

household expenditures to argue that households in India spend a large proportion of their income in educating their 

wards. Even in public schools, students paid significant sums of money to acquire books, uniforms, transportation, 

and other amenities. Across the length and breadth of the nation, there is spatial and regional variation when it 

comes to how much families spend on education. Rurality and urbanity, gender, caste, class location, education 

levels of family, demography and structure of the family are some of the many factors that impact the proportion of 

household income spend on the education of children. The MHRD defined education as free when no tuition fees 

were paid, but tuition fees alone does not sum up the needs of a student. Material incentives such as mid-day meals, 

uniforms, and stationery are also restricted to a significantly small section of students in public schools, and is 

dependent on the initiatives taken up by the state governments, the impact of which varies both intra-state and inter-

state in India. For instance, NCAER (1994) found that families in Bihar spent 8 per cent of their household income 

on education, but 20 per cent in Kerala. Similarly, even as richer households pay more for the education of their 

wards in absolute terms, it is actually the poor households that pay a larger proportion of their income on acquiring 

education.  

 

It is this proportion of household income that is spent on education that is referred to as household expenditure on 

education, or private expenditure on education. This stood against the public expenditure of education that was 

done by the State. At times, private expenditure on education has complemented the public expenditure on 

education, while at other points of time and space, it has also replaced or acted as a substituent for public 

expenditure. It is especially vital today to go analyse such patterns and trends of how private expenditure on 

education is carried out in times when budgetary allocation on education are falling all over the world and 

governments across the east and west are increasingly looking towards households to fund their education 

themselves. For a long time in India, the dominant narrative maintained that household expenditure on education by 

Indian families is negligible since education is free and therefore the entire burden of educating its citizens lies in 

the hands of the Government of India. This was proven incorrect in the 1960s in the small number but seminal 

works in the field of education expenditure by Panchamukhi (1965), and Shah (1969). It was due to these works 

that the myth of negligible household expenditure was dismantled. Later, National Accounts Statistics’ national 

estimates laid a foundation with its reports, making clear the high amounts of private expenditure on education, 

though it was not as high as earlier researchers had concluded. Again, there is scarce data available when it comes 

to gross private spending on education; according to estimates from Tilak’s study, in 1979-80, total private 

expenditure on education formed 6.6 per cent of the GNP whereas the government expenditure stood at 3.9 per 

cent. J B G Tilak (2000) has argued that government bodies respond prompter than households when it comes to 

education. For instance, he has argued that a rise in household expenditure does not necessarily mean a rise in 
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expenditure on education, but a rise in income for the State means a rise in expenditure on educational 

infrastructure and services. This is contrary to what Schulz (1981) had argued about household expenditure on 

education versus public expenditure on education in India. Tilak has also argued that households are willing to 

spend when it comes to primary as well as higher education in India and that an increase in public spending also 

prompts an increase in household spending on education. Across these researches, the need for more detailed 

quantitative analysis has been felt for a long time now.  

 

Due to scanty data available at home, Indian studies on private expenditure on education have looked outwards to 

studies conducted in developed and other developing countries. Such studies have also focused on education-related 

decisions made by families in correspondence to their incomes. Such decisions could relate to mother’s education, 

expected return from the investment in education, the performance of the wards, and availability of student loans 

amongst others. Notable studies conducted in this regard are Becker (1981) and McMahon (1984). Williams (1983) 

tried to understand such patterns governing private expenditure on education in Australia. A lack of home-based 

study means that determinants of decisions on education and the private expenditure are still largely unknown in the 

case of the Indian public. 

 

To achieve a universalisation of elementary education in India and understand the patterns of household 

expenditure on education, it is vital to deconstruct links between the economic, caste, gender, and demographic 

location of household and the proportion of income they spend on education. Amitava Saha (2013) has argued how 

gender discrimination against girls in Indian households has led to a differential treatment towards them when it 

comes to spending on education. Families tend to spend more on the education of boys than of girls. This stands 

true across rural and urban areas in most of the states of the country. At a disaggregated level, his paper An 

Assessment of Gender Discrimination in Household Expenditure on Education in India has used the 64th round of 

NSSO data to argued how gender discrimination operates in multifarious various and how it is not just limited to 

underdeveloped or “backward” states of India. Some of the findings include the fact that gender discrimination 

when it comes to household expenditure on education is least in tribal communities and then in SC communities.  

The most extreme discrimination exists in Bihar and then in other states like Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and Madhya 

Pradesh. Other findings report that females in larger families experience more discrimination when it comes to 

household expenditure on education and this stands true across rural and urban areas; on the other hand, families 

with five or fewer members are less pro-male in spending on education. In India, Intra-household allocation of 

resources on education thus needs to be seen through the lens of gender as well.  

 

The purpose of the study is to understand how the household expenditure on education in India has responded 

before and after the RTE Act, 2009. The chapter proposes to use the 64th round (2007-08) and 71st round (2014) for 

the above purpose. At the same time, analysing the household expenditure at different levels of education-
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elementary, secondary and higher education- is also important for both the period. The study also examines the 

dynamics of household expenditure on education and its trend and it focuses on the differences in household 

expenditure in terms of – rural-urban, gender, types of schools/institutions, social groups and by household 

expenditure quintiles. These differences are to be analysed for each level of education during the period 2007-08 

and 2014. 

An analysis of the existing data on household expenditures on education in India, provided by the 64th and 71st 

rounds of National Sample Survey published in 2007-08 and 2014 respectively, demonstrates a number of 

remarkable features, some of which are highlighted here 

3.1 Annual Average Expenditure on Education 

In India, huge expenditure is incurred by households at every level of education. Table 3.1 shows that, on average, 

a household spends Rs. 4873.88 per child per annum for elementary educationi in 2014 which is almost three times 

of the expenditure incurred by household in 2007-08 when the expenditure was Rs.1637.36 at the same level of 

education. When the child goes to the secondary level of education, the expenditure incurred by the household 

increases to Rs.10645.37 and it further increases to Rs.30886.98 when he/she comes to higher education in 2014. 

Table 3.1 shows the average annual household expenditure per student by gender differences. 

 
Male Female 

Total 

2007-08  2014 2007-08  2014 2007-08  2014 

Elementary 1732.18 5195.01 1522.28 4493.35 1637.36 4873.88 

Secondary 3280.29 11532.93 2778.58 9541.08 3058.27 10645.37 

Higher 15004.71 33115.86 13761.75 28094.09 14475.18 30886.98 

 

The same pattern of increase was also observed in 2007-08. At the secondary level, household is spending Rs. 

3058.27 and it has increased to Rs.14475.18 for higher education for the period 2007-08. Earlier set of estimates 

and its comparison with the current data shows that there has been a steep increase in the household expenditure on 

education between 1995-96ii and 2014 and show a steady upward trend in expenditure at every level of education. It 

has also been observed that the household expenditure increases with the increasing level of education for both the 

period. 

3.2 Household Expenditure on Education by Gender 

Most importantly, as shown in the Figure 3A, that there exists a significant difference in household expenditure on 

education by gender, i.e., between male and female child.  
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Figure 3A: Gender-Inequality in Household Expenditure on Education 

 

Though, in 1995-96 (52nd round of NSS), there were no significant differences in household expenditure on 

education by gender rather the difference was in favour of female child for each level of education except primary 

education (Tilak, 2000). But the estimates of data of 2007-08 and 2014 show that the expenditure incurred by 

households on education for male child is more than the expenditure incurred for female child at each level of 

education. In 2014, household spends Rs. 4493.35 on female child and Rs.5195.01 on male child for elementary 

education which is 1.16 times the expenditure on female child. In fact, the same kind of pattern was found at other 

level of education too for the same period. Household expenditure incurred on male child was 1.21 and 1.18 times 

the expenditure on female child for secondary and higher education respectively. A quick comparison with the data 

estimates of 2007-08 shows that there exists the similar pattern of differences in expenditure on education by 

gender at each level of education in 2007-08. The difference between household expenditure on male child and 

female child in ratio terms was 1.14, 1.18 and 1.09 for elementary, secondary and higher education respectively for 

the period 2007-08. But the difference in household expenditure by gender has declined for each level of education 

during the period 2007-08 and 2014. And also, the household expenditure at each level of education has 

experienced a steep increase in the expenditure between 2007-08 and 2014 whether it is for male child or female 

child. The difference in household expenditure by gender has declined for each level of education during the period 

2007-08 and 2014. 

3.3 Household Expenditure on Education with Rural-Urban Differences 

The overall figures of household expenditure on education at the national level may misinterpret the real picture of 

this and its distribution throughout the country because the disaggregated data for rural and urban separately reveals 

the existence of striking differences at rural-urban level. 
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Figure 3B shows the pattern of household expenditure on education in rural areas and urban areas at each level of 

education for the period 2007-08 and 2014.  

Figure 3B: Rural-Urban Differences in Household Expenditure on Education 

 

 

A household in rural area spends nearly one-third of the expenditure that a household in urban areas has to incur for 

elementary education in 2014. The rural-urban differences in household expenditure gradually decline by increasing 

levels of education for the same period. For secondary education level in urban areas, it costs 2.3 times the cost of 

secondary education in 

rural areasiii. The rural-urban differences decline at the level of higher education, as in urban areas, it costs 1.9 times 

the cost of higher education in rural areas.   

When the current estimates are compared with the estimates of 2007-08 (64th round of NSSO), it is observed that 

the cost of elementary education, secondary education and higher education in urban areas is 3.8 times, 3.6 times 

and 1.7 times of the cost of the same in rural areas respectively. It also has to be noted here that the rural-urban 

difference has declined for elementary and secondary education but the same has increased for higher education 

during the period 2007-08 and 2014. 

 

3.4 Gender-Inequality by Rural-Urban Differences 

Within the differences of rural-urban areas in terms of household expenditure on education, the differences by 

gender too exist with a very stark margin. Figure 3C shows the pattern of household expenditure on education in 

rural areas and urban areas with gender differences at each level of education for the period 2007-08 and 2014. 
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Figure 3C: Gender-Inequality within Rural-Urban Differences in Household Expenditure 

                                        Rural                                                            Urban 

 

Figure 3C shows that there are striking differences in household expenditure on education between male child and 

female child within the rural areas and urban areas. The differences are against female child at all level of education 

whether the female child is the resident of urban areas or rural areas. Perhaps the importance of girls’ education is 

yet to be recognised by families in full potential and accordingly, they do discriminate against female child in 

spending on their education if compared to their counterparts- male child.  

Quite importantly, it is observed from the figure 3C (showing the different graphs for rural and urban areas with 

male and female differences therein), that there exists the difference in household expenditure on education for 

female child in urban areas and rural areas. Household, in urban areas, has to spend 3.8 times the expenditure that a 

household, in rural areas, has to spend on female child for elementary educationiv. The difference between 

expenditure on education for female child declines gradually for increasing level of education. For female child in 

urban areas, it costs 2.5 and 1.7 times the cost in rural areas for secondary and higher education respectively. 

Comparing with the estimates of data from 2007-08, the similar kind of pattern was observed for elementary and 

higher education but the difference at the secondary level of education was remarkable. Secondary education for 

female child in urban areas has costed 4 times the cost of educating the same in rural areas. 

The most disadvantageous section is female children in rural areas because the household expenditure on education 

for this section is the least at each level of education. The household expenditure on male child in rural areas is 

lesser than the expenditure that a household has to incur for female child in urban areas. Therefore, male child in 

urban areas is the most advantageous section because household spends the most on them. 
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3.5 Household Expenditure on Education by Types of Schools/Institutions 

The above figures related to the household expenditure on education are analysed for the types of schools- 

governmentv, private aided/government aidedvi and private unaided schoolsvii that we have in India.  

Figure 3D shows the household expenditure on education in different types of schools or institutions at each level 

of education for the period 2007-08 and 2014. 

Figure 3D: Household Expenditure on Education by Types of Schools/Institutions 

 

Generally, people argue that the elementary education in government schools and Figure 3D shows the private 

aided schools is provided ‘free’ and no significant amount has to be paid by households. This argument is based on 

the article 45 of the constitutionviii, 86th CAA (2002)ix and RTE Act 2009x. But the available findings from the 

estimates of data of 71st round and 64th round reveal the opposite.  

Even for children in government schools, household has to incur huge expenditure for their education. In fact, in 

government schools, household spends Rs.1378.22, Rs. 5178.93 and Rs. 15000.39 for elementary, secondary and 

higher education respectively Figure 3D. However the expenditure incurred by household increases in private aided 

schools and it further increase in private unaided schools for every level of education and the corresponding figures 

there are the highest. 

The difference between government schools and private unaided schools is as high as the cost of elementary 

education in private schools is 8.3 times the cost in private unaided schools. The difference in ratio terms declines 

drastically to 3.8 in secondary education and 3.4 in higher education. Despite the enactment of RTE act in 2009, the 

expenditure incurred by household on their children for elementary education has become almost double and 

increased from Rs.668.21 

in 2007-08 to Rs.1378.22 in 2014 in case of government schools. The cost of education at secondary level of 

education has increase in 2014 to 3.6 times the cost in 2007-08 and it was 1.7 times the cost for same period for 
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higher education.With no exception at all, the similar pattern of increase in household expenditure on education was 

observed in case of private aided and private unaided schools. Figure 3D 

3.6 Expenditure on Education by Quintiles Classes of UMPCE 

Generally, it is argued that the household expenditure on education by rich households is significantly higher than 

the expenditure incurred by low income households. In this study too, it happens to be true at every level of 

education. Not only the difference exists between rich households and lower income households but also between 

every two successive income groups. The households are classified into five groups based on the available data 

regarding total household expenditures. They are classified into five expenditure quintiles: 0-20 (the bottom income 

group), 20-40, 40-60, 60-80 and 80-100 (the top income group)xi. 

Figure 3E shows the household expenditure on education by household expenditure on education by household 

expenditure quintiles at each level of education for the period 2007-08 and 2014. 

Figure 3E: Household Expenditure on Education by Household Expenditure Quintiles (2007-08 and 2014) 

 

For elementary education, the average household expenditure of the top income group is 12.4 times the expenditure 

by the bottom income group. The difference between expenditure by top income households and the bottom income 

households decrease gradually by increasing level of education. The difference in terms of ratio of their expenditure 

is 5.4 and 4.3 for secondary education and higher education respectively. In fact, the Figure 3E shows that there is 

a smooth upward trend of increasing expenditure curve of the different expenditure quintiles till the fourth quintiles 

but it shows a steep upward movement along the curve and this is true for each level of education.  

A comparison with the estimates of data from 2007-08 shows that, for elementary education, the average household 

expenditure of the top income group is 10.6 times the expenditure by the bottom income group. The difference 

between expenditure by top income households and the bottom income households has increased to 12.76 times for 

secondary education. But, for higher education, the difference was almost same as in 2014- 4.3 times. Similar 
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movements for the curve were observed in 2007-08 and the steep upward movement along the curve was also 

observed for the top income groups at each level of education in the same period.  

No intersection of curves was found between different levels of education and the quintiles in the same year and 

this is true for both the periods Figure 3E. 

3.7 Expenditure on Education by Types of Social Groups 

The annual household expenditure per student has been disaggregated for analyzing the private expenditure on 

education for different social groups in India. The social groups are classified into four different groups- ST, SC, 

OBC and Othersxii. 

Figure 3F shows the household expenditure on education by different social groups at each level of education for 

the period 2007-08 and 2014. 

Figure 3F: Household Expenditure on Education by different Social Groups 

(2007-08 and 2014) 

 

A detailed analysis of the data from 71st round and 64th round of NSSO shows that there are significant differences 

between these social groups in terms of household expenditure on education in general and at elementary level of 

education in particular. In 2014, households belonging to the social group ST happen to be spending the least for 

every level of education except the higher education where annual household expenditure of the social group SC is 

the least. In comparison to expenditure incurred by the households belonging to ST, SC and OBC, the households 

belonging to other category spend more by 3.7, 2.9 and 1.79 times respectively for elementary education. The same 

differences at secondary level of education in terms of ratio are 2.3, 2.1 and 1.6 for SC, ST and OBC respectively.  

Gradually, the differences of ST, SC and OBC from other category in terms of household expenditure declines by 

increasing level of education and the ratio becomes 2, 2 and 1.2 for ST, SC and OBC respectively if compared with 

the expenditure incurred by households belonging to ‘others’ category in case of higher education.  
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Table 3.2: Ratio of average annual household expenditure (Rs.) per student (Age 5-29) by others and 

different social groups, 2007-08 and 2014 

 

Others/ST Others/SC Others/OBC 

2007-08 2014 2007-08 2007-08 2014 2007-08 

Elementary 3.84 3.73 2.90 2.96 2.29 1.80 

Secondary 4.01 2.35 3.08 2.11 2.22 1.62 

Higher 1.87 2.01 2.01 2.02 1.35 1.29 

 

Between 2007-08 and 2014, the difference between the expenditure incurred by households belonging to ST and 

Others has decreased a little (3.8 in 2007-08 to 3.7 in 2014) at elementary level but the decline was remarkable 

(4.01 in 2007-08 to 2.7 in 2014) in secondary level and the difference, in fact, has increased (1.8 in 2007-08 to 2 in 

2014) for higher education.  The same observations regarding SC reveal that the difference has increased negligible 

at elementary level (2.90 in 2007-08 to 2.95 in 2014) and a decline was observed for secondary education (3 in 

2007-08 to 2.1 in 2014) and has remained more or less same for higher education. In case of OBC social group 

when compared to others category, the difference has declined at each level of education between 2007-08 and 

2014. 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, the focus of the study was on household expenditure incurred on education for each level of 

education-elementary, secondary and higher education-and analysing the data to provide the extent of differences in 

household expenditure on education in terms of- gender difference, regional difference, social group difference, 

difference by types of schools/institutions and difference by household expenditure quintiles- based on the data 

from two recent rounds of NSS. The pattern of household expenditure on education estimated from both the rounds 

shows that the overall expenditure on education has experienced an increase for each level of education during the 

period 2007-08 to 2014. It has increased for elementary, secondary and higher education by 2.9, 3.4 and 2.1 times 

respectively between 2007-08 and 2014. It has also been observed that the household expenditure increases with the 

increasing level of education. 

Distribution of expenditure on education based on gender exposed the real picture of gender-inequality against 

female child in terms of expenditure incurred by households for their education. Due to existing social inequality 

and cultural gender discrimination, families generally tend to spend more on the education of male child, as 

compared to that of female child. This pattern is observed in both rural and urban areas. However, the inequality is 
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less in case of higher education in rural areas than the inequality present in urban areas for the same level in 2014 

and exactly the opposite was observed in 2007-08. Interestingly, unlike commonly believed, rural households spend 

a lot on education. We observe a steep increase in household expenditure on education in rural areas between the 

period 2007-08 and 2014. The level of development of villages is important while considering the amount of money 

spent by rural families in education. However, there exists a remarkable rural-urban difference, having high 

magnitude of difference for elementary education, which is declining by increasing level of education for both the 

period.   

Household expenditure also depends on the type of schooling the wards go to. Household expenditure is least in 

government schools, and then in private aided schools, and most in private unaided schools.  

When it comes to social groups (caste), the pattern of distribution of expenditure on education is remarkable. 

Scheduled castes and tribes spend less on education than other non-scheduled groups. Amongst the scheduled 

groups, expenditure is less in the case of Scheduled tribes than in the case of scheduled castes. However, this 

pattern does not apply everywhere, especially in case of higher education for both the period. 

It is then clear that the concept of “free” education, at least for elementary education, is still non-existent in India 

even after 86th amendments to the constitution and RTE Act (2009). Households spend a sizeable amount when it 

comes to the education of their children whether it is a government or private aided or private unaided schools. 

Households from all strata of society spend considerably on education.  

 

Endnotes 

                                                             
i Elementary education/schools include primary education and middle or upper primary education both. Secondary 

Education/schools include senior or higher secondary level of education as well. Higher education refers to what is 

known as ‘above higher secondary level’ in NSSO report. 

ii 52nd round of the National sample Survey 

iii Rural-Urban differences are simply as a ratio of expenditure in urban areas to the corresponding figures in rural 

areas. 

iv A ratio of household expenditure on female in urban areas to household expenditure on female in rural areas for 

elementary education calculated from the Table 3.3 and 3.4 in the appendix. 

v Government schools refer to those schools which are run by state governments and central government. For this 

chapter, it includes local body schools too which are run by Panchayats, Zilla Parishads, Mandal Parishads, 

Muncipalities, etc.  

vi They are aided by governments but the schools are privately managed. They are generally referred as private 

aided schools but some authors have mentioned it as government aided schools. 

vii Private Unaided schools in this study refer to those schools that do not receive any government aid. They are 

generally known as private schools but mentioned as private unaided schools in this study especially to differentiate 

it from private aided schools. 
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viii A provision for free and compulsory education for all children up to the age of 14 years within 10 years of 

promulgation of the constitution which is enshrined in the constitution under the article 45. 

ix 86th amendments to the constitution brings the article 21A into the fundamental rights which reads as ‘”the state 

shall provide free and compulsory education to all children of the age of 6-14 years in such manner as the state 

may, by law, determine.” 

x Right to Education Act 2009 is an act of parliament giving effect to Article 21A enshrined in the Constitution.  

xi Due to non-reliability of income data of households, household expenditure quintiles are used as to categorize 

households into income groups. 

xii ST, SC and OBC refer to Schedule Tribes, Schedule Caste and Other Backward Castes respectively. “Others” 

category is generally referred as general caste or upper caste. 
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