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Abstract 

As the United Nations Millennium Development Goals, MDGs, are coming closer to the target 

year of 2015, this study joins the ongoing debate about the achieved results with a focus on 

India. While India has seen great improvements concerning the second MDG, which is for all 

children to enrol and complete primary education, the country has for the past years been facing 

a challenge of decreasing learning results. The focus of this study is the effect that the increased 

enrolment has on the learning outcomes, measured in arithmetic and reading ability. This paper 

is based on a field study conducted in the rural southern parts of West Bengal, India. The data 

primarily originate from semi-structured interviews with teachers, families of school children 

and field observations. The findings are analysed through Bourdieu’s framework of habitus. By 

analysing the situation through Bourdieu’s three forms of capital; economic, cultural and social, 

the study aims to broaden the understanding of the declining learning results in Indian primary 

schools. The study concludes that one has to look beyond the concept of habitus in order to get 

the full picture of why the children do not learn as much as they did before. Though habitus can 

be seen as a contributing factor to the decline, this due to the increased enrolment of children 

from a weaker habitus; that have different prerequisites for learning, this effect could be 

enhanced through migration of children with a stronger educational habitus from the public to 

private school system. However, this paper shows that other factors such as the role of the 

teachers and lack of focus on the fundamentals for learning might be more important when 

looking at the lower academic performance. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Research problem and Relevance 

The eight United Nations Millennium Development Goals, MDGs, are set to help development 

in the least developed countries and to make necessities such as education, health and equality 

universal rights. The second goal is to have all children enrolled for a full primary education 

before 2015 (United Nations 2008). A dilemma that has been seen with the goal of education is 

that, though having had a positive impact on enrolment it has also had a negative impact on 

learning outcomes. A decline in reading and numeric skills amongst school children has been 

seen across many developing countries. The decline has been linked to increased school 

enrolment, though there is no consensus about what is actually causing this negative trend 

(Manning 2010:11; African Union Commission 2013:4; Pratham 2013:47). 

The Indian society has seen great improvements in primary school enrolment. Between 

1990 and 2011, the total number of out-of-school children of primary school age1, both public 

and private, has decreased from over 22.8 million to less than 1.4 million, with the fastest 

enrolment increase being in the new millennium (UNESCO Institute for Statistics). In parallel 

with this success in enrolment, the last decade has also seen a less fortunate development when it 

comes to learning achievements amongst the primary school children, particularly in the public 

schools. In the Annual Status of Education Report, ASER, from 2012, which is an Indian 

nationwide school survey that focuses on rural areas and was first conducted in 2005, the 

declining numeric as well as reading achievements amongst children in public schools have been 

detected since 2006. In the last six years, in the rural areas of India, the results for the children in 

primary school are alarming. The amount of children that started school in 2006 who could read 

a std2 1 text in std 4 was almost 70 percent. For the children starting school in 2009, the scores in 

std 4 had dropped to not even 50 percent, which is a drastic decline of around 20 percentage 

points in only three years. For basic mathematics, measured in solving subtractions, the drop for 

                                                 
1Children of primary school age that are not enrolled in school 
 
2Primary school grade 
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the same grade and time span was nearly 60 to 35 percent; a drop of 25 percentage points 

(Pratham 2013:2-3), see charts 5 and 7 in Appendix 1. 

We have chosen to look at the phenomenon with higher enrolment numbers in relation to 

the lower academic achievements through Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. According to Bourdieu 

every person holds three forms of capital; economic, cultural and social, which together forms 

her habitus and creates the base for her person and how she will behave and perform in different 

social environments (Bourdieu 1986:241ff). The concept of habitus will be applied to try to 

increase the knowledge of what might be causing the declining school results. Earlier studies 

have primarily focused on more visible and measurable changes in the school, such as funding 

and school infrastructures (Public Report On Basic Education (PROBE) 1998; Lall 2005; 

Kaushik et al 2009) but there have also been studies such as the one conducted by Joanna Härmä 

(2011) that focuses on families’ expectations and possibilities to receive a quality education. The 

aim when applying Bourdieu’s framework as an analytical tool was to be able to broaden the 

understanding of what might be causing this negative trend. Possessing this kind of knowledge 

might help current and future decision makers to tackle the complexities related to prerequisites 

for learning. 

This research was conducted in a specific area and will therefore not be generalizable. 

However, it will hopefully help put into words the complexities that many developing countries 

are facing while trying to achieve the goal of universal primary education. The primary sources 

for this research were rural schools and families in the southern region of West Bengal, India 

and the interviews were conducted between November 2013 and January 2014. 

 

 

1.2 Background of the study 

In 1996 the non-governmental organisation Pratham started the work for what in 2005 became 

the ASER, an annual report of education for rural India. In their 2012 report, two major changes 

in the Indian educational system are presented; firstly, the constitutional amendment in 2002, 

that stipulated the right and obligation of every child to go through primary education (Juneja 

2003:1), and secondly the Right to Education act, RTE, in 2010. Both changes have allocated 

more money for primary education in India and school enrolment has through this increased with 

over 33 million children between 2002 and 2011 (Pratham 2011:8, 2013:47). However, since 
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2006 and more significantly since 2010, the ASER has detected a decline in the reading and 

arithmetic ability of the students and according to their 2012 report “[...] more than half of all 

children in std 5 are at least three grade levels behind where they should be” (Pratham 

2013:47). This decrease in learning achievements in India is primarily seen in the public school 

system, with only a slight decline in the private schools (Ibid:1). This study is therefore 

intending to look beyond the conventional explanations given in earlier studies which focus on 

visible effects, such as teacher per student ratio and school materials, and instead use Bourdieu’s 

concept of habitus to try to broaden the understanding. According to Bourdieu factors such as, 

the language a child receives from home, knowledge about society, culture and social 

interactions as well as her networks and the conditions in which she is able to study at home or 

receive tutoring after school, will determine how well she can understand and utilise the 

information received in the school (Dillion 2009:410). Increasing the number of children with a 

weaker habitus could thus lead to lower learning results, especially if the conditions are not 

given to elevate the children with the weakest educational habitus. 

 

 

1.3 Research Questions 
 

 How is the school composition of children from different economic, cultural and social 

backgrounds in the public school today and have the teachers experienced a change in 

the recent years? 

 What possibilities have the schools had to adapt to the increased enrolment and to what 

extent have they done so? 

 

 

1.4 Objective 

Since education is an essential matter for any country and its development, there is a never 

ending global debate concerning how to make schooling suitable, efficient and inclusive. For 

many developing countries today the question of education is under pressure, both from external 

actors who want to see results from the aid given and from internal expectations on educational 
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outcomes. Since youths are the next generation, an adequate quality of education should be seen 

as a great determinant for the future of the nation. This is especially important for a country like 

India with more than one third of its population below 15 years of age (Lall 2005:2; Kaushik et 

al. 2009:69). Failing to provide sufficient knowledge and skills will therefore be a disadvantage 

for the development of the nation. 

By using the concept of habitus as our analytical framework, the aim is to contribute to 

and expand the current debate that has started to acknowledge the problems that can occur when 

only focusing on enrolment numbers and dropout rates and failing to acknowledge the 

educational outcomes. 

 

 

1.5 Theory and Analytical framework 

Upon collecting our material and interpreted our findings we utilized Bourdieu’s concept of 

habitus. Bourdieu’s idea is that every person holds three different forms of capital, economic, 

cultural and social, which together forms your habitus; your person. The three forms of capital 

are formed in childhood and develop throughout life; which is why family status and primary 

education plays an important role, though not definite, when building someone’s habitus. The 

strength of your forms of capital makes you act in different ways according to the situation and 

to certain surroundings (Bourdieu 1986:241ff). While different forms of capital are well suited 

and effective in some respects, they may be of no use in others. By identifying the strength of a 

person’s forms of capital one can determine whether the habitus is of a character that is suitable 

and desirable in an educational setting (Dillion 2009:407). We have chosen to divide the 

respondent families into groups of weak, middle and strong habitus where two capitals of the 

same strength will determine the educational habitus. This division was done to be able to 

determine their prerequisite for learning based on Bourdieu’s theory of habitus. 
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1.6 Methodology 

This research was conducted as a field study in West Bengal, a state with comparably low scores 

in the ASER from 2012. Here, the decline in reading ability amongst the children in std 3-5 

dropped from 84.9 percent to 59.6 percent between 2006 and 2012 (Pratham 2007:36, 2013:55). 

A field study was found to be the most suitable method to reach the objective of this paper. The 

method was chosen to be able to better understand the situation in the research area, thus be able 

to focus on the respondents and to build knowledge from their experiences and our own 

observations. To integrate in the field and collect our data we used an ethnographically inspired 

and holistic approach. 

The methods primarily used in the field were participatory observations and  

semi-structured interviews. Our main respondents were families and teachers of primary school 

children. Our goal when visiting schools and homes of the children and talking to teachers and 

parents was to create a broad understanding about the situation in and around the school sphere. 

When conducting our interviews, we were careful not to intrude on participants’ daily activities 

and to follow the general ethical guidelines (Creswell 2014:97ff). In addition to the experiences 

in the field, sources such as the ASER and similar writings relevant to the topic were used.  

This is an abductive study which has used the analytical framework of Bourdieu as a 

filter when looking at the research area and interpreting the data. This will be presented more 

in-depth in chapter 2. 

 

 

1.7 Limitation and Delimitation 

One of our major limitations has been that the work was conducted under the restrictions of the 

Mass Education Organisation, which was the contact organisation during the stay in India; Mass 

Education will be further introduced in chapter 4. Therefore, the study is limited to two rural 

areas of West Bengal and concentrated in the areas of their operation, with a main focus on the 

rural islands of Sundarban and Magrahat. Since there were no public communication 

possibilities available in the rural areas, other than together with the staff of Mass Education, the 

respondents were chosen while walking around in the villages. This selection method could 
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possibly have made a skewed sample, but we tried to counter this by requesting to get taken 

further into the countryside and to conduct interviews outside the research area. These talks were 

more informal in nature and revolved around the Indian school system in general. Secondly, we 

faced a great language barrier, as most of our family respondents as well as the teachers did not 

speak English. This caused us to use interpreters, who at times needed to be reminded by us to 

give direct and value-free translations, this because it seemed as if they were adding their own 

values and opinions and not providing direct translations. To prevent this as much as possible, 

talks were held with the interpreters to clarify the purpose of the study, pressing on the 

importance of direct translations word for word. During the study, we used three different 

interpreters depending on where we were situated at the time. 

The study was delimited to only include two regions in one Indian state; the goal of this 

study is therefore to carry out more in-depth research. The intention was to add a piece to the 

puzzle about what causes the declining school results. The decision was made to conduct our 

teacher interviews and observations in five schools: four public and one private. We found that 

by observing more than one school and choosing a somewhat bigger area the risks of direct 

biases were reduced and it also created a good overall picture. The families interviewed were 

families with children, the majority currently in primary school, this because of the relevance to 

the study. 

 

 

1.8 Structure 

This study is divided into seven chapters. The first chapter, Introduction, includes the research 

problem and its relevance, background of the study, our research questions and objective. 

Furthermore, it briefly explains the analytical framework and the methodology used and ends 

with an elaboration of the limitations and delimitations of the study.  

The second chapter, Analytical framework, begins with a literature review to present 

some previous writings on this topic. This is followed by a presentation of Pierre Bourdieu and 

his theory of habitus and the forms of capital. The next section introduces Bourdieu’s framework 

in a school research; presenting studies made by Mikael Palme. Finally, our choice of framework 
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where the definitions of the forms of capital adapted to accommodate the research area are 

outlined. 

Chapter three, Methodological framework, presents the methodological departure and the 

methods used when collecting and analysing the data. Furthermore, it elaborates on the sources’ 

validity and ethical considerations that had to be taken into account when conducting the study. 

The fourth chapter, Background, provides an insight into the Indian educational system 

and its changes over time. Furthermore, it presents an educational report made by Pratham with 

both national and regional statistics.  

In chapter five, Findings, the empirical material from interviews and observations are 

presented. The findings are categorised, beginning with a brief overview of the research area, 

followed by a presentation of the collected data from the families and schools. 

In the sixth chapter, Analysis, the first section presents answers to the research questions 

formulated in the introduction chapter. The second section gives an in-depth analysis of the 

findings in relation to the analytical framework of Bourdieu.  

The final chapter, Conclusion, summarises the study and the main results in a concluding 

discussion. Finally, it includes proposals for further research. 
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2. Analytical Framework 

This chapter begins with a review of some of the existing literature on the declining school 

results in India. This is followed by a more in-depth presentation of Bourdieu, his theory of 

habitus and definition of the forms of capital. Furthermore, to show how Bourdieu’s framework 

can be applied to an educational setting, studies and definitions made by Mikael Palme (2008) 

are outlined. Finally, our choice of how to apply this analytical framework and our definitions 

are presented. 

 

 

2.1 Literature review 

There are quite a number of studies that look at the Indian educational system and acknowledge 

the challenges with decreasing learning achievements in the aim to reach universal primary 

education. A selection of studies that helped us broaden the research questions and deepen the 

analysis will be introduced below. 

The Pratichi (India) Trust, is a regional organisation with major focus on education in 

West Bengal. In their 2009 report, they show great improvements between the 2001/02 and the 

2008/09 surveys, with increased mid-day meal programmes and less teacher absence (Pratichi 

(India) Trust 2009:13). However, it still acknowledges many shortcomings such as uneven 

allocation of money due to India’s focus on higher education, a lack of classrooms for the 

increased number of children, not enough recruitment of teachers and the problem of many 

single-teacher primary schools (Ibid:32ff). Furthermore, it also introduces what this study will 

look closer into, namely disadvantaged groups within the educational system. However, the 

focus in this report is more on the access rather than the implication for the overall educational 

outcomes and instead of applying the concept of habitus on the general school population the 

focus is on religious groups, castes and tribes (Ibid:11, 33ff). 

Marie Lall (2005) follows a similar direction in her paper, The Challenges for India’s 

Education System, where she asserts that despite incentives to improve quality, challenges still 

remain in this millennium. She mentions inadequate school infrastructure, poorly functioning 

schools, high teacher absence and inadequate funds to be some of the major shortcomings. The 
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study also acknowledges the lack of a common school system, something that has resulted in 

uneven access to quality education and it states that “the bottom rung are poorly managed 

government or municipal schools, which cater for the children of the poor majority” (Lall 

2005:4). Furthermore, Lall talks about a pattern where the quality of education generally 

depends on the economic position of the state, where the richer are doing better than the poor 

(Ibid:6).  

Another author, Joanna Härmä (2011), touches on the subject of habitus and gives an 

insight to the Indian families’ access to quality education. Her study shows that despite actions 

taken to make education accessible and equal, it is still unaffordable to the poorest population. 

The major findings of her study focuses on the symbolic assets, even though she mentions other 

aspects such as religion, caste and gender in relation to quality education.  

In summary, much of the previous literature acknowledges important challenges to the 

educational quality. However, it focuses more on institutional and infrastructural aspects. 

Although some reflect on the dynamics amongst the children in the classroom, they often do so 

on the basis of gender, caste and religion.  

 

 

2.2 Bourdieu’s theory of habitus 

In order to understand the declining educational achievements, seen in the ASER, we have 

chosen to use Bourdieu’s theory of habitus as an analytical framework to be applied to our 

findings. This will be done to try to deepen the understanding of the declining school results 

seen in Indian schools in relation to the possible diversification of children. 

Bourdieu’s (1986:241ff) theory is based on the idea that every person’s self is consisting 

of three forms of capital; economic, cultural and social. These forms of capital are formed 

throughout your life and are determining how you behave in and your ability to adapt to certain 

situations as well as your base for acquiring knowledge. Although you primarily develop your 

forms of capital during childhood and they are, to some extent, inherent from your family, your 

habitus is not necessarily constant throughout your life. School can also play an important role in 

the development of a person’s cultural capital, as well as to create networks for your social 

capital. A child’s cultural capital can be increased through good schooling, but the school has to 



    10 
 

be well adapted to be able to give all children this possibility. Since children with strong cultural 

capital, received from the family, from the onset have an easier time understanding and utilizing 

the information received in school (Dillion 2009:407), it is important that a school and its 

teachers are also able to accommodate the needs of children with weaker cultural capital. This is 

vital to be able to also give them the possibility to strengthen their forms of capital. One strong 

capital can also, later in life, be used to strengthen another weaker capital; for example, a strong 

social capital might give you strong networks which help you find a high paying job and through 

this strengthen your economic capital. A stronger cultural capital can on the other hand enhance 

the academic performance, hence strengthen the individual’s attractiveness on the labour market 

and through this enhance their potential for accumulation of economic capital (Ibid). However, it 

is more difficult to change your forms of capital in your adult years and it requires at least one 

strong capital from the beginning (Bourdieu 1984:22f, 291; Dillion 2009:409f).  

Firstly, the economic capital signifies the economic status of a person, with indicators 

such as money earned, economic assets and ownership of land and property. The strength of the 

economic capital can influence and become influenced by the other two. 

Secondly, the cultural capital is the awareness and knowledge of the dominant culture in 

a society, the knowledge about language, a well-developed vocabulary and an eye for fine arts 

(Sullivan 2002:145).  

"By doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly demands of everyone, 

the education system demands of everyone alike that they have what it does not give. This 

consists mainly of linguistic and cultural competence and that relationship of familiarity 

with culture which can only be produced by family upbringing when it transmits the 

dominant culture” (Bourdieu 1977:494).  

This quote shows that Bourdieu views the inherent nature of the education system to be 

favourable towards the children with a strong cultural capital. These children have an easier time 

comprehending and using the information received from the teacher. Bourdieu often uses the 

parental education as a strong measurement of a person’s cultural capital, though this is 

something that has been questioned by some researchers for being an inadequate measure which 

needs to be developed further and by others for being totally irrelevant (Sullivan 2002:154f). 

Finally, the social capital is relevant to the formation of a person’s identity and is a 

measurement of the actual, potential and durability of networks and relationships a person has.  
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A connection to a group or an individual can give a person the backing of a collectively-owned 

capital, this can later be used to strengthen the individual in both the long and short term (Farrell 

2010:112; Dillion 2009:407). 

 

 

2.3 Bourdieu in school research 

To show how Bourdieu’s concept of habitus can be applied on a different societal setting than 

that of Bourdieu’s studies, we have looked at Mikael Palme’s application of the concept to show 

a way to use the framework on an educational setting. 

In the book Det kulturella kapitalet, Palme presents two decades (1988-2008) of research 

on the Swedish education system with the emphases on upper secondary level of education and 

its transformations over time. His dissertation concerning the educational system in Sweden 

focuses on people’s habitus, a concept which he defines as educational strategies, lifestyles, 

beliefs and values (Palme 2008:19, 46). These are all embodied aspects which are linked to how 

you interact and are perceived, based on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus; symbolic, cultural and 

social capital (Ibid:19, 40). Following the terminology of Bourdieu, Palme’s interviews with 

students were based on thematic areas such as family background, educational career, social 

activities and networks; this in order to understand their capital assets and how these affected 

their use of the educational system (Ibid:23ff). 

Palme’s main focus is on the pupils cultural capital, which is the capital seen as the one 

affecting their access to education as well as their educational outcomes. When defining cultural 

capital, he outlines it in both quantitative and qualitative measures. While the former lies in 

social origin and is found in fundamentals such as parental education, occupation and income, 

the latter is embodied aspects such as abilities, beliefs and attitudes. Further, he argues that it is 

the society that determines what valuable culture is and that it is important to master it in order 

to receive and utilise higher education (Ibid:45f). 
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2.4 Our choice of framework 

We have used the hermeneutic methodology and gone back to the framework of habitus 

throughout the research. This was done to best formulate the interview questions and adapt the 

study. Our aim has been to see how Bourdieu’s concept of habitus can be used to understand the 

declining learning results. Prior research such as the studies made by Lall (2005), the Pratichi 

(2009) and Härmä (2011) have had a different angle of entry, focusing on access to education, 

institutional challenges and possible incentives for education. 

 

 

2.5 Our definition of the forms of capital 

Researchers such as Mikael Palme (2008) have used the frames of Bourdieu’s theory and 

thereafter defined the forms of capital after the specific societal contexts of his study. We have 

followed his example and defined the forms of capital to fit the research area. This has given us 

the possibility to analyse the specific details of the respondents’ living conditions in the 

Sundarban and Magrahat area. Since these areas are rural, far from a big city with a poor and 

relatively homogeneous population, the variety of opportunities and access to high end 

commodities are limited. Therefore the three forms of capital are concretised according to the 

situation in the area, with focus on economic livelihood, parental education, access to media and 

social networks. When looking at the families’ habitus, they have been divided according to the 

principle that two similar capitals outweigh one weaker or stronger capital, see appendix 4.  

 

2.5.1 Economic capital 

Economic capital is a measurement for the families’ visible economic assets. The economic 

assets are a part of the social stratification which according to Bourdieu upholds the classes in 

the society. Access to certain assets facilitates the daily life and is according to Bourdieu often a 

base for the other capitals (Veenstra 2009:64f). The economic capital can enhance the academic 

achievements since it makes it possible to improve the study situation of the child;                                                

employ better tutors or even enroll the child in a school with better academic credentials. We 

have chosen to look at the economic capital symbolised by the work of the parents, the material 
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and standard of their house and other surrounding factors; such as if the children need to help to 

contribute to their family’s household economy, access to electricity in the house etc. These 

indicators are used since this is one of the most remote and rural areas of the West Bengal state, 

where many people live of the land that they own or are working as day labourers on farms. 

These are uncertain sources of income since the land is often destroyed by the monsoons or 

cyclones in the summer. These weather conditions make life difficult; besides the risk of 

unstable income, severe damage or complete destruction homes can be the result of these 

disasters. Families that have the ability to build their houses with bricks instead of just clay have 

a big advantage. If they are of better means, they may have the possibility to connect electricity 

to their house or buy a solar panel. This gives them enough electricity to have one or two light 

bulbs to light up their house in the evening. Since there are no streetlights or other communal 

lighting in the villages, it goes dark very early, around five thirty. The electricity from the solar 

panels might make it possible for the children to do their homework or conduct other chores 

after dark. Further, the way a child spends its time will give an indicator to how much time the 

child can spend on doing homework or other learning related and capital-developing activities.  

 

2.5.2 Cultural capital 

Cultural capital is here seen through the knowledge of the cultural norms and standards that are 

native to the society. The knowledge about the high culture and a well-developed language are 

helping the children in social and later work-related activities. This capital is primarily received 

from the family but can also be enhanced through schooling. Though, as Bourdieu mentions, the 

schools are already demanding certain knowledge about culture and especially language before 

enrolling. This gives the weaker capital groups a disadvantage from the beginning (Bourdieu 

1977:494). For the cultural capital, parameters such as access to the internet, newspapers and 

other information sources as well as parental education were chosen. This since these factors are 

affecting both the parent’s and children’s knowledge about what is happening outside their 

community. Use of these mediums also makes them more or less aware about political changes 

and reforms that are taking place. The families’ TV watching habits was also chosen as a 

parameter; this was found to be interesting due to the limited supply of cultural activities, 

making this capital less stratified than in areas with more variety. Since Bollywood and Bengali 

movies are highly rated in the society, it can be seen as an advantage for those who are more 
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knowledgeable about the popular culture. They also help develop both the Hindi and Bengali 

languages which are both taught in school. The question of parental education was found 

important for this capital, something that Bourdieu also highlights in his research. The level of 

education might affect the dreams and aspirations for the children and their demands on the 

school for quality education (Dillion 2009:410f) 

 

2.5.3 Social capital 

Social capital is in this study seen as the knowledge a person holds about social norms, which 

contribute to the social networks and safety net a person is able to acquire. The connections to 

others help build a social knowledge base which strengthens a person’s position in society. As 

for the social capital, we have asked questions about the parent’s and children’s involvement in 

community activities and social gatherings. This includes school meetings and religious 

festivals. Questions about the children’s possibility to play and be with other youngsters were 

also included. This possibility was considered to be an important part in the construction of the 

children’s social networks, and was found often to be limited to the people that are a little better 

off. 
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3. Methodological Framework 

This chapter begins with a description of our methodological departure. This is followed by the 

methods used, both during preparations, time in the field and when analysing the data. Finally, 

ethical considerations are discussed. 

 

 

3.1 Methodology 

This study has been conducted as an ethnographically inspired, qualitative field study. The aim 

has been to create a deeper understanding about a specific phenomenon in a specific area in 

India. A field study was chosen since there is limited written information about the specific 

context of the living conditions of the rural families in India. This method was also deemed best 

to put focus on the individuals and families in the research area and to understand the social and 

cultural arena of our research. 

This is an abductive ethnographically inspired study, which puts focus on the 

respondents and views the findings through the analytical framework of habitus. By applying the 

concept of habitus to the empirical data the aim has been to reach a deeper understanding about 

the declining learning results in the Indian public schools. This study is not of the magnitude of a 

full ethnographic study, but takes inspiration from the openness and the holistic view of an 

ethnographic approach (Aspers 2011). We entered the field with a holistic view as to be able to 

deepen our understanding, be open to what we might find and integrate with the participants in 

the field. Though, as Aspers (2011:38f) mentions, it is important to gain a pre-understanding 

about the field of research, without creating a prejudice to the possible findings before entering 

the field. How we worked to counteract this will be outlined in the next section. 
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3.2 Method 

3.2.1 Choice of method 

The objective of our research has been to widen the understanding of the declining school results 

in India. To do this, a qualitative field study was conducted in the state of West Bengal, a state 

with a visible decrease in learning achievements from 2006, seen in the 2012 ASER (Pratham 

2013:55). In order to best adapt this study and to be able to interact with the people and the 

surroundings, we chose to follow the guidelines of interpersonal methods (Aspers 2011:32f). 

The information collected mainly comes from interviews, direct and participatory observations 

and statistical material. The field study was conducted between November 2013 and January 

2014. Given that our contact organisation, Mass Education, has its primary focus on a regional 

level in rural areas of West Bengal and that the ASER only focuses on rural India, our study was 

conducted in the rural southern parts of West Bengal. The main focus was on Magrahat, south of 

Calcutta, and the islands of Sundarban, bordering to Bangladesh in the east.  

 

3.2.2 Preparations 

Before starting the research and entering the field, we used previous studies and reports to 

understand the situation and to define the challenges within the Indian primary education system. 

By reading published material from larger organisations as well as studies from other 

researchers, a research problem based on current discussions and a new angle of entry could be 

found. Furthermore, a social anthropologist, Mr Gordon Tamm, gave us the opportunity to 

interview him before travelling to India. He has been living and studying in the state of West 

Bengal for many years, Mr Tamm could therefore give us useful information about the culture, 

structures and everyday aspects of the area. This helped us gain pre-knowledge about the 

situation without developing too much prejudice, which is something that is important not to 

make the research too insipid and broad (Aspers 2011:38f). 

The base for this study is mainly the ASER, an annual report on the Indian education, 

which is showing a declining learning curve in the whole of India since 2006 and more salient  

since 2010 (Pratham 2013:1). Furthermore, other reports and studies have been used as to 

broaden our understanding of the situation at local as well as national level (Lall 2005; Kaushik 

et al 2009; Pratichi (India) Trust 2009; Härmä 2011). 
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3.2.3 Interviews 

When entering the field, the empirical data was gathered through combining stakeholder 

interviews with observations (Aspers 2011:17f). The interviews were semi-structured, and 

included both respondents who were directly involved, for example families and teachers as well 

as informants which were used as outside sources who possessed knowledge about the field. 

Interviews were conducted with the head of the Mass Education Organisation, who had been 

working with school issues for over 30 years. Before entering the field, interview guides with 

topics and specific questions for different kinds of interviews were prepared. This was done to 

help keep the interviews semi-structured but not limit the respondents in their answers. 

However, these were reformulated during our time in the field as to better suit our research; 

some questions were removed or replaced. Additionally, to receive more spontaneous thoughts, 

informal talks were held with people in the Indian society outside our research area. These were 

people that were encountered on the bus, at restaurants and in similar informal settings. By 

including all these groups, the aim was to broaden the understanding of the situation in the 

school sphere. 

Our main stakeholders were families of primary school children, teachers and teacher 

students. The family interviews were focused around the respondent’s family situation; their 

livelihood, educational backgrounds, goals and aims, opinions and feelings about the school 

system. The main focus was on families with children in public schools, since this is where the 

decreased learning curves have been most prominent. During the study, we became more aware 

of the importance of finding out the differences between the people who have chosen to place 

their children in public schools and those who choose private schools. Since these two 

respondent groups were both found important, we also decided to include some families with 

children in private school. Through this, we also managed to find families with children who had 

gone to both private and public schools. We believe that this mix of families deepened the 

understanding of the different ways of thinking about education, aspirations and possibilities. 

For the teachers and teacher students, the interviews focused on the school environment; 

organisation, composition, changes and challenges in the school.  

The interviews were mainly conducted by taking field notes and in some instances they 

were also, after consent from the respondent, recorded; this was primarily used as an extra tool 

not to miss out on important information shared. By talking to people in the community, the aim 
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was to understand how the increased enrolment has affected the learning possibilities of the 

children and how this is showing in the society. The respondents are more thoroughly outlined in 

Appendix 2. 

 

3.2.4 Participatory observations 

In addition to interviews, which were more arranged, we also used the method of participatory 

observation. By being present in the field, we became more integrated with our study, which is 

important to generate and interpret empirical material (Aspers 2011:109f). The participatory 

observations were primarily conducted in the school setting, where we accompanied teachers for 

entire days in the classrooms while teaching, as well as in the teachers’ room and spent time with 

the children during the breaks. By doing this, we got an enhanced picture of the school settings 

and could use this to better understand and compare with the experiences shared during the 

interviews. We had the opportunity to observe the everyday school days in four public and one 

private school. This has contributed to our understanding of how the school system works and 

has changed as well as the composition of the children, their available material etc. We were also 

lucky enough to be able to visit the schools around the time of their yearly exams, which we 

found to be adding to the knowledge of how the school system really works. These observations 

were also a good way for us to triangulate the data that we received from the respondents, prior 

research and official documents. 

 

3.2.5 Data analysis 

After collecting the data from the different sources, we compared the opinions and feelings of 

the respondents to official data and to our observations as a method of triangulation to validate 

the findings (Mikkelsen 2005:96f; Aspers 2011:110f). 

As shown in 2.5 our definition of the forms of capital we chose to categorise the families 

interviewed as to easier apply the theory of habitus when analysing. After adapting the 

definitions of the forms of capital to become applicable in our field, we divided the families into 

groups of strong, middle and weak habitus for education, depending on the strength of their 

economic, social and cultural capital. 
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 To answer our research questions we found this method of analysing most suitable, as it 

makes it easier to determine the aims and possibilities for the children in the educational system 

and to distinguish children with different habitus. 

 

 

3.3 Sources and validity 

Since we did not find any written sources about the children’s habitus and change in 

composition of the children from different social structures in India, we have focused on the 

teachers’ perception of possible changes in the school composition, our own observations and 

interviews with the families to determine their habitus. The main data collected comes from 

interviews with respondents, presented above. Since we depended on Mass Education staff to 

translate for us and find suitable respondents, there was a risk of respondent homogeneity and 

corrupted answers; this because of their own schools located in the area of research. This was 

tackled by getting brought further out in the field and trying not to interview families with 

children in Mass Education schools. To achieve as accurate and valid findings as possible, we 

have used triangulation as a method where the understanding is found in information received 

from interviews in convergence with our own observations as well as literature on the Indian 

educational system (Creswell 2014:201).  

When looking at the analytical framework of Bourdieu, multiple sources were used and 

interpreted to define the forms of capital used in this study. 

 

 

3.4 Ethical considerations 

Firstly, prior to entering into the field, we researched our suggested topic to acknowledge 

possible ethical issues we might encounter, such as the relevance of the study, cultural 

differences and other challenges. Here, the interview with the anthropologist became important, 

Mr Tamm helped us to better understand the situation in West Bengal, how to easiest approach 

people and how to relate to the concept of caste and other stratifications. 
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Secondly, to successfully carry out our field study, with focus on the people and their 

experiences of the educational system, we were dependent on our respondents. Thus, following 

ethical guidelines was inevitable when collecting our data, so as to protect and gain trust from 

our respondents (Creswell 2014:92). So as not to cause an uncomfortable situation or feelings of 

being singled out, families were chosen by randomly going from house to house. However, the 

focus was on families with children in public schools, though this was asked first when visiting 

the family. 

Before conducting the interviews, participants were informed about the purpose of the 

study, their right to be anonymous as well as their ability to terminate the interview at any time. 

The interview guide was used as a help to direct the interview but not to limit the respondents 

from sharing their own thoughts and experiences. Adhering to a holistic departure, we were 

mindful to that we did not come with judgements but rather open to learn from their experiences 

and stories. 
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4. Background 

This chapter aims to give a brief description of the research area and background to the Indian 

education system as well as the ASER, which this study uses as a base. 

 

 

4.1 Research area 

The field research was conducted in Magrahat and the islands of Sundarban in the rural southern 

part of West Bengal, for map see Appendix 3. This district was chosen because it is situated in 

the working area of our contact organisation, Mass Education, which is a non-governmental 

regional organisation working with development with its focus on rural villages. Their work 

revolves around the areas of education, health and environment with the aim to empower, 

mobilise and raise awareness3. 

After spending time in Magrahat, our understanding is that the major sources of income 

are farming, agricultural production and small businesses. A large extent of the families 

interviewed did not own land, but were day workers on others’ land. The town has one of West 

Bengal’s teacher training institutes, run by Mass Education, and also a school led by the same 

organisation. 

The islands of Sundarban consist of more than hundred islands and is bordering to 

Bangladesh in the east. This area is home to the Bengali tigers as well as many other species and 

a diverse fauna. One major source of income is fishing and for many people living in this 

archipelago life is difficult, this because of the rising water levels that are lowering the islands 

and cyclones that hit every year, resulting in gradual loss of land, destroyed homes and displaced 

people (The Times of India 2013). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 For more information about Mass Education, see: http://www.mass-education.com/ 
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4.2 Education in India 

India with its population exceeding one billion is one of the least developed countries in the 

world and is also one of the nations with highest illiteracy rate (Juneja 2003:1). Being one of the 

cornerstones of the MDGs, universal primary education has become a goal for the developing 

world in order to alleviate poverty and achieve development. India has had three major 

challenges with achieving this goal; the need to improve access and quality at all levels of 

education, to increase funding and to increase the literacy rate. For a long time, and especially 

the years following their independence, focus was on higher rather than primary education (Lall 

2005:1). However, in the past 30 years more money has been allocated to the primary education 

(Sharma in Kaushik et al 2009:61f). 

Through implementation of new legislations India has sought to make school inclusive 

and efficient. A major step was the signing of the UN Convention on Rights of the Child in 

1992, including the convention of right to education (Juneja 2003:33). Another example of 

incentives to encourage families to send their children to school was the 1995 nutrition 

programme, implementing that public schools should provide cooked meals for the children 

during schooldays (Sharma in Kaushik et al 2009:62). Two of the most recent developments are 

the Constitutional Amendment in 2002 and its final implementation through the RTE in 2010. 

This study mainly focuses on the amendment from 2002 since this it is one of the most recent 

changes which is within the timeframe of the visible decrease in learning results, see examples in 

4.2.3.2. The RTE is such a recent step and includes many aspects of the educational 

development, why it was deemed too early to analyse the reading and arithmetic declines based 

on the RTE. Since knowledge in school is accumulated and the declining results have been 

detected since 2006, it is more likely that the detected decline is caused by the amendment in 

2002 and the increased enrolment since the 1990s, rather than the RTE. Furthermore, as we 

observed and were told it is evident that the RTE is not even now, in 2014, anywhere near fully 

implemented in all of India. This caused us to be careful not to be blinded or misled by the 

introduction of the RTE in this study. However, it has been over a decade since the 2002 

amendment, which stated the Indian universal right to education and led to increased enrolment, 

hence the choice of making the amendment the focus when trying to understand the declined 

learning results. 
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4.2.1 Constitutional Amendment 2002 

Prior to 2002, there was already effort put in to inclusive education with incentives such as the 

nutrition program, but the amendment established a more central legislation compared to earlier 

local acts with the same aim (Juneja 2003:37). To ensure education as a fundamental right, with 

eight years of schooling, the Article 21A of the constitution states that; “The State shall provide 

free and compulsory education to all children of the age of six to fourteen years in such manner 

as the State may, by law, determine” (Ibid:1). Along with the amendment, increased money was 

allocated to primary schooling and education was brought up on the political agenda (Pratham 

2013:1). With free education, no child should be held back because of poverty. Furthermore, by 

making primary education compulsory in the legislation, putting the right of the child in focus, it 

both put obligation on the families to send their children to school and on the state to provide 

sufficient institutions for learning. 

  

4.2.2 Right to Education Act 2010 

A final step to enforce the 2002 amendment was the implementation of the RTE in 2010. With 

the new act it was expected of public schools to provide for a more accessible, inclusive and 

higher quality teaching and school facilities. Two major changes were introduced; the first was 

that the admission of new children should be done according to their age (The Kolkata Gazette 

2012:179) and the second took away the possibility to hold pupils back because of insufficient 

results (Pratham 2013:2). 

In West Bengal the government published a list in The Kolkata Gazette (2012:187f) with 

requirements of a school to be recognised under the new law. Some of the requirements were; to 

have proper buildings with rooms according to standard, a teacher’s room, adequate facilities for 

water and electricity, food serving, good quality and separate toilets for boys and girls. 

 

4.2.3 Pratham and their Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) 

4.2.3.1 The birth of ASER 

The national non-governmental organisation Pratham, which started with small-scale 

assessments at local level in Mumbai, has since it started in 1996 grown into a nationwide 

operator, with the ASER Centre making annual reports on the state of Indian primary education. 

In their early operating years, Pratham started to acknowledge the lack of pre-schools in the 
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slums of Mumbai and they set their focus on primary teaching with the aim to enrol these 

children in school. Since then, their effort to provide training and learning facilities has 

expanded to also include children of school age that were “left out” or “left behind”. When 

conducting a small study of children’s arithmetic skills in Andheri, a state with high primary 

enrolment, they were left stunned when a majority of the children were not able to answer even 

simple mathematical calculations. With these results in hand, the Pratham decided to start their 

work to help children improve their basic skills. Through their work they have developed a tool 

for basic reading and counting, a tool which later became an instrument when conducting their 

nationwide report, something that has been annually conducted in all of India since 2005. This 

tool has also become a help for parents to understand the level of knowledge that their children 

possesses and through this show them where the school is lacking. What started out in one state 

by a small group of volunteers in 1996 has grown to involve many local organisations, 

conducting yearly surveys in their districts (Pratham 2013:6ff; ASER Center). 

 

4.2.3.2 The 2012 ASER 

The 2012 ASER, which has worked as the base for this study, highlights some of the challenges 

that the Indian primary education system is facing when it comes to quality education. While it 

bears witness to a positive increase in the enrolment rate, with a steady number of over 96 

percent for the past years, it sees a downward trend in the reading and arithmetic abilities 

amongst the children (Pratham 2013:47). 

Although it is too early to see the full effect of the RTE, the overall picture of the 

primary education development in the 2012 report is pessimistic, as it recognises a faster 

negative slope in reading and arithmetic skills since its implementation in 2010. One notable 

example is the decline in recognition of numbers amongst pupils in std 3, where the amount of 

children that could recognise the numbers up to 100 has dropped from 70 percent in 2008 down 

to not even 50 percent in 2012. Similarly the amount of std 3 pupils that could read a std 1 text 

dropped from around 50 percent to nearly 30 percent in the same period, see figures 1-4 in 

Appendix 1. These numbers are an average for rural India with some states doing better than 

others (Pratham 2013:1). Although the decline can be seen in both public and private schools, 

the national pattern bears witness to a widening gap between them, with public schools falling 

further behind. In the report they highlight the many new guidelines that have come with the 
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implementation of the RTE which might have made public teachers more inactive and 

dependent, strictly focusing on the curriculum, forgetting to teach the basics and fail to see the 

children’s needs (Pratham 2013:2). However, since the RTE is not fully implemented and the 

decline started before the RTE, there has to be an underlying problem. 

Another challenge that the report points out is the remarkable increase in private school 

enrolment; a move from the poorly organised public schools to the better off private schools. 

This move is something that may have had implications on the overall educational development 

since it, due to costs, excludes a large share of the population (Härmä 2011). Pratham (2013:5) 

goes as far as to say that “the gap between children who attend one and the other will create a 

big divide in every aspect of life and opportunity”. 
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5. Findings 

In this chapter the material will be presented under different categories as to lay the foundation 

for our analysis in relation to our research questions. First, the information received from the 

interviews with families will be presented, this to describe the situation in their homes as well as 

their feelings about the school. Second, our findings in the school sphere will be presented. 

Under each category, more detailed descriptions of the interviews and observations with 

families, teachers and others will be presented. A total of thirty-eight interviews were conducted, 

twenty were family interviews, seven were with teachers individually or in group and one was 

with the director of the Mass Education Organisation. The remaining ten interviews include 

teacher students and other people in the community. 

 

 

5.1 Families 

We conducted interviews with twenty families, sixteen with children in public and four with 

children in private school. Seven lived on the islands of Sundarban, twelve in the community of 

Magrahat and one was a schoolboy living and studying in Calcutta who was visiting relatives in 

the Sundarban area at the time of the interview. In order to get an understanding of their family 

situation, through the framework of habitus, we have divided them according to our defined 

forms of capital. 

At first we will discuss and categorise the families’ different levels of capital. This is 

then followed by a summary to receive an overall understanding of their livelihood and situation. 

 

5.1.1 Economic capital 

We chose to divide the economic capital through indicators such as: which material their house 

was built out of, the work of the parents, to what extent the children in the household needed to 

contribute to the families’ household economy and access to electricity. These parameters were 

set due to the rural location and poor areas of research. The population in these rural areas do not 

tend to have money in the bank, which is why the economic factors used were all visible.  
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During the interviews we met families with a varying degree of economic capital; 

fourteen families lived in houses that were made out of bricks, whilst the other six had houses 

built out of clay. The islands of Sundarban is an area that is frequently hit by cyclones which 

tend to abolish whole villages. The houses that are made out of clay are therefore risking 

destruction every year. 

A family with no other income than that of their own or others land were also considered 

to be living in high risk when in an environment frequented by floods and natural disasters. This 

could leave them with a very low or no income in the periods when rain or drought hit, this at 

the same time as food prices tend to rise dramatically. After the long monsoon 2013 the prices of 

vegetables more than doubled, leaving the families with low or no income in great distress 

(Sukumar Singh 14 Nov 2013). Of our interviewed families, eleven had some kind of income 

other than agriculture. Only three families answered that they had their own farming plot and the 

rest, six families, were fully dependent on other peoples’ land for their income. 

Another difference between the families was the access to electricity, where many of the 

families had little, non-regular or no access to electricity. This makes them dependent on 

paraffin lamps when the night falls, which is around five o’clock in the winter. Only one of the 

respondents had access to solar panels as a backup, which during power outs gave them enough 

electricity for one or two light bulbs. Fifteen families only had power lines to their houses, 

where most were unpredictable in their electricity supply. Four families had no electricity at all 

connected to their house. Since most interviews were conducted in the homes of the respondents 

we observed unforeseen power cuts and the problems that occurred when the families had to find 

their paraffin lamps to continue the interview. None of the respondents said that they could not 

afford paraffin to their lamps, which makes us assume that this was not a problem and that 

everyone therefore had access to some kind of light in the night-time. A problem for children in 

households without proper electricity flow can be that they do not have enough light to do their 

homework in the evening. 

When looking at the chores of the children, only two families said that the children did 

not have to help with the daily housework, such as fetching water or gathering firewood. The 

remaining eighteen families responded that their children had to help with the daily chores. 

Sometimes these children even had to contribute to the families’ economy, either by farming or 
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working in the small business. In two families, children had already dropped out of school since 

the family needed them to work for the family’s survival (B4 24 Nov 2013; B8 25 Nov 2013). 

When dividing the families into our three categories of economic capital; strong, middle 

and weak, the results were diverse. In the strong economic capital group there are two families 

that both had brick houses, electricity and children who did not have to help at home or just had 

to help with simple tasks. In the middle group, there are thirteen families that had brick or very 

stable clay houses, partial electricity supply and children who only or mostly needed to help with 

the daily work. The weak economic capital group is consisting of five families who were having 

the hardest time with clay houses, little or no access to electricity and children that needed to 

help with both the daily household work and with work to contribute to the family’s income. 

 

5.1.2 Cultural Capital 

The cultural capital in this study refers to the amount of knowledge the family has received in 

forms of education, news, popular culture etc. As parameters for this capital we chose to look at 

the highest reached level of education of the parents as well as the families’ TV-watching habits, 

access to internet, newspapers and other sources of information about the community, country 

and the world. The movie scene in India is very big and is honoured at festivals and other social 

gatherings and without knowledge about the popular culture represented by music, movies and 

news, a person will be considered an outsider in social events. The education level of the parents 

was used since it indicates what kind of language that was used in the home and to what extent 

the parents were able to help the children with their homework. Further, it determines the way 

that the parents can utilise, understand and forward the available information. It was also an 

important aspect since cultural capital is partly taught from home and if a parent has had higher 

education this will most likely show in the child’s use of language and knowledge about society, 

its norms and values. 

We saw that there was a big divide within the respondent groups in access to the cultural 

capital, even across other capital borders. As with the economic capital, the families were 

divided into strong, middle and weak cultural capital. Looking at the parental education, only 

two families had at least one parent with advanced education (B3 24 Nov 2013; B13 8 Jan 

2014). Five families had one or two parents who had reached a grade higher than std 5 and 

thirteen families had parents with no or only primary education. 
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When looking at access to TV, twelve families had their own and most of them used it to 

watch news and movies. Three of these families even had international channels (B3 24 Nov 

2013; B6 25 Nov 2013; B12 7 Jan 2014). Only two families stated that they read the newspaper 

(B3 24 Nov 2013; B20 8 Jan 2014) and although most parents could read, at least at a basic 

level, they never read any news. Some even pointed out that the newspapers were not delivered 

to their area (B16-19 8 Jan 2014). 

With this information, three families have a strong cultural capital with educated parents, 

access to and conscious use of television, newspapers, and/or the internet. Eight families are 

placed in the middle cultural capital group with partly educated parents, moderate access to 

either TV, internet or newspapers. Nine families are in the weak cultural capital group, with an 

average low parental education and no or very limited access to cultural mediums. 

 

5.1.3 Social Capital 

When analysing the families by their social capital we used the parents’ and children’s 

involvement in community and school activities, which gives a broad picture of their social 

networks. We also included the methods used to communicate with friends and relatives; if they 

visit each other or communicate through phone. In this societal context another factor that we 

found important for social connections was the time that the children had the possibility to play 

and be with other youngsters. We saw that this was a dividing factor, especially between the 

strong capital group and the rest, where the children in the weaker groups to a higher extent had 

to spend their after school hours helping at home. This gave an indication of the children’s social 

networks and possibility to strengthen their capital. The majority of the families that we met said 

that they send their children away to relatives or receive children from relatives in times of big 

festivals in the respective areas. As local markets and religious festivals were the most common 

ways to meet others, these were the major social activities to participate in, something that most 

families said that they did. Only three families had a broader network, joining regularly in school 

meetings and other social gatherings (B3 24 Nov 2014; B4 24 Nov 2014; B12 7 Jan 2014). 

When dividing the families into a strong, middle and weak social capital groups, three 

families are found to have a strong social capital. These families had big networks and 

frequently met their relatives or other people from the community. In the middle capital group 

we met six families with moderate social networks, meaning that they mentioned certain social 
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activities, but these seemed to be irregular. In the weak category are eleven families that had 

none or very limited access to community groups or other social networks. They therefore had 

less access to information about the community and what was happening around them. The weak 

social capital group becomes more vulnerable when there are unforeseen events and they need 

the support of others. 

 

5.1.4 Summary 

Looking at the previous discussion it becomes evident that there are some differences in the 

families’ habitus. Since the economic capital was the most visible, this was also the most evident 

difference to us in the field, where many parameters differed between the families concerning 

their livelihood, type of house, electricity supply etc. However, looking at the cultural and social 

capital, the differences were not as visible, with almost all families being in the middle or weak 

group depending on their community engagement and access to information. This shows a  

low-stratified community, where there are not that many possibilities and the families’ 

conditions to increase their access to cultural and social capital are almost equal. 

What was interesting to see is that most of the families with one strong capital also 

belonged to the strong group in the others, this whilst families in the middle and weak groups 

vary between the forms of capital. As suggested by Bourdieu, this indicates that the families that 

have one strong capital have an easier time enhancing the others (Dillion 2009:409ff). As a 

conclusion we can see that half of the families positions are coherent, meaning that they have the 

same position in all forms of capital while the other half varies between the groups, see table in 

Appendix 4. 

 

 

5.2 School sphere 

We were fortunate enough to be invited to join the schooldays in four different public and one 

private school in the Sundarban and Magrahat area. All schools were contacted through Mass 

Education and the private school in Magrahat was run by this organisation. In this section we 

will present the findings from our visits based on interviews with the teachers and our own 
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observations. The findings are divided into subsections elaborating on school facilities, teachers 

and pupils, curriculum, class composition and school choices, tutors and finally contradictions. 

 

5.2.1 School facilities 

We were invited to join the school days in all five schools and to hold teacher interviews in three 

of them. All four public schools were lower primary, ranging from pre-primary to std 4 and the 

private school, managed by Mass Education, had classes up to std 10. 

Overall the schools were quite similar, with simple two-storey buildings and unadorned 

classrooms. A problem seen in the public schools was the lack of teachers and rooms to 

accommodate each class, resulting in a fusion of pre-primary and std 1. Many classrooms did not 

have benches or chairs, therefore children were sitting on the floor in front of the blackboard, 

which was also often the only school material in the room. Despite the empty classroom walls, 

visits to the teachers’ rooms revealed cupboards that were supplied with teaching material such 

as educational boards, maps and books. 

Furthermore, in the rooms that actually had chairs and benches it became evident that 

most of them were not sufficient to accommodate the number of children. All classrooms were 

small and dark with the only light coming from the open windows. All schools visited had 

access to a water pipe. In all but one of the public schools we could see a place for preparing the 

midday meal, something that is not provided in the private schools. The cooking area was small 

with a fireplace and although lunch was being served every day, the teachers in one school 

complained about the lack of access to nutritious food (D1 25 Nov 2013). 

All public schools had toilets, but the majority of them were in bad condition, meaning 

bad smelling and many could not be locked or were even lacking a proper door. During one of 

our uninformed visits we were shown five brand new toilets, divided between boys and girls, but 

all of them were locked, which raised the question as to whether the children were allowed 

access. The private school had two toilets in some distance away from the school but they were  

non-usable. The doors were broken and the place was blocked with building blocks. Spending 

quite some time around this school we often witnessed children going behind the school to 

relieve themselves. Important to note here since this is a school also attended by older children 

and many of the girls have got their menstruation. Not having a proper toilet or sanitation may 

lead to high absence and even drop-out.  
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5.2.2 Teachers and pupils 

As mentioned in the previous section there was a lack of teachers, something that put an extra 

burden on the ones employed, having to take care of several classes and in many cases even had 

the role of the headmaster. In two of our school interviews we received contradicting views on 

how this, together with other changes in the school, has been affecting their work and the quality 

of education. 

In D1 (25 Nov 2013) there was a consensus amongst the three teachers and the 

headmaster that their situation as teachers had been worsened in recent years, this even though 

the amount of children in the school had decreased from approximately 225 to 180 in the last 

five years. The decrease was said to be thanks to the implementation of the 2002 amendment and 

the RTE, with the building of new schools on the island. In the last 40 years, on this island alone, 

there has been an increase from one to fifteen primary schools, including child education centres 

and two private schools. However, in the past five years the government has also decreased the 

amount of teachers in the school which means that the class sizes has not been reduced. Though, 

judging from what the headmaster told us in the interview, the class sizes now are still smaller 

than they were when he started in the school eight years ago. According to one of the families 

interviewed, the amount of children per teacher is a lot lower now than in the  

pre-2000s when many schools had over one hundred children per teacher (B4 24 Nov 2014). 

However, as the results of the school achievements in this time were, to our knowledge, never 

tested, we cannot make any judgements as to whether this is a pro or con for the children’s 

learning. 

Looking at the time the teachers actually spend in the classroom teaching we got quite 

another story. The teachers have to an increasing extent been allocated more duties outside of the 

school sphere, leading to less time spent in the classroom. Because teachers are often seen as the 

ones most educated in these rural areas, they have been obliged to carry out other missions in the 

society. These are, to a large extent, connected to politics and involve working with census and 

elections at all levels. Other tasks mentioned were surveys of all kinds, calculation of school 

budget and other administrative work. With this increased burden, the teachers even admitted 

that they recommend parents to send their children to a private school, where the teachers have 

time for the children. They saw that this was happening amongst the conscious families, even 

those that were poor (D1 25 Nov 2013). When asking the teachers about the 2002 amendment 



    33 
 

and the RTE their feelings were mixed. On the positive side they felt that the children were no 

longer afraid of coming to school as joyful learning and other incentives had been put in place. 

With this came also a decreasing dropout rate. On the other hand they experienced more 

arrogance and irregularity in the classroom as the children know they cannot be punished or held 

back. The children were not doing their homework, coming unprepared for class, leading to the 

teachers having to repeat everything. However, they considered this to be a problem from home, 

where families lack consciousness, are poor and have no hope for the future. According to the 

headmaster in D1, almost all parents are illiterate themselves and do not care whether their 

children learn or not. One teacher expressed it as “education is the norm, not an aim”. Another 

problem raised was child marriage, which leads to children, mostly girls, being taken out of 

school at a young age (D1 25 Nov 2013). 

The teachers at another public primary school, D2, gave a different story. They instead 

found that in the past years their school had become much better, more inclusive and that the 

children were almost always attending. Similar to D1 they stated that more schools had been 

built in the area, though they insisted that they had the same number of teachers as before, 

leading to smaller classes. The four teachers and one headmaster that were working in the school 

were accompanied by a man from the local school council, something that all schools have, 

which includes parents and a distribution of other people from the villages. The fact that two of 

the teachers lived very far away and had to travel eighty kilometres every day to get to school 

did not seem to bother them either. They claimed that they did have time to do everything that 

was expected of them. They did underline that this was including teaching the more extensive 

curriculum, all the extra work outside of the classrooms that had been added to them over the 

years, as census and political work, as well as extra teaching for children that fail their annual 

exam. The teachers also added that they had time to go visit the homes and bring back pupils 

that neglected coming to school for a longer period. Looking at the society at large they were as 

positive, stating that the village had become economically stronger and that parents were more 

aware of the importance of education, resulting in better participation in the regular school 

meetings (D2 26 Nov 2013). 

The impression we got from this school was that they wanted to show off their good side. 

There was no tour of the school offered and it was evident that the only nice and decorated room 

was the one we were taken to. Feel that they might have misunderstood the purpose of our visit 
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and that instead of us getting a timeline over recent changes they gave us a refined story of their 

situation. One reason for this might be fear of us spreading information to the government, 

something that could risk their reputation or even employment. 

A notable thing in the private school when a teacher was correcting English exams for 

std 8 to 10, was that not a single student had managed to receive even one third of the correct 

answers. We asked if the students would fail and were told a shy “No, I will not fail them”  

(A1 21 Nov 2013). This way of passing the students through to the next grade without being 

able to fulfil the set standards of the curriculum is something that is supported by our interviews 

with the teachers in both D1 and D2. This is consistent with the RTE, that stipulates that children 

up to std 8 should not be held back if they fail their exams but receive extra help from the 

teacher the coming year to complete the curriculum. Still, this does not seem to be completely 

followed through or standardized since some teachers continue to do this after std 8 and during 

an interview, one child told us she believed that she had failed the exams this year and therefore 

expected to be held back and another family which had an aunt helping them with schoolwork 

also said “If they do not pass they are held back” (B4 24 Nov 2013; B5 24 Nov 2013).  

One reflection when interviewing the teacher students was that only one of the seventeen 

respondents answered that they became teachers because of their interest to teach or that they 

saw the importance of education, while the rest highlighted the salary, safe employment and 

parents expectations as reasons for their choice (C1 15 Nov 2013; C2 18 Nov 2013; C3 23 Nov 

2013). This indicates a lack of focus on the children and in motivation to increase their learning 

possibilities. 

What seemed evident when participating in the classroom was that the children did not 

learn to think for themselves, but instead to mimic what the teacher said and copy from the 

blackboard. The teachers were lacking creativity to teach and stuck to the curriculum rather than 

seeing what was suitable. 

 

5.2.3 Curriculum 

The curriculum in India is different depending on the state and between public and private 

schools. We found, throughout this study, that there were more obligatory school subjects and 

more teaching hours per student in the private schools. In the public schools, in particular, we 

saw the tendency of teachers focusing very much on the curriculum and not enough on the actual 
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results of the students. With the RTE the books and curriculums have become more difficult, 

with English replacing the bilingual books in the English subject, heavier books and increased 

demand of fast knowledge accumulation. This has made it more difficult both for children to 

understand and for teachers to teach. According to the teachers themselves, the curriculum has 

become gradually harder and more focus has been set on their abilities to get through the 

curriculum in the given time than on the fact that students understand what is being taught  

(A1 21 Nov 2013; D1 25 Nov 2013). 

 

5.2.4 Class composition and school choices 

When visiting the schools and speaking to teachers and families, we saw quite a mixed 

composition of children from primarily the middle and weak habitus in the classrooms. 

According to the headmaster in one of the schools, the choice between public and private school, 

in at least their area, was dependent on awareness and the ambitions that parents had for their 

children’s futures rather than economic factors (D1 25 Nov 2013). To look at private school 

enrolment as an indicator for a diversification of children might be misleading in West Bengal 

since it is a state with a very low number of children in private schools. The West Bengal state 

has one of the lowest numbers of children in primary and secondary school enrolled in private 

education; the number is only around 7 percent while the national average is 28.3 percent and 

the highest state, Kerala, has closer to 60 percent (Pratham 2013:55). 

When looking at the visible appearance of the children, we could see that almost all had 

school uniforms, something that is provided for free in public but needs to be bought in private 

school. However, you could still see a clear difference in the children according to their 

uniforms; some children had well-kept and clean uniforms that were stitched up neatly to fit the 

child or if it had been broken somewhere, whilst others had dirty and broken cloths that seemed 

to have been hand-me-downs from older siblings. The teachers in D1 said that the hygiene and 

health differed amongst the children, something that can be related to socioeconomic status. We 

also saw that the students grouped up homogeneously though this was most clearly seen looking 

at gender and religion and not as much through visible economic capital. 
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5.2.5 Tutors 

Something that was shown to be important for the education, in both private and public school, 

was the use of tutors and after school classes. The quality of the tutoring varied and so did the 

cost of the extra education, ranging between 100-1200 rupees/month. It became evident how 

important this was since the absolute majority of the respondents sent their children to tutors, 

something that also seemed to be the common norm even when speaking to teachers. This 

complies with what can be seen in the ASER, where West Bengal is the state in India with the 

highest number of children between the age of six and fourteen to pay for private tuition; a total 

of 73 percent while the national average is 23.3 percent (Pratham 2013:55). However, there were 

different views of the impact tutors had on the formal education. On the one hand, the teachers 

in D2 saw tutoring as a complement to the ordinary teaching and they stated that they had 

continual discussions with tutors to keep the same phase. On the other hand, the teachers in D1 

had problems with tutors, as they were not aware of the curriculum and used a different system 

of teaching. 

 

5.2.6 Contradictions 

Our observations in the field bear witness to a skewed picture of what it means to be enrolled in 

school. During our visits in the schools we asked the teachers of the amount of children enrolled 

and compared it to our own observations. As two examples D1 said that they had 180 pupils 

enrolled, but at the day of our visit only around 100 children were present; an absence of 45 

percent. D2 claimed that they had 125 enrolled but there were only 70 percent of the children 

present. However, it was difficult to judge the accuracy of their estimations, though it was 

evident when conducting family interviews and when looking at the amount of children of 

school age encountered in the home or on the streets during school hours, that many children 

were not attending school. These observations are important when trying to triangulate the 

statements made both during interviews and in other material (Mikkelsen 2005:197). If the 

children are not present in school this might be a reason for the decreasing results, which can be 

overlooked due to the enrolment numbers and statements made by the teachers. 
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6. Analysis 

6.1 Answer to research questions 

Answering the first question; “How is the school composition of children from different 

economic, cultural and social backgrounds in the public school today and have the teachers 

experienced a change in the recent years?”, we have seen and understood when speaking to 

teachers, the Mass Education organisation and families, that the composition of children in the 

schools might have changed. The classrooms have in many places seen an increase in children 

from the lower classes due to the increased enrolment. Since this study was conducted in poor 

rural areas of West Bengal, the diversification according to habitus is made within the research 

group. Many parents with low education and economic conditions are now sending their children 

to school, something that has led us to believe that children with a weaker habitus, whom might 

not have been sent to school before the 2002 amendment, are now enrolled. This means that the 

amount of children with a weaker habitus has increased. During our time in the field many 

people were speaking about the quality division between public and private school, though we 

could not find a distinct correlation between the children’s cultural or social capital and their 

choice of school. However, since private school is funded by tuitions and does not include a free 

midday meal, books or school uniform, it is likely that this prevents many of the pupils with 

weaker economic capital from choosing this kind of school. This is making the move from 

public to private school easier for children with a strong economic capital. This is also supported 

by previous research conducted by Härmä (2011), which was elaborated in the literature review. 

If the children with a strong economic capital change to private schools at the same time as 

pupils with a weak habitus enrol in the public school system, there is a need for more resources 

to be allocated to accommodate the loss of pre-knowledge that comes with a stronger habitus. 

Since the families with a strong economic capital amongst our respondents, in most cases, also 

possessed other strong forms of capital, it indicates that strong capitals enhance each other, as 

suggested by Bourdieu (Dillion 2009:409ff). Our study is too limited to draw further conclusions 

about the amount of children with a strong habitus that have left public school for private, hence 

causing a further stratification. Nevertheless, this study indicates that the composition of children 

has changed, with more children possessing a weaker habitus enrolled in school today. 
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Considering the second research question; “What possibilities have the schools had to 

adapt to the increased enrolment and to what extent have they done so?”, it became evident that 

the question of increased enrolment is more complex than initially anticipated. Information from 

interviews and observations in the field did not bear witness to overcrowded classrooms, or a 

high teacher per pupil ratio. In two schools the teacher even stated that the number of children in 

the school had decreased (D1 25 Nov 2013; D2 26 Nov 2013). For this we could find two major 

reasons; the additional schools built in the areas since RTE and the high absence of pupils. 

However, despite the absent or slow increase of children in the visited schools, it still 

became evident that the teachers had a difficult time managing their classroom duties. The 

teachers have received a heavier workload outside of the classroom, including census work, 

elections, planning of school budgets etc. In some schools they even had to prepare the midday 

meal (D1 25 Nov 2013). Furthermore, with the 2002 amendment and the RTE, the curriculum 

and teaching guidelines have become more extensive and with a highly centralised school 

administration the teachers did not have room for creative thinking or finding a suitable 

adaptation of the teaching to their classroom situation. With this high level and speed of the 

education, the children did not get the possibility to think for themselves but only to copy from 

the board. When increasing the number of children from a weaker educational habitus, it is 

instead important to increase the time spent on teaching the children and adapting the teaching to 

their level, this to compensate for the lower prerequisites of learning (Dillion 2009:407).   

When spending time in the two teachers training facilities, it appeared as the problem 

deepened even further. The teacher students did not seem to be given the tools to be able to teach 

the new extended curriculum and no time was being allocated to the diversification of pupils and 

their specific needs. Teacher students were graduating without proper knowledge in basics such 

as English and maths and a lack of motivation to increase the children’s learning. We found that 

their aims with becoming teachers were in general only to get a well-paid job or a secure 

workplace. This leads us to believe that the school situation, which is often dependent on good 

teachers, has not adapted to the extended curriculum or the diversification of children. 
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6.2 Explanations to decreased learning results 

As more children who possess a weak habitus are now enrolled in school, the composition of 

children might have changed. Since no data was available to compare the habitus of prior 

enrolled students, this study has focused on the respondents’ experiences and our understanding 

when visiting the communities and schools. Though it is likely that more children with a higher 

economic capital have started or moved to private schools and that the children with a weaker 

capital have started in a public school, hence increasing the amount of children with a weaker 

habitus in the public school system. The forms of capital often enhance each other, meaning that 

a strong economic capital is more often found together with other strong capitals. This indicates 

that the increased enrolment in public school is primarily from children possessing a weak 

habitus, which in the Indian context often means that they are first generation learners. 

We received conflicting views on how much and in what way the composition of 

children had changed. According to the group interview with the teachers and headmaster in one 

of the public schools visited, the children who transferred from public to private school and the 

new children coming into the school were from different backgrounds. The increased enrolment 

therefore did not, according to the teachers, create a more homogeneous weak habitus group in 

the school. They instead pressed on the importance of awareness of the school quality and the 

parents’ aims for their child’s future to be the greater determinant when choosing a school and 

seeing to that the child attends school. They had seen slum dwellers’ children, which would 

probably not have gone to school before, now coming back from Calcutta to live with relatives 

and being placed in private education. They found this to be related to the knowledge received 

by the parents about the increased importance of education and the divergence between public 

and private schools (D1 25 Nov 2013). Although this could have indicated a stronger correlation 

to the cultural capital, it was not something that we could see in our study, though it might be 

visible for the ones working in this area. However, we heard of families having the will to put 

their children into private education but not having the sufficient funds or proximity to do so (D2 

26 Nov 2013; B9 7 Jan 2014). According to other school interviews and our observations there 

were no or very few children with a strong habitus in the public schools, making the composition 

relatively homogenous. The spread views were making it hard for us to draw any comprehensive 

conclusion as to if the composition of children has actually become more diverse or not. 
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However, according to the ASER and our observations, there are reasons to assume that the 

composition has not become more diversified but rather changed from consisting of children 

with a stronger habitus to children with a weaker one. 

However it became evident that it was vital to look beyond and analyse the information 

received in the interviews and to compare it to what was observed, why triangulation was 

necessary. Being foreigners and by some considered as guests we noticed that respondents tried 

to, in different ways, better or worsen their situation. This was seen through respondents not 

answering openly or showing off their workplace in a good manner. This is not a phenomenon 

specific to West Bengal or India but is seen everywhere and it needed to be taken into 

consideration when analysing the material. 

Although we entered the field with a holistic view, we based the study on previous 

material which highlighted the issue of overcrowded classrooms due to the increased enrolment. 

We saw that this was not the case in the schools visited, where instead more schools have been 

built in the areas and therefore the pressure on the schools have even decreased. So rather than 

larger class sizes being one of the major challenges we found the role of the teacher being a vital 

cornerstone in the search for why the quality of education has decreased. We could see that 

many of the families and teachers were speaking of private schools as the salvation for the 

children. The children were here seen to receive more time with the teacher and a more suitable 

curriculum. For the teachers on the other hand, private education was instead seen as the worst 

alternative since they in the private schools have higher demands and a lower salary than in the 

public schools. This equation is not often heard of, but the teacher salaries in the public schools 

are regulated by the state and high at the same time as the teachers’ union is strong. Therefore, 

all teacher students and teachers in the private school agreed that public schools are the best 

option for the teachers. The teacher union is said to help keep the teachers employed even when 

they do not live up to the standards, which means that once you receive a job as a government 

teacher you are employed for life. Some teacher students as well as teachers and two of our 

informal interviews spoke about the corruption involved in receiving a government teaching job 

(C3 23 Nov 2013; D1 25 Nov 2013; F1 28 Nov 2013; F3 7 Dec 2013;). This is also an 

interesting angle since the teachers whom do not pass the governments’ standard test can 

through this still receive a government teaching job. Furthermore, since the impression we got 

from the teachers was that they preferred to work in the public schools, they could be less 
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inclined to complain about the deficiencies in quality of education or make their own workload 

more extensive after receiving such a position. Complaints to higher authorities could jeopardise 

their position. 

We can see that the schools have failed to accommodate to the increase in children that 

are first time learners, with a weak habitus, by not investing in the teachers’ education, adapting 

the curriculum or dedicating more time to the actual teaching. When looking at Bourdieu’s 

concept of habitus we can see that, by not adapting the education and investing in the children 

from a weaker habitus, they are inhibiting these children’s future capital development. 

According to Bourdieu it is more difficult to change your habitus as you get older and the most 

increase in the cultural capital is seen through schooling. To enhance the habitus when older, it 

requires at least one strong capital from the beginning (Bourdieu 1984:22f, 291; 1986:241ff; 

Dillion 2009:409f). Parental education is seen as a major part of the cultural capital hence 

getting an inadequate education might, in the long perspective, hinder these children from 

increasing their future livelihood and thus extending the spiral of weak habitus to their children 

(Dillion 2009:410f). 

However, looking beyond the concept of habitus, it was understood that to acquire a 

complete understanding about the declining learning achievements, one has to look further in to 

the system as a whole with increased demands and insufficient infrastructures to accommodate 

the new children. Just constructing new school buildings has proven not to be sufficient to meet 

the challenge of the increased enrolment, more focus needs to be put on an adaptation of the 

curriculum and on the education of the teachers. As Lall (2005:4) puts it […]“‘free and 

compulsory education’ is in fact basic literacy instruction dispensed by barely qualified ‘para 

teachers’”.  
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7. Conclusion 

During this study, conducted in the southern part of West Bengal, we have looked at the possible 

connection between decreasing learning achievements, amongst primary school children in 

public schools since 2006, and the possible diversification of children. We have analysed this 

through Bourdieu’s framework of habitus.  

The work of making the Indian schools a place for all children was started long before 

the MDGs with incentives such as a nutrition program implemented already in the 1990s, public 

schools with no tuition charges and free books since the beginning of the new millennium. This 

has led to an increased enrolment, most notably since the start of the 21st century. Since many 

children starting school now are first generation learners, from poor families that have 

previously not had the opportunity to attend school, the number of children possessing a weak 

habitus have increased in the schools. A person’s habitus determines her pre-knowledge and 

prerequisites for learning hence an increase in pupils with a weak habitus mean that the 

classroom dynamics changes (Dillion 2009:407). To be able to accommodate the needs of these 

students, more resources need to be allocated and the teaching adapted. Instead an increased 

non-school related workload has been added to the teachers’ daily activities and a more 

extensive and complicated curriculum implemented. With these challenges the teachers have a 

hard time making their classes suitable for the children and with the increased burden outside of 

the classroom their time actually teaching has become limited.  

Another dilemma that was detected was the parents’ unawareness of what their children 

were doing in school and many even stated that they did not care. As many parents were 

illiterate and had not even finished primary education, they could not help their children with 

their homework. This problem is increasing when enrolling children with a weaker habitus, 

whom are often first generation learners. Without the knowledge of what the children are 

learning or doing in school, the parents do not know that the education is insufficient. This at the 

same time as the teachers, who manages to receive a government teaching job, are not inclined 

to complain due to fear that it might cause them an increased workload or problems with the 

authorities. This could mean that little pressure is put on the government from below. 

The areas studied were shown not to be especially stratified, which means that the 

capitals were not easily divided. The families interviewed had somewhat similar lifestyles. 
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Living in rural areas, where the range of resources were limited, the access to the different forms 

of capital was relatively equal, especially the cultural and social capital. It is therefore important 

to take into consideration that the results in this study are not generalizable to other areas.  

Many of the families we encountered in the field, as well as the children that we met in 

the five different schools visited, showed signs of having at least two weak capitals, which in 

this study considers them to have a weak educational habitus. This together with the views of 

many of our respondents has led us to believe that most children in the public schools, in our 

research area, possesses a middle or weak habitus and that this might be more prominent now 

due to the increased enrolment, though this view is not supported by all respondents. Thirteen 

out of twenty families interviewed had no parent who had finished more than primary school, if 

gone to school at all, which shows that many of the children are first generation learners. This 

leads us to suspect that there might have been an increase in children with a weaker habitus, 

which can have played a part in the declining school results. The accumulation of weaker habitus 

holders in school could also have been increased by the more extensive enrolment in private 

school seen in India. However, there has only been a slight increase in the private school 

enrolment in West Bengal and we did not find evidence to support that the children with a 

stronger habitus have been the ones to change to private education. Although since it is more 

expensive to enrol in private school, we can assume that, as suggested in Härmä’s (2011) 

research, the economic capital plays an important role in the choice of school. 

Although habitus proved difficult to determine, we found that the role of the teachers was 

essential. In order to increase the learning achievements, resources have to be allocated and the 

schools adapted in order to meet the higher demands. This is extra important if there have been 

an increasing number of children with weaker habitus in the classrooms, whom therefore have a 

disadvantage when trying to understand and utilise the education. Instead of decreasing the 

effective teaching hours and making the curriculum harder, the education should be adapted to 

the students and their prerequisites for learning. According to the teachers as well as the families 

and the ASER 2012, this has not been the case. 

  



    44 
 

7.1 Proposals for further research 

For further research it would be interesting and informative to look at what the enrolment 

numbers really entail. What is the actual number of children that are taking part in the education 

and frequently go to school? During our time in the field we frequently saw children out of 

school during school hours and the amount of children that were in the school facilities on our 

visits never mirrored the alleged enrolment number. If children do not attend school the 

enrolment numbers might be misleading and the worsening results could be an effect of this. 

It could also be interesting to look at the differences seen between the public and private 

schools when it comes to teacher incentives such as a higher salary. There is an ongoing debate 

in other countries, including Sweden, about the effects of increased teacher salaries and its 

correlation with learning outcomes. The debate does not seem to be consistent with the higher 

salaries paid to the public school teachers and their lower achievements in India. 

 

 

 

 

 “Education is like building a house, without foundation it will fall down” 

(F2 30 Nov 2013) 
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Appendix 1: Charts from the 2012 ASER 
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Appendix 2: List of Interviews 

 

Interviews with Teachers 

Code Gender Date   Location 

A1 Woman 18 & 21 November 2013  Magrahat 

A2 Woman  21 November 2013  Magrahat 

A3  Man  22 November 2013   Magrahat 

A4 Woman 24 November 2013  Sundarban 

A5  Woman 25 November 2013  Sundarban 

 
 

Interviews with Families 

Code Habitus Type of school Date  Location 

B1  Middle Public  24 November 2013 Sundarban 

B2 Weak Private  24 November 2013 Sundarban  

B3 Strong Private  24 November 2013 Sundarban 

B4 Middle Public  24 November 2013 Sundarban 

B5 Weak Public  24 November 2013 Sundarban 

B6 Middle Public  25 November 2013 Sundarban 

B7 Weak Public  25 November 2013  Sundarban 

B8 Weak  Public  25 November 2013 Sundarban 

B9  Middle Public   7 January 2014 Magrahat 

B10 Weak Public  7 January 2014 Magrahat 

B11 Middle Private  7 January 2014 Magrahat 

B12 Strong Private  7 January 2014 Magrahat 

B13 Weak  Public  8 January 2014 Magrahat 

B14 Weak Public  8 January 2014 Magrahat 

B15 Middle Public  8 January 2014 Magrahat 

B16 Middle Public  8 January 2014 Magrahat 

B17 Middle Public  8 January 2014 Magrahat 

B18 Middle Public  8 January 2014 Magrahat 

B19  Middle Public  8 January 2014 Magrahat 

B20 Middle Public  8 January 2014 Magrahat 
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Interviews with Teacher Students 

Code Gender   Date  Location 

C1  7 men   15 November 2013 Sundarban 

C2  5 men   18 November 2013 Magrahat 

C3  3 men and 2 women  23 November 2013 Sundarban 

 

Group Interviews with Teachers 

Code Group setting  Date  Location  

D1  Primary school teachers and Principle  25 November 2013 Sundarban 

D2 Primary school teachers and Principle  26 November 2013 Sundarban 

 

Interview with other actors 

Code Actor   Date  Location 

E1 Social Anthropologist (Gordon Tamm) 20 October 2013 Växjö 

E2  School Council Representative 26 November 2013   Sundarban 

 

Informal interviews 

Code Respondent   Date  Location 

F1 Female student  28 November 2013 Calcutta  

F2 Waiter at restaurant  30 November 2013 Kovalam 

F3 Male student   7 December 2013 Munnar 

F4 Lady on the bus  27 December 2013 Hampi 

F5 Salesman on beach  31 December  2013 Gokarna 

 

 

Interviews with Mass Education 

Code    Date  Location  

Sukumar Singh   13 & 14 November 2013 Calcutta 

Sukumar Singh    24 November 2013 Sundarban 
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Appendix 3: Map of Research Area 
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Appendix 4: Summary of the families’ forms of capital 

Family Economic  Cultural  Social          Habitus 

 
1 Middle  Middle  Weak         Middle 

2 Weak  Weak  Weak         Weak 

3 Strong  Strong  Strong         Strong 

4 Weak  Weak  Strong                  Weak 

5 Weak  Weak  Weak         Weak 

6 Middle  Weak  Middle         Middle 

7 Middle  Weak  Weak         Weak 

8 Middle  Weak  Weak         Weak 

9 Weak  Middle  Middle         Middle 

10 Weak  Weak  Weak         Weak 

11 Middle  Middle  Weak         Middle 

12 Strong  Strong  Strong         Strong 

13 Middle  Weak  Weak          Weak 

14 Weak  Weak  Weak         Weak 

15 Middle  Middle   Weak         Middle 

16 Middle  Middle  Middle         Middle 

17 Middle  Middle  Middle         Middle 

18 Middle  Middle  Middle         Middle 

19 Middle  Middle  Middle         Middle 

20 Middle  Strong  Weak         Middle 

 

 

(Text in bold indicates that the family has the same strength in all the three forms of capital.)  

 

 

 

Habitus  

Strong   B3, B12 

Middle   B1, B4, B6, B9, B11, B15, B16, B17, B18, B19, B20  

Weak   B2, B5, B7, B8, B10, B13, B14 

 


