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Want to build a better society? Make rich schools accept
poor kids
Education policymakers care about more than just test
scores. They probably care a lot about making policies
that will help them get re-elected. They might care about
particular people or places that have been historically
disadvantaged. And perhaps they care about building a more
integrated society: breaking down social barriers by putting
children from different socioeconomic backgrounds in the
same classrooms and positively influencing interracial or
interclass attitudes and social behaviour.
A number of policies have been designed to do just this.
For example, the landmark 1954 Supreme Court decision to
desegregate American schools – decreeing that “separate
educational facilities are inherently unequal” – led to courtordered desegregation of US schools between the 1960s and
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1980s. And it worked. Rucker Johnson’s 2015 long-run study
on mandated desegregation followed students born between
1950 and 1975 through to 2013, finding that desegregation
significantly improved the educational attainment, earnings,
health and incarceration rates of black students. At the same
time, it had no effect on outcomes for white students. But
while the legal battle for desegregation has largely been
won, the reality is that schools in America today are actually
becoming more segregated, mostly driven by urban housing
disparities. Almost half of black and Hispanic children attend
a school that is 90 per cent non-white.

The world’s largest desegregation effort?
Perhaps the largest ever attempt to integrate schools is
currently underway in India. Clause 12 of India’s 2009 Right
to Education (RTE) act mandates all private schools to
reserve at least a quarter of their places for children from
disadvantaged families. The government then reimburses
the fee directly to the school – up to a maximum of the level
of government spending per child. Schools are not permitted
to select students by ability or socio-economic background.
If schools are oversubscribed, they are required to run their
admissions through a lottery.1
With over 60 million children estimated to be enrolled in
private schools in India – and potential consequences for
more than 300 million school-age kids – this is a massive
effort by the government to give disadvantaged children
access to the same educational opportunities as their
richer peers. It is an explicit acknowledgement of the acute
1
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While fair in theory, this does require parents to be able to fill out and submit
the application form and obtain documentation proving their eligibility. Therefore children whose parents want to invest in their education, have knowledge
of the programme and have the time and ability to complete the paperwork are
most likely to benefit.

F amiliarity

does not breed contempt

segregation in India’s education system, with the rapid rise
in private education reflecting and indeed amplifying societal
and economic inequalities. RTE Clause 12 – in theory at least
– is a direct challenge to some of the institutions and vested
interests that propagate the segregation of educational
opportunities available to Indian children.

Bringing poor kids into elite classrooms makes the richer
kids nicer ...
RTE Clause 12 is by no means an unmitigated success.
Economists Esther Duflo and Abhijit Banerjee have criticised
the policy (2011) for its focus on inputs and process over
learning outcomes. A number of studies, including by Geeta
Gandhi Kingdon and Francis Teal (2010) and Abhijeet Singh
(2013), show that the criteria used for official registration
of private schools – physical infrastructure, teacher
qualifications etc. – are not good predictors of school
performance. But a recently published paper by Gautam
Rao (2013) sheds light on an isolated but important effect of
the policy: mandating elite schools to admit poor kids into
classrooms full of rich children has inherent value in terms of
social cohesion and reducing prejudice.
Rao’s study exploits the phasing-in of the policy in 17 “elite”
private schools in Delhi (schools with fees of more than 2,000
rupees ($30) per month). To be eligible for the government
subsidy, children had to come from households with incomes
of less than 100,000 rupees per year ($1,500) – around the
45th percentile of household income distribution.2 The
average “poor” student in Rao’s sample is from the 25th
percentile. In contrast, the typical “rich” student in the sample
2

This supports concerns that the RTE private school subsidy policy has not
achieved its objectives of providing opportunities to children from the poorest
quintile.
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is from well above the 95th percentile of income distribution.
So, while it’s possible to dispute how pro-poor the RTE policy
really is, the poor kids in this experiment are – without
question – of a very different socioeconomic status to the
wealthy kids enrolled in the study’s elite private schools.
Rao gathered attainment and administrative data on around
2,700 kids and compared those in year groups exposed to
Clause 12 to those in immediately older cohorts who were
not. The results are nothing short of heart-warming. Being
around their poorer classmates made wealthier students
more pro-social. Rich kids in the treatment group were 60
per cent more likely to volunteer for charity. It made them
substantially more generous – they were 45 per cent more
willing to share money with poorer kids. They wanted
to socialise with poor children – they were much more
enthusiastic to accept weekend playdates kids from schools
in poorer neighbourhoods. And, it made the rich kids more
willing to pick poor children to be on their side in team sports.
This is not only a pro-social behaviour, but one that corrects
for a potentially inefficient behaviour: i.e. picking low-ability
rich kids over high-ability poor kids.3 Integration in schools
reduces this inefficiency – high-ability poor children become
more likely to be chosen. Notably, these effects were not
just limited to poor kids at their school. Mixing classrooms
changed the behaviour of rich kids toward other poor
children – strangers to them – outside their school.

… and doesn’t have negative effects on their attainment or
behaviour (although they do swear a bit more)
A common pushback to desegregation is the claim that
bringing in disadvantaged children will have negative effects
on children already in elite schools. There is a substantial but
3
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Measured through a “dictator games” in a lab setting.

F amiliarity

does not breed contempt

inconsistent literature examining peer effects in education
to draw from. For example, Hanushek et al (2003) found
that peer achievement has a significant positive effect on
achievement growth, with students throughout the score
distribution benefiting from higher achieving classmates,
while Angrist and Lang (2004) found only modest and shortlived effects of desegregation on test scores.
Returning to Delhi, Rao found that – while poor students did
perform worse than rich students in tests – bringing them
into the classroom had no significant effect on their rich
classmates’ overall scores. There was a marginal negative
effect on English language scores,4 which also happens to be
the subject with the greatest achievement gap between rich
and poor. This most likely reflects the fact that the poor kids
in the sample almost exclusively speak Hindi at home.
Rao found no increase in disruptive or violent behaviour
in the classrooms he studies. However, it does seem that
the incoming kids from disadvantaged families taught their
affluent classmates some new language skills. The number of
rich kids using swear words increased by seven percentage
points in the treatment group.

Education policy-makers need to take desegregation more
seriously
Rao’s findings are somewhat reflected at tertiary level in
Colombia in a study by Juliana Londono-Velez. She studies a
government scholarship programme that allowed 10,000 lowincome students to attend an elite university. Like Rao, she
found that mandated classroom integration made richer kids
4

The non-effect on maths and Hindi scores is consistent with findings from Muralidharan and Sundararaman (2013) who found no effect on the achievement of
existing students in private schools in rural India when poorer and lower-achieving children entered their classroom on vouchers.
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nicer. Exposure to their poorer classmates made them more
sympathetic to challenges of poverty and social mobility,
increased their support for meritocracy in college admissions,
and increased support for wealth redistribution. The policy
had no negative effect on academic outcomes: grades and
drop-out rates were unaffected.
These studies are of great significance for both poor and
rich countries, particularly at a time when policy-makers are
grappling with integration of refugees into school systems,
financing scale-up of post-primary education, and a trend
of increasing not decreasing segregation of schools. It may
seem like common sense to assume that getting rich and
poor kids to go to the same schools is a good way to equalise
educational opportunities and improve social cohesion. Yet,
government-mandated integration of schools – through
policy instruments like India’s RTE Clause 12 – is rarely
discussed in education policy-making. The policy goals in the
World Bank’s framework paper on “what matters most for
equity and inclusion in education systems” make no reference
to school desegregation and integration. And vested interests
in developed and developing countries alike seem intent on
protecting and even increasing highly selective admissions
into elite government schools.
Rao’s study makes a substantial contribution to the literature
on desegregation and peer effects in education. It should be
on the reading list of every education policy-maker. He shows
that government-mandated desegregation policies can have
a profound impact – beyond learning outcomes – on social
cohesion, social behaviour, and perhaps even nation-building.
For all its flaws, RTE Clause 12 has the potential to help address
the socioeconomic stratification in Indian schools that has
perpetuated inequality over generations. Of course, test scores
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really matter. But in India and elsewhere – perhaps now more
than ever – so do nicer schools and more inclusive societies.
With thanks to Gautam Rao and Justin Sandefur for their
comments.

References
Angrist, J.D. and K. Lang, K. (2004).’Does School Integration Generate
Peer Effects? Evidence from Boston’s Metco Program.’
American Economic Review, 94(5): 1613-1634.
Banerjee, A., and E. Duflo. (2011). Poor economics: A radical
rethinking of the way to fight global poverty. New York: Public
Affairs.
Hanushek, E.A., Kain, J.F., Markman, J.M., and S.J. Rivkin. (2003).
‘Does peer ability affect student achievement?’ Journal of
Applied Economics 18, 527–544.
Johnson, R.C. (2011). ‘Long-run impacts of school desegregation &
school quality on adult attainments’ (No. w16664). National
Bureau of Economic Research.
Kingdon, G., and F. Teal. (2010). ‘Teacher unions, teacher pay and
student performance in India: A pupil fixed effects approach.’
Journal of Development Economics, 91(2), 278-288.
Muralidharan, K. and V. Sundararaman. (2015). ‘The aggregate effect
of school choice: Evidence from a two-stage experiment in
India.’ The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 130(3), 1011-1066.
Rao, G. (2013). ‘Familiarity does not breed contempt: Diversity,
discrimination and generosity in Delhi schools.’ Job Market
Paper.
Singh, A. (2013). ‘Size and sources of the private school premium in
test scores in India.’ Young Lives.
7

Scaling up successfully: lessons from Kenya’s Tusome national
literacy program
– Benjamin Piper, Joseph Destefano, Esther M. Kinyanjui,
and Salome Ong’ele

Commentary by Barbara Bruns

Contents
Introduction

by Lee Crawfurd

1

15 years of education in Indonesia: rising enrolment and flat
learning profiles
– Amanda Beatty, Emilie Berkhout, Luhur Bima, Thomas
Coen, Menno Pradhan, and Daniel Suryadarma

Commentary by Lant Pritchett

5

Accountability and school performance: evidence from “Big
Results Now” in Tanzania
– Jacobus Cilliers, Isaac Mbiti, and Andrew Zeitlin

25

Fair progress? Economic mobility across generations around
the world
– Ambar Narayan, Roy Van der Weide, Alexandru
Cojocaru, Christoph Lakner, Silvia Redaelli, Daniel
Gerszon Mahler, Rakesh Gupta N. Ramasubbaiah, and
Stefan Thewissen

Commentary by Jishnu Das

Familiarity does not breed contempt: generosity,
discrimination and diversity in Delhi schools
– Gautam Rao

Commentary by Susannah Hares

37

47

Parental preferences and government delivery in Tanzanian
primary schools
– Andrew Zeitlin and Sam Solomon

Commentary by Aidan Eyakuze

13

Teacher professional development around the world: the gap
between evidence and practice
– Anna Popova, David Evans, Mary E. Breeding, and
Violeta Arancibia

Commentary by Celeste Carano and Nomtha Sithole

19

Identifying the essential ingredients to literacy and numeracy
improvement: teacher professional development and
coaching, student textbooks, and structured teachers’ guides
– Benjamin Piper, Stephanie Simmons Zuilkowski,
Margaret Dubeck, Evelyn Jepkemei, and Simon J. King

8

9

Annual research digest 2017-18
Evidence from the developing world
Centre for Education Economics

23 Great Smith Street, Westminster, London SW1P 3DJ · www.cfee.org.uk

