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The neighbourhoods where urban children grow up and attend school have 

powerful effects on their educational experiences and outcomes. This policy brief 

focuses on the effect that neighbourhoods have on the educational opportunities 

of children living in rapidly growing cities in Bangladesh, India and Tanzania. It 

analyses the following aspects of formal education: (a) availability of different 

types of schools (e.g., public and non-state) at different levels, (b) quality and 

availability of facilities and services, (c) physical accessibility of schools, and 

(d) financial support. Research was conducted in neighbourhoods of different 

income levels  in two cities in each country, drawing on education data sets 

from local and national levels, informal interviews, and systematic mapping of 

the built environment and service provision in each neighbourhood. The brief 

offers key recommendations for policy-makers, international organisations, non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) and researchers.

The GCRF Centre for Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities 
and Neighbourhoods (SHLC) is an international consortium of 
nine research partners led by the University of Glasgow. SHLC 
aims to strengthen capacity to address urban, health and 
education challenges in neighbourhoods across seven fast-
growing cities in Africa and Asia: Bangladesh, China, India, 
the Philippines, Rwanda, South Africa and Tanzania.

Overview

Over recent years schooling has become free, compulsory and non-discriminatory in 

Bangladesh, India and Tanzania. Consequently, these countries have seen an increase 

in enrolments and completions at primary and lower secondary education levels 

(UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2020). As in other low – and middle-income countries, 

generally speaking, urban learners have better access to school, higher rates of 

enrolment and completion, and better learning outcomes than their peers in rural 

areas (UNESCO GEM, 2014, 2017; UNESCO, 2015). However, the urban advantage is not 

universal, and it is unevenly distributed across urban populations.

SHLC research reveals better educational opportunities according to the affluence of a neighbourhood. This 
is true for the availability of schools at different levels as well as access to and measurable quality of these 
schools in terms of financial and human resources, equipment and hygiene. Drop-out and absenteeism rates 
are considerably higher the less affluent the neighbourhood is – although it should be noted that availability 
of quality schooling is only one of various push and pull factors that contribute to school drop-outs.

As in cities, neighbourhoods are heterogeneous. This means that lower-middle-income 
neighbourhoods through to high-income neighbourhoods may contain clusters of poverty or 
lower-income populations and schools compared with the overall neighbourhood profile. In such 
clusters and schools, children’s opportunities differ to those residing and attending schools in more 
affluent parts of the neighbourhood and their drop-out and absenteeism rates are higher.

Additionally, neighbourhoods evolve due to the pressure on services caused by rapid urbanisation and 
migration: while schools in poorer areas are more likely to become overcrowded with reduced resources, our 
research shows that schools in wealthier neighbourhoods are also affected. We have observed too that the 
geographical position of a neighbourhood plays a critical role – in the same city, a lower-middle-income 
neighbourhood can be more advantageous than a middle-income neighbourhood due to its proximity to 
surrounding neighbourhoods with good schools, the quality of nearby roads and access to public transport.

Our research also shows that the types of schools differ across neighbourhoods, albeit with a general 
increase in non-state education providers, including private schools and those run by NGOs and faith-
based organisations (i.e., madrasas and Christian missionaries). While well-resourced private schools 
and reputable missionary schools are found in affluent neighbourhoods, poorer neighbourhoods 
receive the support of donor-dependent NGO-run schools and poorly equipped and financed 
madrasas. This raises the question of educational and further opportunities available to students.

By adopting a neighbourhood lens, we can understand the distribution of educational opportunities and 
disadvantages within the cities studied, which in turn can inform policy and practice. Our findings are based 
on observational, spatial and policy analysis, alongside preliminary qualitative data collected by local 
stakeholders and SHLC partners in six cities. Further detailed evidence and recommendations will be available 
in due course, drawing on analysis of a household survey currently being undertaken across neighbourhoods.
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Key findings
Children living in poor and low-income neighbourhoods are less likely to have good 
access to schools, especially beyond primary level
Despite significant improvement in access to education over the past decades, ultra-poor (slums) 
and low-income neighbourhoods tend to have insufficient availability and inadequate coverage of 
schools. This means that the number of schools they have does not meet the minimum requirement set 
by the government and available schools are not distributed well across the neighbourhood to allow 
easy access for learners. On the other side of the spectrum, we have upper-middle and high-income 
neighbourhoods that have a wide variety of institutions from kindergartens to universities and a good 
spatial coverage to allow easy access. In the few places where high-income neighbourhoods do not have 
enough schools, children often attend renowned private schools around the city (e.g., in Delhi, India).

While there are exceptions where slums have safe and good roads and are well-connected to the rest of the 
city (e.g., Madurai, India), ultra-poor and low-income neighbourhoods tend to have damaged and encroached 
roads and footpaths. This means that children do not have an easy commute between home and school, 
which makes walking to school particularly challenging for children with special physical needs, for example.

Furthermore, most schools in poorer neighbourhoods are at primary level, with only a few exceptions at 
secondary and high school level. If a child needs to attend a better-quality school and/or progress to 
secondary school, they must travel to another neighbourhood. However, neighbourhoods within these 
income brackets tend to have limited access due to heavy traffic, damaged and unsafe roads, and long 
distances to reach public transport facilities. These conditions prevent children from attending schools 
outside their neighbourhood or make their commutes lengthy and uncomfortable, in contrast with the 
good connectivity, accessibility and higher-quality schools in middle – to high-income neighbourhoods.

Children living in poor and low-income neighbourhoods are less 
likely to attend well-resourced and well-equipped schools

Public and private schools in upper-middle and high-income neighbourhoods are relatively well-furnished, 
well-maintained, secure and well-equipped, with clean water and toilets, multimedia facilities, computer labs, 
libraries, playgrounds and sports facilities. They tend to have lower student–teacher and student–classroom 
ratios and offer a range of extracurricular activities to their students. In comparison, public schools in ultra-
poor, low-income and lower-middle-income neighbourhoods have unhygienic environments with limited 
access to clean water and few toilets, are poorly resourced (e.g., limited or no access to computers), offer no 
or few extracurricular activities, receive inadequate funding for maintenance and face teacher shortages.

Our research shows that exceptions exist, however. Data from Bangladesh, for example, show that there is 
an acceptable student–teacher ratio even in ultra-poor and low-income neighbourhoods, while one slum 
in Madurai (India) has a public higher secondary school with good infrastructure, sufficient teachers and 
quality resources such as laboratories, a robotics class, computers and a library. Performance in this particular 
school is outstanding. Similarly, although schools in middle-income neighbourhoods tend to be adequately 
resourced, have relatively good student–teacher and student–classroom ratios, and offer extracurricular 
activities, poverty clusters within them have similar resources to schools in poorer neighbourhoods.

Public and private schools 
in upper-middle and high-

income neighbourhoods 
are relatively well-furnished, 

well-maintained, secure and 
well-equipped, with clean 

water and toilets, multimedia 
facilities, computer labs, 

libraries, playgrounds and 
sports facilities
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Neighbourhoods are not homogenous and are constantly 
changing, which affects access to and quality of schools

The higher the income level of a neighbourhood, the better access to and quality of schools that neighbourhood 
is likely to have. However, although lower-middle and middle-income neighbourhoods tend to have better 
school availability and coverage than poorer neighbourhoods, they contain clusters of poverty where children 
have limited access compared to their peers from wealthier backgrounds in the same neighbourhood. 
Similarly, while middle – and upper-middle-income neighbourhoods are more likely to have well-equipped 
and well-maintained schools, there are exceptions where buildings are unsafe, there are insufficient classrooms 
and teachers, no playgrounds and sports facilities, and where the environment is unhygienic and there is 
no clean water supply. This happens in public schools that serve the poor from nearby neighbourhoods.

As regards physical accessibility, while higher-income neighbourhoods tend to have well-
maintained footpaths and roads and are well-connected within the neighbourhood and with other 
neighbourhoods, there are exceptions here too. In some such neighbourhoods, footpaths, roads 
and the transport system are not of a satisfactory condition or travel by car has taken priority.

It should also be noted that a lack of schools in a neighbourhood may not be an issue for wealthier residents. For 
example, in Dar es Salaam (Tanzania), a low-income neighbourhood with a cluster of university staff residents 
does not have good schools but those in nearby neighbourhoods are easily accessible and affordable. People 
in this neighbourhood have a very low illiteracy rate and a very high school completion rate, with children often 
attending good schools outside of the neighbourhood. In contrast, a middle-income neighbourhood in the same 
city that has no available local schools is in an inconvenient location which requires long commutes for children.

Additionally, migration to cities, especially to less affluent neighbourhoods, places a burden on 
available services. But this pressure does not only concern poorer neighbourhoods. For example, 
in India and Tanzania, middle-income and high-income neighbourhoods (especially those with 
poverty clusters but not only these) see their public schools overburdened. This leads to deterioration 
in the quality of the facilities and of the teaching and learning available to pupils.

Children and schools in poorer neighbourhoods 
receive little financial and other support

While our data show that financial assistance is provided to public and private schools, to madrasas 
(in Bangladesh), and to learners in poorer neighbourhoods and in poverty clusters in more affluent 
neighbourhoods, this support is not enough. There are two concerns: first there is a lack of funds to 
support the ‘hidden costs’ of lunches, uniforms and equipment for poorer students, and second, limited 
support is offered to schools to improve the quality of classrooms and buildings, including furniture, 
fencing, playgrounds, sports facilities, bathrooms, clean water, and information technology (IT), etc.

Children in poorer neighbourhoods also receive limited parental 
support with their learning and education. Parents in slums 
in particular struggle to support their children as few 
have received formal education themselves, they 
work long hours, and/or they rarely, if at all, 
attend teacher–parent meetings (if these take 
place). In contrast, the parents of children 
in high-income neighbourhoods have 
the education and means to support 
their children’s learning either on 
their own or by hiring tutors.

Limited access to well-equipped, well-resourced and well-maintained 
schools drive student absenteeism and high drop-out rates

While early marriages, the need to support families, gender-based discrimination and low 
perceptions of the value of education are reasons for high drop-out rates, the lack of or difficult 
access to quality schools where children are supported in their learning also plays a role.

Rates for school drop-out and student absenteeism after primary school are high in ultra-poor, 
low – and lower-middle-income neighbourhoods. Our data for Khulna (Bangladesh), for example, 
show that as high as 30.6% of children do not attend school in low-income neighbourhoods, 
42.8% in a mixed neighbourhood of low-income and lower-middle-income composition, and 
35.4% in a mixed neighbourhood of low-income and middle-income composition.

While drop-out and student absenteeism rates decrease as the income levels of neighbourhoods 
increase, there are still concerns about these issues in some affluent neighbourhoods. For example, in 
Khulna again in a mixed neighbourhood of middle – and high-income households, 31.8% of children 
do not go to school. Drop-out rates show that while 15.4% of children drop out of school in a mixed 
low – and lower-middle-income neighbourhood, the proportion in a middle-income neighbourhood 
drops to 1.5% but then increases for to 5.9% for a mixed middle – and high-income neighbourhood.

There is a growing number of non-state schools within neighbourhoods, 
which raises issues of accessibility, sustainability and quality

Public sector schools have become overburdened and underfunded. Therefore, private 
schools and those funded and run by faith-based institutions (e.g., madrasas and Christian 
churches) and NGOs have stepped in to improve access to education.

In the three countries under study, there has been a sharp increase in the number of private providers. 
While the picture is mixed, these providers tend to have better resources, offer better educational 
outcomes for pupils and are associated with higher socio-economic status (Nesterova and Young, 
2020). In Bangladesh, private schools dominate in most neighbourhoods, while most private schools 
in India are located in middle – or higher-income neighbourhoods. If there are private schools in 
low-income neighbourhoods, there tends to be financial support provided for poor children.

The concern is that while families in upper-middle – and high-income neighbourhoods can easily 
afford to send children to private schools, those in less affluent neighbourhoods (from ultra-poor up 
to lower-middle-income as well as clusters of poverty in affluent neighbourhoods) are dependent 
on financial support for tuition and other school expenses provided by the state or NGOs.

As a result, NGOs and madrasas are emerging as an important education provider for poorer populations 
in less affluent neighbourhoods and in poverty clusters in affluent neighbourhoods. And there are 
a few concerns with their provision of formal education. First, the funding that NGOs receive is not 
sustainable and when it ends, so does the schooling of children from poorer families. Second, madrasas 
for poorer children tend to deliver lessons in residences with few resources and poor funding.

In contrast, more financial stability and a better quality of education can be found in well-reputed 
schools in lower-middle-income neighbourhoods that are run by missionaries (i.e., in Bangladesh). 
Missionary-run schools in India, on the other hand, are found in slums and charge fees.
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Key policy recommendations

We acknowledge the complex combination of internal social, economic, cultural, 

political and geographic processes and factors that affect each neighbourhood and 

either create deprivation or support development, and that need to be addressed 

to reduce poverty and inequalities. However, based on our findings from the SHLC 

research, we put forward the following recommendations that focus on improving 

education and learning opportunities.

1. Adopt a neighbourhood lens to develop a more nuanced and targeted evidence 
base for policies and interventions
Cities consist of diverse neighbourhoods with very different resources, networks, support systems and 
thus opportunities and disadvantages. To be able to build quality education in a city, authorities and 
other relevant actors and stakeholders (e.g., NGOs and international organisations) need to have a 
clear, in-depth understanding of each neighbourhood, particularly in terms of existing resources and 
support needed. Any work should start with research in each neighbourhood to determine:

a. availability of schools of different levels

b. availability of resources (e.g., toilets, libraries, textbooks, computers) and 
staff (e.g., teachers, cleaning staff) in each school

c. availability of financial and learning support for students and their families (e.g., scholarships, uniforms, transport)

d. availability of support for teachers as less advantaged neighbourhoods may 
find it hard to attract qualified teachers (see also Lupton, 2004)

e. accessibility of school buildings (e.g., roads, transport) as well as accessibility 
of the building and classrooms for disabled people, and

f. locally identified needs.

Policies and intervention programmes should then be based on such evidence for each 
neighbourhood to provide relevant, context-based support and resources.

This work will require partnerships between city authorities, academic researchers and universities 
(including teacher training programmes), as well as collaborations with schools and other 
educational actors and stakeholders. The voices of parents and students also need to be included, 
for example through parent–teacher organisations and student councils or through research.

2. Ensure the availability of well-resourced schools of all levels locally

Children in each neighbourhood need to have easy and quick access to well-resourced, publicly supported 
schools of all levels within their neighbourhoods or in neighbourhoods that they can access easily. While the 
needs may vary from one neighbourhood to another, resources should include, but should not be limited to:

a. equipment required for quality teaching and learning (e.g., furniture, 
computers/IT, textbooks, stationery, libraries)

b. a clean and hygienic environment (e.g., toilets, including for girls and disabled 
people, clean water, regular cleaning, nutritious food)

c. extracurricular activities, including sports and playgrounds, and

d. secure and safe premises.

It should be noted that, while it may appear an easy decision to improve access 
to better resourced schools in more affluent neighbourhoods for less advantaged 
students (e.g., through scholarships), we should be mindful of evidence that shows 
that children with a lower socio-economic background might perform worse in an 
affluent neighbourhood as they compare themselves with their more advantaged 
peers (Kuyvenhoven and Boterman, 2020). Travel to remote locations can also 
be problematic for such pupils and contributes to urban traffic congestion.

This work will require the leadership of city authorities in partnership 
with actors such as community organisations, NGOs and international 
organisations, local businesses and others depending on the context.

3. Ensure the availability of diverse learning opportunities in all 
neighbourhoods
Children in disadvantaged neighbourhoods and clusters tend to be deprived of beneficial 
social networks that affect their outcomes and opportunities (see Kauppinen, 2007). 
Therefore, cities need to work with relevant stakeholders to provide children with varied 
opportunities to improve learning and build meaningful connections. These include, for 
example, public libraries, community centres, arts programmes, sports facilities, as well as 
mentoring and courses to develop useful skills for employment and personal development. 
Such opportunities can also help expose children and young people to positive role 
models and increase social capital by exposing them to a positive social network.

As these interventions require additional resources, cities need to work in collaboration with 
businesses, international organisations, NGOs and other potential donors and supporters 
to ensure opportunities are made available in less advantaged neighbourhoods.

4. Engage with local actors in each neighbourhood to build on 
available resources and capacities to support children’s learning

The proposed interventions require financial and human resources to ensure design, 
implementation, and monitoring and evaluation are context-specific, rigorous and effective, 
and that the interventions (both processes and outcomes) achieve the desired benefits and 
do not harm target groups. To support these processes, along with capacity building of key 
actors (e.g., policy-makers, teachers, etc.), we recommend engaging with and building 
partnerships with and between diverse actors to draw on their capacities, skills, knowledge 
and resources. In particular, this includes supporting the establishment and sustainability of 
partnerships between schools and neighbourhood actors such as community and faith-
based organisations and businesses that can offer different types and levels of support to 
improve local educational and learning resources within schools and neighbourhoods.

Whether such resources are low or abundant in each neighbourhood, engagement with local 
actors and stakeholders can ensure local buy-in as well as a shared vision and contextual 
relevance of programmes and policies, smoother implementation and better outcomes.

5. Support non-state education providers in less affluent neighbourhoods 
to sustain education and prevent disruption when funding ends

Schools established and run by NGOs and faith-based organisations such as madrasas 
in less advantaged neighbourhoods and clusters are dependent on external funding 
and support. Consequently, they may not be able to provide uninterrupted teaching 
and learning when funding discontinues. Cities need to offer sustained financial and 
technical support to such educational institutions through, for example, establishing 
public–private partnerships to support their operations and make them sustainable.
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Conclusion
This policy brief sets out a series of recommendations in response to evidence 
from the SHLC research in Bangladesh, India and Tanzania, with a focus 
on educational opportunities across neighbourhoods of different income 
levels. While cities tend to offer better schooling opportunities overall than 
rural areas, our research indicates that important differences exist between 

– as well as within – neighbourhoods in terms of access to well-resourced 
and well-staffed schools, which are unevenly distributed across a city.

Poor and low-income neighbourhoods tend to have mainly poorly equipped and 
maintained primary schools with challenging access due to bad road conditions, 
limited or no public transport and low parental support. In contrast, in upper-
middle and high-income neighbourhoods, children are likely to have easier access 
to schools of all levels that are better equipped, financed and maintained, and 
that offer varied learning opportunities to their students, in addition to good 
parental support and tutoring. However, exceptions exist. While slums/ultra-poor 
and low-income neighbourhoods are likely to be at a considerable disadvantage 
compared to more affluent neighbourhoods, we have also observed children 
in poorer clusters within affluent neighbourhoods having inadequate access to 
educational opportunities compared to their peers in more well-off areas of the same 
neighbourhood. Our research also observed the increasing pressure on services 
in neighbourhoods of all kinds caused by rapid urbanisation and migration, which 
leads to overcrowding in schools and fewer resources available to all pupils.

It is clear from SHLC evidence to date that by applying a neighbourhood lens we 
are able to better understand the nuances of neighbourhoods and the impact 
of these on educational opportunities and attainment. Ongoing research that 
includes a household survey and focus group discussions in two cities in each of 
the seven SHLC partner countries will provide even more detailed and robust data 
at neighbourhood level to further explore the issues discussed in this briefing.

9 10

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2006.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098020959011
https://data.worldbank.org/?locations=BD-IN-TZ


© SHLC October 2021
Centre for Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities and Neighbourhoods (SHLC), University of Glasgow, 
40 Bute Gardens, Glasgow, G12 8RS, UK

 shlc-info@glasgow.ac.uk 
 @shlc_cities 

 www.centreforsustainablecities.ac.uk

Funded By:

mailto:shlc-info%40glasgow.ac.uk%20?subject=
https://twitter.com/SHLC_Cities
http://www.centreforsustainablecities.ac.uk

