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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 

The purpose of this study is to ascertain the barriers to education that students in 

squatter settlements face, with specific focus on those in Kathmandu, Nepal. After 

reviewing the general issues with education in slums and squatter settlements, the study 

turns to a historical overview of education in Nepal. It then goes on to discuss the 

specifics of the squatter settlements in Kathmandu, including their history and general 

conditions. After identifying the common struggles faced by the urban poor, the study 

examines the specific barriers confronted by students in Kathmandu squatter settlements, 

utilizing other studies, newspapers, and personal observations. The concluding section 

offers suggestions on programs that could be implemented to lower the barriers to 

education, and increase graduation rates. 
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1 

Introduction 

 

 

The objective of this study is to analyze the disadvantages faced by Nepali 

students who are living in squatter settlements of Kathmandu. Although an ethnography 

conducted in the 1990s highlighted the complications faced by students in one particular 

settlement, no comprehensive study has been done on the general barriers urban poor 

students are facing currently. In order to fully understand the barriers one must first have 

an understanding of Nepal’s education system and squatter settlements, as the problems 

stem from these two areas. It is also important to have an understanding of squatter 

settlements and slums in general, as Nepal faces many of the same difficulties as other 

developing countries, which can provide examples of solutions as well. 

 

The Significance of This Study 

Beginning with the industrial revolution, the world’s population has been shifting 

from residing in rural areas to cities. Cities offer hope of employment and higher 

standards of living, convincing many of the rural poor to leave their homes and move to 

larger urban centers. This trend has only accelerated over time, especially in the 

developing world. In 1950 only 17% of Asia’s total population resided in cities, whereas 

that percentage had risen to 40% by 2005 (UN-HABITAT 2008, 2). Already, the urban 
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population in India, Brazil, and China is roughly equal to the total population of Europe 

and North America (Davis 2006, 5). Unless there is a serious shift in consciousness, or 

some cataclysmic event, the United Nations (UN) estimates that over half of Asia’s 

population will live in cities by the year 2030 (UN-HABITAT 2008, 2).  

Many of the people who choose to move to cities are looking for employment, 

resulting in a demographic shift to more people living below the poverty line in cities. 

Between migrants and the high fertility rates of the urban poor (Lewis 2009), there has 

been a steady increase in the number of urban residents living in poverty. Rural poor who 

move to the city are unable to afford owning their own homes, so they move into slums 

or squatter settlements. In 2001, 58% of the people living in urban areas of South-Central 

Asia lived in slums (UN-HABITAT 2003, 14). Based upon the increasing urban 

population it can be safely assumed that this number has only risen since then, resulting 

in a shocking number of urban poor. One thing that is certain is that the proportion of the 

lowest-income people living in cities is higher than it has ever been before (UN-

HABITAT 2003).  

 The amount of international aid given to address specific issues goes through 

trends based upon which subjects are currently popular in the media and among donors. 

Unfortunately, slums and squatter settlements have generally not been considered a hot-

button issue, and do not attract the same attention as issues in rural areas. People living in 

cities are seen to have higher standards of living than the rural poor, and therefore more 

aid for poverty alleviation is directed to the countryside, even though the “urban 

advantage” has begun to be challenged by academics (Rice and Rice 2009). The assumed 

advantage is lamentable for many reasons, including the fact that these are the people 
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who directly affect the functionality of a city. Several new studies have shown that 

improving the education of the labor force leads to a faster growing economy (Sharma 

2010).  

Furthermore, as the urban poor population continues to grow, more and more 

individuals find themselves without the same support from development aid that they 

would have if they were living in a rural area. Future residents of these cities may find 

this choice to be a mistake, as the problems faced by the urban poor should be addressed 

before the number of slums and squatter settlements become overwhelming. If aid is used 

to create mechanisms for the urban poor to better their quality of life and escape the cycle 

of poverty, the quality of life for all of the people in cities will improve, and the country 

will be able to focus more effectively on other development issues. 

Although urban poverty reduction is not a large priority of international aid 

agencies, many people do seek to aid slum residents for a variety of reasons. There are 

numerous NGOs that wish to aid slum and squatter residents simply so that they may lead 

better, healthier lives. Housing is considered a human right, as ensured by several 

international declarations. Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states 

that “everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being, 

of himself and of his household, including food, clothing and shelter” (UN-HABITAT 

2008, 18). Target 11 of the UN Millennium Development Goals is to significantly 

improve the lives of at least a hundred million slum dwellers by the year 2020 (UN-

HABITAT 2003, 141).  However, city managers also take note of ways to improve slum 

areas, as they are seen as a blight on the city. A city overrun by slums is less likely to 

attract tourists and international businesses, and instead will have low-technology 
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factories and workshops that utilize the nearby uneducated workforce. Improving the 

education of those in poverty has been shown to positively impact health, children’s 

nutrition, and infant’s health (Sharma 2010). Therefore, improving the education of slum 

residents can be seen as having many additional benefits. 

 

Slums and Squatter Settlements  

Slums and squatter settlements differ in several key ways. The land that slums are 

built on is owned by someone, generally a slum lord. These individuals purchase 

undesirable land at a cheap price, and then allow many people to live in a small space to 

maximize their profit. Although the quality of the housing is low, the building structures 

are usually permanent and sturdy (UN-HABITAT 2003). Squatter settlements are built on 

land that is owned by no one, meaning that by default it belongs to the government 

(Tanaka 2009). The settlements are also built on undesirable land and, due to their lack of 

a legal right to be there, the structures are often impermanent. People are reluctant to 

invest in their dwellings, as they do not know how long they will be allowed to be there. 

The differences between slums and squatter settlements means that the programs aimed at 

aiding the people living in them must also differ, but the two are similar enough that there 

is also some overlap. 

 When it comes to addressing the issue of squatter settlements and slums, two 

main methods have emerged as being the most popularly used: relocation and settlement 

improvement. Relocation is a method that was well accepted before the 1960s, although 

it continues to be utilized by governments even today. Usually a government removes a 

slum or squatter community and relocates the residents to another, more convenient 
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location or just pushes them off of the land (Sengupta and Sharma 2009). Although the 

government occasionally will provide the displaced people with some sort of 

compensation or housing to move into, this is not always the case (Tanaka 2009). 

Settlement improvement is a method based upon the self-help theory developed by John 

Turner. This theory states that it is more efficient to aid slum residents’ efforts to upgrade 

their housing themselves, rather than to provide better housing at an alternative location 

(Turner 1967). Unfortunately, if this method is not coupled with some sort of 

arrangement with the government to protect the squatters, the efforts would not result in a 

lasting positive impact.    

 Education for all is one of the United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals, 

agreed upon by all members of the UN to achieve by the year 2015 (UN-HABITAT 

2003, 7). Education allows people to access better paying jobs, and gives them basic 

skills needed in life. Although slum residents usually have better access to schools than 

those living in very rural areas, the quality of the schools is often in question (Lloyd, 

Mensch and Clark 2000). Since slums are generally self-contained microcosms of cities, 

they frequently have schools that are specifically for the students living in the slums 

(Tooley and Dixon 2005). As working to make money to support the family is usually 

perceived as being more important than education, children in the lowest income bracket 

may not have the option of going to school. Squatter settlement students also have to face 

many unique problems with education, such as housing quality and issues with 

relocation. These barriers to education make it difficult for students living in slums to 

both attend school and finish their educations (Valentin 2005). Without education the 

residents are unable to get better paying jobs, and are less able to send their own children 
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to school. This creates a cycle of poverty that is difficult to escape without some kind of 

outside influence.  

 There is much debate over how best to improve the education quality for people 

living in slums and squatter settlements. One current popular theory is to emphasize 

decentralization, which often includes supporting private schools (Tooley 2007). Most 

scholars recommend that communities have more say in the school systems, and private 

schools are seen as one way to achieve that goal. By liberalizing the education system, 

states are perceived as involving their citizens more in the system. Establishing remedial 

schools in the slums, which are run by residents, has also been shown to improve the 

retention and test scores of students (Banerjee, Cole, Duflo et al. 2005). While there has 

been some research on ways to improve graduation rates of people living in slums, each 

country faces unique problems that make it difficult to generalize exactly what is needed 

to reduce the barriers to education that the students face. 

 

Nepal’s Squatter Settlements 

Nepal remains mainly an agrarian society but, after the Nepalese Civil War broke 

out, urbanization has experienced a marked increase as people fled the fighting (Tanaka 

2009). Now, Nepal is one of the fastest urbanizing countries in Asia (UN-HABITAT 

2008, 2). Land has become very scarce in Kathmandu, causing prices to skyrocket 

(Shrestha 2010). The only land available to the majority of low-income people is the 

areas around the rivers in Kathmandu, as these lands flood during the annual monsoon 

season. These lands are also desirable as they are near to many jobs, which cuts down 

residents’ transportation costs and time. Kathmandu does not really have slums, as most 
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of the urban poor live on un-owned land. The lack of legal right to the land on which they 

live has created a lot of tension between the residents and the government, as the 

government regularly and freely takes back the land when it is convenient for it to do so 

(Sengupta and Sharma 2009). 

The settlements of Kathmandu are relatively new, the largest one being only ten 

years old. They are also not as large as the slums and squatter settlements in other 

developing countries, and they are still very self-contained. The age and size of the 

settlements means that now would be the perfect time to invest in development projects 

in these areas, as the money invested can be more targeted and help a greater percentage 

of residents. Currently there are only a few aid agencies with programs for the urban poor 

in Kathmandu. 

As the settlements are not very large, most do not have their own schools for the 

residents. The majority of students attend schools in nearby neighborhoods, but still must 

face problems resulting from their living environment (Valentin 2005). The government 

has begun a campaign of destroying the settlements that are within the center of the city, 

without initially providing alternative land for the people living there (Sengupta and 

Sharma 2009; Poudel 2012d). Some students are forced to live in tents, without 

electricity or running water (Poudel 2012a). The quality of housing makes rain an ever 

present problem, and can make it impossible for students to do their homework. The 

quality of public education in Nepal is also a problem, not only for students in squatter 

settlements, but everywhere else as well (Valentin 2005). Parents will often sacrifice 

basic needs to enroll their children in the more expensive private schools. 
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Structure of this Study  

Thus far little to no research has been conducted on the barriers to education that 

students living in Nepal’s squatter settlements face, nor has there been research on ways 

to improve education for the students living in the settlements of Kathmandu. This thesis 

aims to fill that gap in the literature by first determining the problems the students face 

and then exploring the options for improvement, culminating in a recommendation of 

policies and programs based upon the research. As the government is currently writing 

the Constitution, now is the perfect time to try and reform Nepal’s education policies. 

The first chapter of this thesis reviews the literature covering the history of slums 

and squatter settlements, with special focus given to the barriers to education faced by 

their residents, and to programs that have been successful in lowering those barriers. The 

second chapter gives a short history of Nepal with attention to the development of the 

educational system. The third chapter focuses on the squatter settlements in Kathmandu, 

and highlights the current barriers to education that they face. Finally, the last chapter 

suggests recommendations for the government of Nepal to improve the educational 

opportunities for the students in the settlements. 
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2 

Overview of Slums and the Barriers to Education  
 

 

 In order to fully understand the barriers faced by squatters in Kathmandu, it is 

important to contextualize their experience within the experiences of those living in 

slums and squatter settlements around the world. The history of slums provides an 

understanding and a definition for the terms ‘slum’ and ‘squatter settlement’. Examining 

the process behind slum formation also sheds light on current dynamics, as does an 

overview of government reactions to slums. Next, research conducted in slums in a 

variety of countries illustrates what educational barriers are faced by their residents, as 

well as patterns of other problems faced by a majority of squatters. Finally, a review of 

programs that seek to increase enrollment and graduation rates in slums helps provide a 

basis for policy recommendations for Kathmandu. 

 

A Generalized Overview of Slums and Squatter Settlements 

Currently, slums are seen to be an issue faced by the developing world, although 

it is difficult to measure the number of slums as there is no completely agreed upon 

definition (Lewis 2009). Slums have become a focus of international aid agencies: one 

target of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals is “by 2020, to have 

achieved a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers” 
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(UN-HABITAT 2003, 7). This initiative built upon the Cities Alliance’s ‘Cities without 

Slums’ enterprise, which was written in 1999. In 2002, the United Nations gathered in 

Kenya to attempt to officially define the characteristics of slums, so as to better measure 

progress (Lewis 2009). With 80% of urban growth in developing countries located in 

slums, it seems likely that slums will become a larger focus for governments and 

international agencies in the years to come (Davis 2006). 

History of Slums 

 The earliest use of the word ‘slum’ can be found in papers describing poor 

quality housing with unsanitary conditions, located in London during the 1820s. The 

word also had connotations of places that harbored criminal activity and various diseases 

(UN-HABITAT 2003, 65). By the end of the 19
th

 century the term had grown to mean 

groups of poor neighborhoods together, characterized by high density and crime rates. 

The Housing Reform Movement in England gave the label an official definition in 1880, 

which allowed for slum areas to be marked on maps for the first time (UN-HABITAT 

2003, 9). As the types of poor neighborhoods expanded during the Industrial Revolution, 

the designation began to describe too many different types of housing. The term fell out 

of use by the 20
th

 century, as the different types of slums began to require more specific 

laws and language pertaining to them. Tenement housing and over-crowded areas, rather 

than dilapidated ones, became the focus of lawmakers and the public.   

Although a technical conception of slums was only created in the 1800s, slum 

areas had existed prior to this time. In the 16
th

 century there was a rapid influx of poor 

migrants to cities in Europe, which created a large demand for housing. As demand 

increased and supply decreased, landlords used the opportunity to maximize the number 
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of individuals living in the areas they rented out, taking full advantage of the market. The 

low-cost housing began to clump together, as those who could afford to move away from 

the areas into nicer neighborhoods did. The rise of capitalism and industrialization can be 

credited for speeding the creation of slums, as industrial production requires a large pool 

of low-paid labor. During periods of economic growth, large amounts of poor-quality 

housing were built to house migrants, and these areas then became slums when the 

economy slowed down (UN-HABITAT 2003). The term slum only really developed in 

the 1800s due to the fact that “…urban conditions had improved to such an extent by this 

stage that slums could actually be identified against a general background of better 

quality housing, which had not been the case in the early phases of the Industrial 

Revolution.” (UN-HABITAT 2003, 65).  

The general public in the 19
th

 century believed that “…most poverty was 

attributed to moral defects and a lack of self-discipline, and slums were seen as vast pits 

where such moral poverty bred unchecked” (Lewis 2009, 36). Therefore, efforts to aid 

the residents of the slums mainly focused on ways to improve the morality of residents. It 

was thought that once their morals were improved the people would be able to lift 

themselves out of poverty. Missions and Sunday schools were formed in and around 

slums for this purpose. Poor houses and hospitals were also created, which were often 

much worse and more dangerous than the slums themselves (UN-HABITAT 2003, 65). 

In the late 1850s the National Quarantine and Sanitary Convention in the United 

Kingdom helped to change perceptions on disease by acknowledging the importance of 

drainage, filth, excrement, and housing environment to public health (Lewis 2009, 36). 

The convention adjusted the efforts to improve slums, shifting the focus to improving the 
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living conditions of the residents. The government’s motivation was partially self-

interested, as cleaning up the worst areas would help improve the health of the entire city. 

While their efforts did some good, they did not change the general perception of slums to 

the population; slums were still viewed as being hotbeds of immorality and sin. After 

World War I, the concept of ghettos began to supplant that of slums in the Western 

world. As immigration continued to rise, and migrants began to clump together based 

upon ethnicity, the areas they moved into became classified as “ethnic ghettos” rather 

than slums (Lewis 2009, 37). Slums began to be viewed as existing primarily in 

developing countries rather than the Western world. 

 

Defining Slums and Squatter Settlements 

The term “slum” has in some ways not changed much since the beginning of the 

20
th

 century, as it still elicits a fairly clear picture for most individuals. Generally, slums 

are seen as neighborhoods, or collections of neighborhoods, that lack basic infrastructure 

and have substandard housing and dubious claims to the land they reside on.  In 2002 a 

United Nations Expert Group Meeting was held in Nairobi, which demarcated an 

operational definition to be used in the field. They defined slums as being places that had 

inadequate access to safe water, sanitation, and other infrastructure. They also have poor 

structural quality of housing, are overcrowded, and face insecure residential status (UN-

HABITAT 2003, 12).  

Although this seems to be a fairly cut and dry definition, it still allows for a lot of 

grey area in many cities. To better understand and define slums requires exploring their 

characteristics. These characteristics, as reported by the United Nations, are lack of basic 
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services, substandard housing, hazardous locations, overcrowding, insecure tenure, 

minimum settlement size, and poverty. Although a slum may have all of these 

characteristics, not all of them have to be present for the area to be considered a slum. 

 Due to the fact that slums are stigmatized by most citizens and unwanted by 

governments, the municipal government has little incentive to provide the same kind of 

services to the residents as it does for the rest of the city. Sanitation facilities are often 

absent, making it difficult to find safe water. Slum residents may have to campaign to 

receive electricity and street lighting, and even then the government may be reluctant to 

supply them. The city governments are legally allowed to do this in part because they 

have certain minimum requirements for residential buildings, while the slums are 

sometimes built with non-permanent materials like cardboard or metal sheets. As the 

houses do not meet the city’s code, the government is not required to recognize the areas 

as places of residence. The poor housing quality and lack of infrastructure create living 

conditions that are almost unbearable. Open sewers and heaps of garbage are not 

uncommon sights in slums. These settlements are built on the cheapest land possible, 

which is land that is unwanted for a reason. The homes may be adjacent to industrial 

plants that pollute the air or waste disposal sites. 

 In order to maximize profits for landlords, and minimize costs for the urban poor, 

families will try to fit as many people as possible in one home. This creates extremely 

cramped living spaces, with very little room for other amenities. Slum residents also are 

forced to face insecure housing, even if someone does legally own the land. Governments 

may decide to relocate the people to beautify the city, or if they require use of the space. 

The residents have very few options, as challenging the government entails paying others 
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to represent them with money they do not have. The lack of secure housing gives 

residents no incentive to invest in making their homes more livable, as they may have to 

move at any time. Including poverty as a characteristic of slums is somewhat 

problematic, as some people consider poverty to be a cause and consequence of the slums 

instead of a trait (Lewis 2009, 48). Still, slums in many ways perpetuate the poverty of 

the people who live in them, as the negative views about slum residents and social 

exclusion can make it difficult to get an education or find a well-paid job. 

Squatter Settlements differ from slums in one key way: squatter settlements are 

built on land this is technically owned by no one and is therefore claimed by the 

government. Instead of a landlord buying large quantities of land and subletting it 

cheaply to individuals, squatter settlements arise naturally from migrants setting up their 

living space in an area of the city that is both near to their work and unlikely to be needed 

by the government (UN-HABITAT 2003). This usually means that the settlements form 

in risky areas, such as “steep hill slopes, deep gullies, near dumpsites, under overpasses, 

and in flood-prone areas” (Arimah 2010, 8). As the likelihood of destruction is higher 

than with slums, the housing tends to be built with even more temporary materials. 

Why Do Slums Form?  

Slums usually form in two parts of a city: areas of decline and areas of growth 

(Cranby 2012, 2). The slums that form in areas of decline usually arise slowly, with 

housing that was once decent becoming run-down due to lack of maintenance. Those who 

can afford to move other places do, driving the price of land down and allowing landlords 

to buy the area for a low price. These slums occur in neighborhoods that may once have 

been the heart of a city, but are now ignored as other areas are developed. This pattern is 
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considered to be the ‘traditional’ formation of slums within cities (UN-HABITAT 2003, 

35). Slums that form in areas of growth usually begin as squatter settlements, and may 

become legal over time or remain as settlements. They form due to the need for unskilled 

workers in a city, most of whom are not able to travel long distances for work because of 

their small income. Slums may also form in areas of growth next to recently built 

factories or waste disposal sites, as the land is unusable for most other purposes.  

 Global urbanization is occurring at a frantic pace, with both the wealthy and poor 

leaving their family homes to move to cities. Urbanization occurs by a natural population 

increase, rural to urban migration, and the reclassifying of rural areas as urban ones (UN-

HABITAT 2008). The urban poor are typically less educated about family planning than 

the wealthy and have limited access to affordable birth control, leading to high birth rates 

(Rice and Rice 2009, 762). Yet, a substantial amount of urbanization can be accredited to 

migration (UN-HABITAT 2003, 25).    

 A poor family may choose to migrate due to a variety of reasons. First, there may 

be a push factor making it necessary to find a new home. Natural disasters, such as 

earthquakes or floods, may destroy their home and make their land untenable. Heads of 

families may also lose their jobs, forcing them to find employment elsewhere. Political 

conflict, such as civil war, leaves homes destroyed and makes fields unusable from 

salting or land mines. Second, a family may be ‘pulled’ to urban areas by the prospect of 

better paying jobs, easier access to education, and superior health facilities. Overall, push 

factors tend to influence moving to urban areas far more than pull factors (Rice and Rice 

2009, 754). Third, younger generations realize that there is very little chance of making a 

comfortable livelihood off of agricultural production. If they follow in the footsteps of 
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their parents, they will be in an industry that “is highly dependent on weather conditions, 

rural land is limited and its fertility is sometimes low or declining, land holdings are 

small, farm debts are high...” (UN-HABITAT 2008, 8). These many factors make the 

choice of leaving to a city seem more appealing and hopeful than staying put. As land has 

a maximum carrying capacity, if a family grows too large the younger generation is 

forced to find work elsewhere (UN-HABITAT 2003; COHRE 2008).  

 As technology has improved and cell phones have become almost ubiquitous in 

the developing world, more and more rural people are becoming aware of the luxuries 

available in cities. They know that if they move to urban areas their chances of finding a 

job increase, as does their access to education and health care. Some of the younger 

generations find that cities tend to be more fluid about social values, and therefore wish 

to move to a place that grants them more freedoms. Others come because of ‘bright 

lights’ syndrome, as cities seem more face-paced and interesting than the monotony of 

farm work (UN-HABITAT 2003). Finally, some families only send the part of the family 

that would be best able to take advantage of cities, like children who need education and 

working-aged adults. That way, if there is a bad harvest or an unexpected calamity, the 

family still will be able to survive off the income gathered elsewhere. Remittances, or the 

sending of money back to a home country while working abroad, are becoming an 

increasing popular method of maintaining a steady income in the developing world. The 

same phenomenon occurs on a domestic scale, with family members in cities sending 

money to relatives in the countryside.   

 An interesting trend in recent history is the feminization of urban poverty. The 

number of woman-headed household in slums is growing, with the number becoming 
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disproportionate to that of families in rural areas (Rice and Rice 2009, 762). Many 

countries do not allow women to own land or a mortgage, forcing them to live in squatter 

settlements (COHRE 2008, 11). Some women move to the city to escape a negative home 

situation, but others migrate simply to find better employment opportunities. If this 

growth continues, it will be interesting to observe the impact on how slums function, and 

the programs implemented in these areas may have to be updated and changed. 

Government Reactions to Slums 

As the urban poor have become a pressing issue for cities all over the world, 

governments have used a variety of methods to deal with slums. Not all of these 

approaches have been successful, and some can even be seen as being inhumane. 

Governments may pursue eviction drives to remove the urban blight, demolishing the 

homes of the residents. They do this in hopes that the residents will return to any rural 

homes to which they have ties; however, in the process they destroy what little these 

families have, making it exceptionally difficult to start again. This method was popular in 

the 1970s and 1980s, as slums were becoming enough of an issue that governments were 

forced to pay attention to them, but were still considered to be only a temporary 

manifestation of economic weakness in the global economy (Arimah 2010, 4). Usually 

this tactic is entirely unsuccessful, as the urban poor simply move to a new location in the 

city, making that slum even larger (UN-HABITAT 2008). 

 Relocation, with a government providing alternative land for the urban poor to 

live on, was tried in the 1980s and 1990s, once it became clear that eviction alone would 

not solve the problem. Usually relocation occurs because the government recognizes that 

the land the slums are located on was legally owned, therefore making it more difficult 
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legally for the government to simply demand the people move. The main issue with this 

method is that land within cities is expensive, making it difficult to find land that is 

suitable for relocation. Actual built houses are not always provided, and those that are do 

not always have infrastructure included. If a family is unsatisfied with the land offered 

they may sell it and move back into the city center, right back to where they started. 

 Some states have taken to trying to build subsidized public housing for the poor to 

live in. However, the state usually does not have enough capital to provide housing for 

the entirety of its poor population, especially with urbanization rising at such as fast pace. 

This method saw success in Hong Kong and Singapore, where slum-dwellers were 

moved to high-rise apartment blocks, but mostly due to the small size and relative wealth 

of those countries (UN-HABITAT 2008, 21). In large nations with sizeable rural 

populations it is unlikely that providing public housing will ever be a feasible option, 

although it may be coupled with other initiatives to become successful. 

 Another practice attempted by governments is to encourage the private sector to 

build low-cost urban housing. Incentives are used to achieve this, such as quick approval 

procedures and relaxed housing standards. Some cities have required that housing 

developers build a percentage of low-income housing out of the total houses they build. 

The main problem with this scheme is that these houses rarely target the lowest income 

bracket, instead favoring those who have at least some amount of capital. As with many 

government projects, many developers have also found loopholes that allow them to 

benefit from the incentives while not truly building low-cost housing (UN-HABITAT 

2008, 21). 
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 Finally, some governments have simply decided to ignore slums in favor of other 

issues. They turn a blind eye to the overall problem, instead only addressing those slums 

that become an issue for them. Approaching slums this way was very popular in the early 

1950s, as most governments believed that slums were only a transitory problem, which 

would no longer be an issue once the nation’s economy became stronger (Arimah 2010, 

4). This view has obviously changed, but not all governments pursue this method 

willfully; many simply do not have the resources or ideas to address the problem in any 

sustainable way (UN-HABITAT 2008). Although certainly not a preferable solution, 

benign neglect does allow the slum-residents to upgrade their housing without fear of 

interruption, at least until the status quo is changed. 

 

Barriers to Education Faced By Residents of Slums and Squatter Settlements 

 The barriers that students face are caused from both social and economic factors, 

which combine and make it difficult for the urban poor to graduate. More specifically, 

violence, poverty, housing, and school quality all affect whether or not a student is able to 

receive a full, quality education from the government. 

  Violence 

Individuals who are economically marginalized are more likely to commit crimes, 

as they have a lower opportunity cost for being caught. As slums are almost exclusively 

populated by economically marginalized individuals, they often suffer from higher crime 

rates than other, more wealthy areas of a city (Mudege, Zulu, and Izugbara 2008, 100; 

Cameron 2010, vi). The crime rate is exacerbated by the fact that governments are often 

unwilling to intervene in these areas, as the residents are residing on land to which they 
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have tenuous rights at best. The high crime rates can make it dangerous for students to 

even simply walk to and from school. Female students are especially at risk, due to the 

chance of rape or assault (Herz 2006, 15). If the act of simply walking to school becomes 

too high a risk for students they will drop out to keep themselves safe. 

In many developing countries, war and gang violence is prevalent both in rural 

areas and slums. Some countries face intense ethnic and religious tension, which is 

reflected in the composition of slums. If a student is forced to walk through an area 

controlled by an opposing ethnicity to attend school they may chose not attend at all 

(Mudege, Zulu, and Izugbara 2008, 110). Many developing countries face periods of 

intense violence and fighting that cause schools to close for long periods of time. By the 

time they reopen many of the students chose not to return, as they have found jobs or 

have relocated to escape the violence. Even if the school does not close, many teachers 

find it difficult to discipline some of their more violent students, fearing retribution if the 

student is involved with the conflict. The lack of ensured safety creates an environment 

that is not conducive to learning and leads to students dropping out. A recent study 

conducted in Nairobi demonstrated that “Perceived increased community violence 

affected not only students’ dropout rate but also the quality and quantity of education 

they received” (14). 

The home lives of students living in a slum have a large effect on whether they 

will choose, or even be able, to attend school (Abuya, Oketch, and Musyoka, 2012). 

Domestic violence is sadly common in slums and squatter settlements, with few options 

for a parent to seek help. Children will have a difficult time finishing their homework if 

there is domestic violence, especially as the houses in slums are very small and cramped. 
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Beatings in schools for not doing homework are an acceptable form of punishment; so the 

student may then decide not to attend school, fearing violence there as well (Mudege, 

Zulu, and Izugbara 2008, 110). The student may even decide they need to stay home and 

protect one parent from the other throughout the day. Violence in the home can also 

affect income, as usually only one of the parents is working and making money. If one 

parent is dead or the parents are divorced, it will also limit the income of the family, 

which sometimes forces children to leave school and start working (Mudege, Zulu, and 

Izugbara 2008). 

Poverty 

 Most slum dwellers are not able to find work in the formal market system of a 

city, and therefore are forced to work in the informal sector. These jobs are mainly 

“labor-intensive, small-scale, and/or family enterprises that utilize skill sets not acquired 

through the formal educational system and produce low-cost goods and services” (Rice 

and Rice 2009, 755). In turn, the income of a family determines how much the parents 

are able to spend on their children’s schooling, so if schooling has a high opportunity cost 

the parents are more likely to stop enrolling them. The cost of school, even the 

government-run ones, can be too much for some families. These costs include upfront 

expenses, such as school fees, and hidden ones, such as uniforms, travel, and school 

supplies (Hunt 2008). 

The older children get, the more likely it is that the parents will need them to 

work to help sustain the family, instead of attending school (Hunt 2008; Lewis 2009). 

Without education children are more likely to become poor adults, faced with the same 

choice to enroll their children or to have them work, causing a cycle of child labor. 
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Uneducated parents also cannot offer support for doing school work, and often do not 

fully appreciate the benefits of schooling (Hunt 2008). A thriving job market is actually 

negative for children at risk for child labor, as it is easier for the student to find a job and 

leave school. 

  Being born female in a slum puts a girl at a distinct disadvantage for completing 

an education, compared to male children. Families are often less willing to pay for their 

daughters’ to attend school, as they will move in with their husbands’ households after 

marriage and those families will reap the benefits of education (Hunt 2008; Rice and Rice 

2009; COHRE 2008). Children with siblings are less likely to attend school than those 

from single-child families, but girls who are born first are the least likely out of any 

bracket (Huisman and Smits 2009, 184). Older female children are expected to help take 

care of their younger siblings and then get married and have children instead of finishing 

their schooling. Studies have shown that woman living in slums tend to be less educated, 

are less likely to be literate, and have lower income and life expectancy (Rice and Rice 

2009, 761). To this day, more boys are completing their primary education than girls 

(Herz 2006, 12).   

Teenage pregnancy is a problem faced by low-income families in both rural and 

urban areas, due to lack of proper information and family planning resources. Youth in 

slums usually do not have access to cost-effective contraception, and are not always 

educated about family planning in school (Rice and Rice 2009). If a female student gets 

pregnant, her schooling is disrupted, often beginning when she starts showing. After the 

birth, many girls marry and move to their husbands’ home, changing which school they 

are attending and causing them to fall further behind. Additionally, the cost of a child and 
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childcare may make it unfeasible for the mother to do anything besides work or take care 

of the child. Even teenage mothers who have the option of returning to school may chose 

not to, due to social stigma (Hunt 2008, 27). 

Housing Quality 

  As governments do not legally recognize most slums they lack the same 

municipal services provided in other areas. These shortcomings can range from no 

electricity to no trash pickup. Lacking electricity can make it difficult for students to 

complete their homework, or study outside of the classroom. The land that slums are built 

on is undesirable, sometimes because the area has physical hazards. A slum may be built 

near a highway or large river, making it a challenge for the student to even get to school 

(Lewis 2009, Huisman and Smits 2009). The construction of the housing is subpar, 

making dwellings very flammable and vulnerable to earthquakes. Although these kinds of 

disasters do not happen all the time, when they do they can disrupt school for weeks at a 

time.  

 Being consistently healthy is a struggle for slum residents due to the poor housing 

conditions. People living in slums “are more likely to die earlier, experience greater 

malnutrition and hunger, exhibit higher diseases rates, attain less education, and have 

fewer formal employment opportunities than urban residents living outside of slums” 

(Rice and Rice 2009, 750).  Poor health is associated with later enrollment, which 

subsequently causes higher levels of dropping out (Hunt 2008, 25). Many students 

continually fall ill as “the ubiquitous contamination of drinking water and food by 

sewage and waste defeats the most desperate efforts of slum residents to practice 

protective hygiene” (Davis 2006, 143). Cholera, malaria, and diarrhea are frequent 
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problems in these areas that lack clean water (COHRE 2008). The residents are unable to 

afford healthcare or medication, so healing takes much longer. When health problems 

cause students to miss a large portion of school, they often have trouble catching up with 

the other students, especially since most schools lack resources for the student to utilize 

to get special help (Hunt 2008, 25). 

 The residents often do not have legal ties to the land, so governments are legally 

able to evict people whenever it suits them. As the slum residents do not have money or 

influence, there is little they can do to stop evictions. For this reason, both governments 

and private investors are hesitant to build schools within the slums. Governments do not 

want to legitimize these area by providing services to them, and if the area is destroyed 

all the money invested by private investors is for nothing. This uncertainty decreases the 

schooling options available for students in slums, and can make it necessary for them to 

travel long distances to get to school. Furthermore, the destruction of homes can greatly 

disrupt the schooling of slum residents, as they have to move or live in a temporary 

home. 

School Quality 

While trying to achieve education for all, quality is often thought as being 

something that must be sacrificed in order to develop a large quantity of schools. 

However, a recent study has found “…that children are strongly influenced in their 

schooling decisions by the quality of their prospective school” (Hanushek, Lavy, and 

Hitomi 2006, 4). If a family perceives that the school will not be able to teach their 

children the necessary skills they will need to make money, the parents may chose not to 
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enroll them, and instead just put them to work. The rate of return of schooling must be 

high enough to supplant the immediate income the child could potentially make.  

Yet, simply trying to improve the schools may not have as large an impact on 

enrollment as desired, as recent research has also suggested that “much (or even most) of 

the statistical variance associated with school success or failure results from inputs that 

are outside of the school walls, even far outside”(Wagner 2010, 744). These inputs 

include the students’ housing and their economic situation. Therefore, attempts to 

improve school quality must also take into account the communities in which the schools 

exist.   

 Overcrowding in the classroom is a problem faced by many slum schools, and 

leads to variety of other issues (Abuya, Oketch, and Musyoka, 2012; Huisman and Smits 

2009). If classes are overcrowded, teachers are unable to interact as often with their 

students, causing the quality of instruction to decrease. If there is large teacher-student 

ratio, students will often feel that their attendance is not noticed or important, so they will 

miss more school. Teachers are more likely to be unable to control their class if there are 

too many students, causing extra stress and fatigue which leads to high turnover rates. If 

the school is in a violent area, this problem is greatly exacerbated, as teachers may begin 

to fear for their lives and stop showing up to teach (Mudege, Zulu, and Izugbara 2008).  

In general, schools in slums are “mainly non formal and are generally 

characterized by staff shortages, crowded classrooms and lack of resources” (Hunt 2008, 

33). Teachers lack pre-professional training, and too few qualified individuals are 

interested in becoming a teacher. The teachers have low expectations of their students, 

and are not properly supervised or continually monitored for quality. The curriculum 
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itself is usually poor, and governments are resistant to conducting major overhauls of 

their systems (Payne 2008). Many teachers are found to be off-task when the schools 

receive random visits, reflecting their lack of motivation to be an effective teacher 

(Wagner 2010, 744). Many teachers rely heavily on the rote learning approach, rather 

than an interactive or problem-solving one. School administrators also generally do not 

have the opportunity for continual training, causing many of their programs to be 

outdated (Chapman 2002, 19). 

 

Programs to Remove the Barriers to Education 

 As well as identifying the challenges that students in slums face, it is just as 

important to look at what programs could be used to remove those barriers. However, 

defining what makes a quality education is difficult, and programs must address both 

social and school difficulties. Several programs have emerged in the literature as being 

successful in their attempts to lower the barriers, yet even these have some drawbacks. 

The programs that are brought up most often relate to decentralization, privatization, 

incentives, school quality improvement, and community programs. 

Defining Quality Education 

In order to improve education for students in developing countries the quality of 

schools must be increased (Lloyd, Mensch and Clark 2000, Sayed 2010). Monitoring 

school effectiveness allows knowledge to be applied to improve the school systems, or to 

help improve the monitoring evaluation system itself (Scheerens 2010). Yet it is difficult 

to quantify exactly what quality education is, or how best to monitor a school’s 

effectiveness. In 2004, UNESCO published a Global Monitoring Report that highlighted 
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the key components necessary for a ‘quality’ education. It stated that the areas that have 

to be addressed were teacher leadership, focusing on central skills, a productive learning 

environment, high expectations for students, and appropriate evaluations (UNESCO 

2004, 66). The knowledge that a student graduates with can be broadened to include the 

student’s satisfaction with their schooling and the social skills gained (Carney 2003, 89).  

 The most popular type of study that is used to observe school quality is through 

the use of an input-output model, also known as the educational production function 

(Kremer, Miguel and Thorton 2004). This model considers what tools a child enters 

school with, what materials a school puts into the student, and the outcome of the entire 

process. How much money is spent per student and teacher-pupil ratio are examples of 

school inputs that are considered. The purpose of this model is to reflect many different 

variables that may affect the education a student receives. Although the facility of a 

school obviously does have some effect on educational quality, most studies have found a 

lack of correlation (Wagner 2010; Scheerens 2010).  

 Almost every educational measurement is challenged as being flawed and 

incomplete. Most agree that “there is no ideal assessment--rather, there are a variety of 

scientific approaches that can and will provide solid and credible avenues toward 

improving the quality of education” (Wagner 2010, 755). The extreme variance in the 

challenges that nations in the developing world face makes choosing an assessment 

scheme difficult. It is far easier to claim that a study is flawed, rather than overhaul an 

entire system. Furthermore, developing countries have a large percentage of between-

school variance even after adjustments have been included to account for background 
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variables (Scheerens 2010, 361). Often, the cultural contexts are not fully considered 

when measuring school quality, and therefore cross-cultural studies struggle with results. 

Decentralization 

Decentralization may not be considered a purely educational innovation, but it has 

begun to be applied as an attempt to improve the education system in developing 

countries. Decentralization is “the devolution of authority and responsibility for schools 

from central-level administration to intermediate-level organization and ultimately to 

schools, often relying more on local communities for school financing” (Chapman 2002, 

23). The purpose of decentralization is to give power over decisions to communities, who 

are more knowledgeable about the specific needs of their own members. By having the 

community invest its own money into the school, it is believed that they will value it 

more highly, producing a better quality of education (Chapman 2002; Edwards 2011; 

Carnoy 1999; Scheerens 2010). 

 When education is decentralized teachers are given the power to select which 

textbooks are most helpful, and school administrators are able to spend their budgets in 

whatever way they find to be most efficient. Administrators also have more power over 

firing, making it easier to get rid of ineffectual teachers. Decentralization does not mean 

that every aspect of education becomes decentralized, as the system has to be 

homogenous to some extent. The curriculum is still decided by the state, and nation-wide 

testing is used to ensure that all students are roughly on the same page, as well as to 

provide data on which school districts are struggling. (Chapman 2002) 

 Decentralization became a popular method for improving education about ten 

years ago, and can be traced to globalization and international development policy 
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(Edwards 2011). Globalization emphasizes productivity and efficiency outside of a large 

bureaucratic government, so the policy of decentralizing school systems complements 

economic decentralization and privatization (Carnoy 1999). The World Bank began to 

publicly espouse decentralization in the 2000s, causing other development practitioners 

to follow suit (Edwards 2011, 70).  

 Not all academics view decentralization as being a particularly effective solution, 

as it does not guarantee an improvement of school quality. In poor communities that are 

unable to raise funds, the quality would naturally deteriorate. In most countries, the 

number of administrators is significantly fewer in public schools (Chapman 2002, 26). 

Although administrators may be able to spend the money more wisely, if there are simply 

not enough funds to go around, they will be forced to cut corners in some areas. Various 

communities may even feel betrayed by the government, seeing education as being 

primarily its responsibility.  

 Decentralization also increases the responsibilities of employees of these rural 

schools, who may not have had enough training to be able to handle their new 

administrative and curricular responsibilities. The heads of schools would require more 

training to make the most of decentralization, but usually states are unable to pay for such 

training and therefore it does not occur. Decentralization of education is often pursued 

due to pressure from foreign-aid donors, who do not necessarily understand how much 

the system may be manipulated by local elites, or used to exclude certain minority groups 

(Edwards 2011, 70). Further, communities may not be able to make the most well-

informed decisions about money management, as they do not work in the school 

(Chapman 2002, 24). 
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Privatization 

Privatization can be seen as a type of decentralization, but, as it has begun to be 

explored further, it has come to be considered a separate process from decentralization. 

Privatization occurs when the government actively encourages the growth of private 

schools, instead of restricting their expansion. Private schools are seen by most people 

living in the developing world as being of better quality and more efficient than public 

ones; encouraging their growth also increases the number of schooling options for 

students. The heads of private schools have more incentive to manage the income of their 

school efficiently, and they are able to employ teachers based on merit rather than 

technical qualifications (Chapman 2002, Bray 1998). Private schools are also able to 

cater more specifically to certain groups of people, such as specific ethnicities or 

religious groups, giving parents more incentive to enroll their children.  

Low-cost private schools are for students who would attend public schools but are 

deterred for financial or other reasons. They also vary in quality depending on who is in 

charge, but have begun to show promise as an effective alternative to public schools 

(Tooley and Dixon 2005, 43). Elite private schools are occasionally made available to 

poor students through voucher or scholarship programs, although these have a limited 

impact on the larger picture of education improvement (Braun, Kanjee, Bettinger et al. 

2006, 62). 

 Some governments are reluctant to support privatization at all, and may actively 

try to limit the number of private schools. Others follow a system of benign neglect, 

neither limiting nor supporting. If a government choses to support privatization, its 

agenda may be implemented in a number of ways. The heads of education may transfer 
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the management of existing schools to private citizens to run. The law can be changed to 

allow the number of private schools to increase, or can change the process of establishing 

a private school to make it simpler. Governments also may subsidize private schools, or 

permit private financing of government schools while maintaining control over them.   

 Many consider private schools to be only for the very wealthy in a country; 

however, recent research is finding this assumption to be incorrect. Small, locally run 

schools may be more expensive than the public option; yet, in slums in India, Kenya, and 

many other locations, the number of these schools is growing (Tooley and Dixon 2005, 

3). The poor quality of public schools encourages parents to remove their children from 

them and give up a larger proportion of their income so that their children may attend a 

private school. As the number of school-aged children living in urban areas continues to 

grow, many developing nations are unable to afford to increase the number of schools or 

teachers, decreasing the quality of education. Many parents in slums believe that private 

schools are far superior to their public counterparts (4). 

 This assumption, however, is not agreed upon by all development experts. The 

Oxfam Education Report and the United Nations Human Development Report 2003 both 

disparage the quality of these low-cost private schools (Tooley and Dixon 2005, 4). They 

claim that the lack of accountability and resources leads to an inferior quality of service 

(4). Yet research is emerging that supports the beliefs of parents. A recent two-year study 

conducted by the Cato Institute found that these private schools “have better pupil-

teacher ratios, higher teacher commitment, and sometimes better facilities than 

government schools” (Tooley and Dixon 2005, 43). Furthermore, these children 

performed better on tests, and teachers reported a higher level of job satisfaction than 
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those who taught at public schools. It is clear, however, that more research needs to be 

done on low-cost private schools, as the Cato Institute is a biased source. 

 A criticism of these findings is that, while such schools may be accessible to some 

of the urban poor, families in the very lowest income bracket do not benefit, as they 

cannot afford school at all or do not attend school because of other reasons. Although 

some of the private schools have voucher systems, or a graduated scale of cost, a study 

conducted in rural India found that the low-fee private schools were “unaffordable for 

over half of the sampled children, including the majority of low caste and Muslim 

families” (Harma 2009, 151). Therefore, organizations that encourage privatization must 

utilize other methods as well to be equitable and serve everyone in the slum community. 

Incentives 

Using financial incentives to influence behavior has long appealed to economists 

as a method for improving a country as a whole, as well as the lives of individual people. 

It does not take much of a logical leap to see how this approach could be applied to 

improving the education of students in slums and squatter settlements. These programs 

are generally called conditional cash transfer programs, as they provide some type of 

payment if specific conditions, such as attending school, are met (Slavin 2010). 

Educational programs in the developing world have begun to apply this policy more, after 

finding support from many of the larger aid agencies (Slavin 2010; Sharma 2010). 

 The theoretical framework for incentive programs is quite logical, as the 

expectation is that if a family is paid for specific results relating to the student, then they 

will engage in those behaviors (Bettinger 2008, 1). There are two types of behavior that 

can be influenced; volitional and aspirational. Volitional behavior is under the student’s 
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control, such as attending school or completing homework. Incentives are used to offset a 

family’s short-term costs of schooling, in hopes to “mitigate the likely underinvestment 

in schooling and cognitive abilities” (Sharma 2010, 3).  Aspirational behavior is based 

less on a student’s decisions and more on specific attainment, such as high test scores. 

Both aspirational and volitional behavior incentives may be gendered, specifically 

targeting girls to help close the large gender gap in education that many developing 

countries face (Braun, Kanjee, Bettinger et al. 2006; Herz 2006).   

Finding a balanced aspirational incentive is difficult, as the gifted students may 

find the criteria too easy, while the challenged students may give up on ever meeting 

them (Sharma 2010, 8). Students may do all of their homework and study, but some do 

not have the same ability to achieve as their classmates. Aspirational incentives generally 

have a greater effect on students from higher-income families than they do on students 

from slum areas (Kremer, Miguel, and Thorton 2004, 1). Although attendance incentives 

have the ability to influence more individuals, just because students attend more school it 

does not mean they will learn more. Students who are already motivated to attend school 

are doing so, and the incentive given may not be enough to offset whatever barrier does 

not allow a child to attend school in the first place (Slavin 2010, 70).   

 In 2010, an evaluation was undertaken of the results of various research efforts on 

incentives conducted in Mexico, Columbia, Ecuador, Costa Rica, Jamaica, and Pakistan. 

The studies considered had to first pass many inclusion criteria, such as the length of the 

program and the size of the standard deviation. The paper found that financial incentive 

programs helped increase secondary school attendance, and to a lesser extent, raised 

graduation rates (Slavin 2010, 73). However, none of these studies were able to document 
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an impact on learning, or future employment success (Slavin 2010). A separate study also 

found that cash incentives improve graduation rates (Braun, Kanjee, Bettinger et al. 2006, 

88). These results are promising, but by no means complete. And while increased 

attendance is certainly one goal of improving education, both the quality and quantity of 

schools must be addressed in the developing world.   

 Most of the evaluators for programs like these focus on how the incentive will 

make it easier for a student to afford going to school. Yet there are many other 

circumstances that may deter a student from attending school. As families are usually the 

ones that receive the economic benefit, some students may not find going to school worth 

it for them personally. Also “due to cultural and economic differences between and 

within countries, especially between developing and developed countries, financial 

incentive plans that appear similar may be perceived very differently and may have 

different outcomes” (Slavin 2010, 70). Some families may find incentives to be insulting, 

or the distribution program may enhance hierarchies within the communities themselves.   

 Incentive programs are also challenged by cost-effectiveness. When funded 

purely by the government, these programs take up a significant portion of the budget that 

could be applied elsewhere. The students impacted are also limited to those who are 

being blocked from going to school due to finances, which does not address the many 

other barriers to education that they may face. Although financial incentive programs are 

attractive because of their simplicity and success at improving attendance, ultimately a 

student depends on a competent teacher to get the most out of school (Slavin 2010). 

 Another type of incentive used to improve education is teacher incentives. These 

are generally financial bonuses that teachers receive based upon the test results of their 
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students. Some studies find that such incentives increase the test scores of students, 

although it is unclear whether the students have actually learned the material, or whether 

the teacher just taught more for the test (Braun, Kanjee, Bettinger et al. 2006, 89; Kremer 

2003, 104). Teacher incentives also erode over time, as they come to view the benefits 

not as a reward, but as a normal aspect of the job (Chapman 2002, 30). 

School Improvements 

 Perceived quality of schools has been shown to have an effect on school 

enrollment (Lloyd, Mensch and Clark 2000). Therefore, improving the schools’ quality 

must be a priority when removing barriers to education. Three broad aspects of education 

have been identified as having the most effect on the quality of a school: hours spent in 

school, quality of material inputs, and effective teaching (Lloyd, Mensch and Clark 2000, 

117). The school inputs may be improved in a variety of ways. The number of textbooks 

can be increased or texts can be updated, the teacher-student ratio can be decreased, or 

new teaching techniques can be utilized. Some studies have found that increasing 

textbooks and providing uniforms significantly increased the attendance of students, and 

even caused many students to transfer into those schools that had the program (Braun, 

Kanjee, Bettinger et al. 2006, 85). There is less hard evidence to suggest that a decrease 

in student-teacher ratio positively affects school achievement, although logically it would 

make sense that the more time a teacher is able to spend with a student, the more that 

student will be able to learn. Often, developing countries have a difficult time paying 

their teachers an adequate salary, which attracts far fewer quality candidates (Herz 2006, 

36).   
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Not all innovations are shown to increase learning, and unresearched educational 

gifts sometimes backfire. Flip charts were distributed by a non-governmental charity in 

Kenya; however, a study found that the flip charts had no effect on the test scores of the 

schools (Braun, Kanjee, Bettinger et al. 2006, 77). Yet innovations like the internet can 

make education much more well-rounded for students, when utilized properly (Chapman 

2002, 44). The main problem with implementing new technologies, though, is making the 

installation and maintenance of them cost-effective for all public schools (Carnoy 1999, 

72).  

A school must have a minimum standard of infrastructure in order to be effective 

at educating students. If a school does not have toilets for both boys and girls, girls may 

be discouraged to attend school (Herz 2006, 22). Without a solid roof or walls, a school 

must close down every time it rains, making it highly inefficient. Therefore, programs to 

improve school infrastructure would help raise attendance. Girls may also be dissuaded 

from attending schools that only have male teachers (Herz 2006, 26). Women are 

underrepresented in school administration as well (Chapman 2002, 29). Affirmative 

action programs in teaching schools would help combat this divide. 

Community Programs 

As the barriers to education are not limited to issues found within the schools, it is 

logical that programs in the community at large may be needed to increase enrollment 

and achievement. In some ways, the vast majority of urban poverty reduction programs 

can be seen as improving the education of students living in that area. Still, it is important 

to focus on studies that directly measure educational impact.  
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Despite motivation to achieve in school, once a student falls behind, it becomes 

very difficult to catch up with peers. With many developing countries suffering from high 

rates of unemployment some aid agencies have seen this as an opportunity to kill two 

birds with one stone, by hiring unemployed graduates to teach remedial classes. A study 

conducted in India found that these programs were able to improve the scores of the 

bottom of the distribution by a significant amount (Banerjee, Cole, Duflo et al. 2005, 1). 

The program first identified struggling students, and then removed them from the larger 

class for two hours a day to be taught by young women hired from the area. A second, 

similar program was implemented that gave students a computer-assisted learning 

program for two hours a week. This program was also found to be successful in 

improving the test scores of students (1).  These programs are, however, limited by their 

costs. Many governments are unable to implement them on a large scale.  

Health is often an issue that bars students from attending classes. After missing a 

significant number of days it becomes difficult for students to catch up, and they may be 

forced to drop out. A deworming project in Kenya found that deworming the students in 

schools not only raised rates of attendance, but the community at large also benefited 

from a decrease in infection (Braun, Kanjee, Bettinger et al. 2006, 56). Many students in 

developing countries suffer from anemia, due to lack of iron in their diet. An NGO 

project in the slums of Delhi found that a supplement program of iron, deworming 

medicine, and vitamin A greatly decreased the number of absent children in the schools 

(Braun, Kanjee, Bettinger et al. 2006, 80).   

Microfinance has become an increasingly popular method for giving low-income 

people access to credit. Microfinance usually takes the form of small loans given to 
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families that do not have any collateral to put up. Some banks that provide microfinance 

also include low rates of interest so that they are able to easily and slowly pay it back. 

The success of microfinance programs has allowed many families to invest in their 

businesses, increasing their economic standing. Yet a recent study conducted in India 

found that microcredit-loan receiving households were actually less likely to send their 

children to school (Douglas 2009, ii). This result may be caused by an increased need for 

their children to work, in order to expand the family business after receiving the loan. 

Summary 

In conclusion, the barriers that squatter and slum residents face while trying to get 

an education are numerous and daunting. The urban poor have always experienced 

disadvantages associated with their living situations; including violence, poverty, poor 

housing, and reoccurring health problems. These challenges, coupled with government 

schools often being low-quality in slum areas, have made graduation rates in slums and 

squatter settlements far lower than in other parts of cities. There are, however, various 

programs that could be utilized to increase these rates. Were these programs 

implemented, the quality of life of squatters and slum residents would also increase, 

benefiting the city as well. 
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3 

The History of the Education System in Nepal 

 

 

 The education system in Nepal developed slowly, and was often hindered by the 

ruling elite attempting to reserve education only for their families. A King had even been 

dethroned in 1901 due to his willingness to allow some of the lower class to attend 

schools (Caddell 2007). The education system still reflects the social inequalities of the 

country at large, as the caste system made Nepal highly stratified. Although outlawed, to 

this day the caste system plays an important role in people’s lives. More recently the 

education system has become more inclusive, and the government has taken advantage of 

the international aid agencies to implement programs to improve graduation rates. Yet, 

there is still a long way to go before the education system becomes truly equitable to all. 

 

The Rana Era 

The conception of Nepal as a united nation did not occur until 1768, when Prithvi 

Narayan Shah, the King of the Gorkha region, decided to unify the kingdoms surrounding 

him under Gorkha rule. He feared that the British, who at the time were expanding in 

India, would see the small kingdoms as easy targets to conquer. He was successful by 

first taking Kathmandu, which was a trading hub occupied by the Newari ethnic group, 

and then annexing twenty-four different ethnic-based territories (Pherali and Garrat 
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2013). After unifying Nepal under his rule, he elevated the Gorkha language he spoke to 

‘Nepali’, and those who spoke the language as their mother tongue were able to advance 

themselves in the government. The ethnic groups related to the government were able to 

benefit from the proximity, while those in rural areas had no way to influence the policies 

made. This tension became entrenched in the Nepali culture, causing issues throughout 

the entire history of Nepal.   

 Prithvi Shah was correct in his prediction of British expansionism, and the Anglo-

Nepalese War broke out in 1814 over a border dispute. Although the Nepalese Army was 

able to fight a fairly successful guerrilla campaign, the British superior weapons 

eventually overpowered them and the Nepalese government made peace. Still, the 

military prowess of the Nepali army caused the British to hold the Gurkha fighters in 

high esteem, which led them to be called upon in times of need. The peace accord meant 

that Nepal lost several territories, and it forced the government to allow a British 

Resident to reside in Kathmandu.  

 The Rana era is named after Prime Minister Jung Bahadur Rana, who is arguably 

one of the most politically savvy rulers ever to govern Nepal. Over the years the Kingship 

had become weakened as ineffectual rulers allowed advisors to have more and more 

power. In 1846 Jung Bahadur was able to orchestrate the Kot Massacre, which left the 

political rivals to his ‘pet’ King dead. After the new King rose to power Jung Bahadur 

took over the government, officially transferring all decision making power from the 

King to the Prime Minister. He then stocked the rest of government and military with his 

relatives, ensuring that he remained in power. 
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 Continuing on a path made somewhat predictable by the method of his rise to 

power, Rana’s government ruled the country through fear. Although nominally unified, 

Nepal truly remained very fragmented by the various ethnic groups governing their own 

territories with little interference besides taxation. A fragmented country was seen as 

being advantageous, as it would not be able to unite against the government (Caddell 

2007, 3). The two main concerns of his government were to remain a ‘pure’ Hindu state, 

separate from Britain, and the continuation of his family in power. The second goal was 

accomplished by excluding others from education and formalizing the caste system. 

 In 1854 the National Legal Code was formalized, which officially regulated caste 

relations. Naturally this code held the Rana family in high importance. Other families 

searched for ways to relate themselves to the Ranas in order to gain access to education 

and government jobs that were not open to the general public. That year a formal tutor 

began instructing the Rana children. Although gradually other children of high caste 

families were allowed to be tutored, harsh penalties were in place if lower class persons 

were caught attempting to educate themselves (Caddell 2007, 6). Eventually, there were 

enough students to open an entire school, and the Durbar School was established. The 

school was modeled after the English education system in order for the children, who 

would grow up to work in the government, to interact with the British Empire more 

effectively. 

 As with Kings and royal families before them, it was not long until the Rana 

family began to fight among themselves for power. In 1901 Dev Shumsher Rana took 

over the government in a coup orchestrated by his side of the family. In reality he had 

little interest in ruling, and was surprisingly liberal. He established 200 Nepali primary 
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schools, which were open to all students for the first time in Nepali history (Caddell 

2007, 5). Although this move was popular amongst the common people, the other Ranas 

saw the opening of education as a threat to their power, so they ousted Dev Shumsher 

Rana after only 114 days of ruling. The schools were then shut down, illustrating how 

education was viewed as a privilege reserved for the political elite at this time. 

 By the 1930s the rest of the Indian subcontinent began to move against the British 

rule in India. Although Great Britain and Nepal had signed another treaty in 1923 that 

reaffirmed Nepal’s independence, the British were still suspicious that Nepal would side 

with India if it came down to a full revolt. In part to try and distance Nepal from its 

neighbor to the south, Nepali “…was declared the official language of all educational 

institutions and the medium in which School Leaving Certificate examinations were to be 

conducted” (Caddell 2007, 5). Practically this did little, as Nepali was already the 

primary language of all government-related papers.  

 In 1939 World War II began, which caused British India to call upon Nepal for 

Gorkhali troops to help fight in the war. Serving in the military gave many ordinary 

Nepalese citizens the opportunity to travel outside of Nepal for the first time, where they 

were exposed to radically new ways of thinking. Many even became literate, thanks to 

programs in the British Army. Although the government attempted to remain isolationist, 

the returning soldiers began to spread ideas that challenged the Rana rule, and even 

established schools that taught the common people to read (Caddell 2007; Bouwman 

2012). Wealthier students also began studying higher education in India, where they 

picked up new ideas about equity in the government. The combination of these two 
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factors created an atmosphere that was able to support a movement against the Rana 

family for the first time. 

 

The Restoration of the Monarchy and Establishment of Congress 

 Feeling the pressure to change from many sides, the Ranas began a violent 

campaign to stay in power, executing many political prisoners they believed to be 

plotting against them. This campaign caused even King Tribhuvan to flee to India in fear 

for his life in 1950, which ended up being the last straw. Widespread protests against the 

Rana family, which forced the country to a standstill, resulted in the administration 

stepping down and the King being reinstated as the head of government. A governing 

alliance was then formed between the Nepali Congress, the Ranas who remained in key 

positions of government, and the King (Caddel 2007).  

 As the Rana administration had been widely hated, the new government wished to 

distance itself in as many ways as possible. This policy, of the new regime distancing 

itself from the old one, began a trend that has been followed by every government since 

then. The first step it took was opening the borders to the outside world. Isolation was 

deemed to cause stagnation, whereas openness was seen as spurring development. 

“Democracy, modernity and the interconnection between Nepal and the rest of the world 

became the clarion calls with which the new leadership hoped to gain support of its 

newly defined ‘citizens’” (Caddell 2007, 7), and schooling was viewed as one way to 

achieve this goal.  

 The post-Rana period is the true beginning of mass schooling in Nepal. Schools 

were an easy target for the government to improve upon, as the current literacy rate was 
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at 2% (Khanal 2011, 770). This period also marked the beginning of Nepal’s aid 

dependence, as the government began to rely heavily on technical and financial help from 

the United States Overseas Mission to achieve its educational goals. The United States, in 

turn, was looking for ways to help stem the spread of Communism from Nepal’s Chinese 

neighbor. Following the United States’ lead, other aid agencies also began to invest in 

Nepal’s education sector (Bhatta 2011, 16). The Nepal National Education Planning 

Commission was then formed in 1954 to catalyze and unify efforts to make education 

accessible to more people. 

 Even with the large amounts of funding that Nepal was receiving, the ineffective 

government was unable to use the money competently. The government’s involvement 

was mostly limited to giving approval to open schools, distributing grants, and carrying 

out school inspections. Each school had a School Management Committee (SMC) that 

was responsible “for teacher recruitment and management, determination of fees, 

financial management, physical development, mobilization of resources and general 

supervision and monitoring of schools” (Khanal 2011, 771). The SMC was comprised of 

members of the community that the school served, although the government was still in 

charge of designing and distributing the curriculum. 

While this practice was seen as a way for the schools to be more responsible to 

their communities, it led to the quality of schools in poor areas being very meager. Those 

in wealthy areas, on the other hand, were able to put more money into making a quality 

school. Since Nepali was the required language of instruction, many children who had 

not grown up in Nepali-speaking households were forced to drop out, as they did not 

understand what was being said in school (Pherali and Garratt 2013, 4). So, while the 
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official policy towards education had changed since the last regime, becoming more open 

and inclusive, quality schooling was still out of reach for most individuals.  

 The Nepal National Education Planning Commission developed the Nepal 

National Education Plan (NEPC) in 1955 with the aim to clearly outline the goals of the 

education system. The NEPC stipulated that education was necessary for participating in 

the international community, as a large uneducated populace would make Nepal seem 

backward by comparison. Education was also seen as being necessary for making 

democracy a success, so that all of the citizens would be able to participate in government 

and have a national identity. The schools’ history curriculum, therefore, would need to 

increase nationalism and portray a common Nepali identity. Although not explicitly 

stated in the NEPC, ethnic languages would have to be discouraged, as they were divisive 

(Caddell 2007, 9; Pherali and Garratt 2013, 3). 

 

The Panchayat System 

Throughout this time, Congress and the monarchy had been fighting over power. 

To break the deadlock King Mahendra orchestrated a royal coup in 1960, disbanding the 

party system. In its place he began the panchayat system, which was a supposedly more 

‘Nepali’ style of government (Caddell 2007, 12). The citizens were purportedly unified 

by the monarchy, which had absolute power. Political parties were outlawed, and five 

ministers were appointed by the King to make decisions. Schools became a place to 

reinforce the new political system, and new textbooks were issued that glorified living in 

cities and marginalized rural and non-Hindu groups (13). It also became required that 
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students sing the national anthem every day, and display a portrait of the King in every 

classroom (14). 

 As foreign aid continued to be heavily invested in the country, infrastructure 

improved rapidly. Suddenly areas that were very difficult to govern due to distance were 

easily in reach. The increase in roads made decentralization a possibility, as 

communication between the different regions was much easier. This restricted the 

government’s role in schooling to “giving approval to open schools, distributing annual 

and occasional grants-in-aid, and carrying out school inspections to check that schools 

were functioning within the broader guidelines and standards set by the 

government”(Khanal 2011, 771) In a move to please donors and be viewed as modern, 

the caste system was officially abolished in 1963 (Pherali 2011, 143). Although donors 

did view this as a step towards equality, in actuality the move meant very little. The caste 

system was far too entrenched in society, and no attempts were made to make the 

government more nondiscriminatory. Donors also influenced the education system, as the 

government received funds to establish technical and vocational schools. 

 By the late 1960s, many students and political party activists began to protest 

against the panchayat system in favor of a full democracy. In response to the protests, the 

government released the National Education System Plan (NESP) in 1971, as an effort to 

re-legitimize the regime. This plan brought schools back under control of the state 

(Khanal 2013, 771). As with other plans, the continued emphasis on the monarchy and 

the Nepalese language reinforced ethnic and caste hierarchies (Caddell 2007, 17).  

The NESP espoused the position that education, instead of creating citizens to 

contribute to the economy of Nepal, should promote the Nepalese identity, and assimilate 
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people into that mold (Pherali and Garratt 2013, 3). It also marked a move away from 

pleasing donors, as government leaders felt they could be independent now that Nepal 

had many technical experts who were trained overseas. Decentralization, an idea 

emphasized by aid agencies, was abandoned in favor of a centralized school system. The 

School Management Committees that had been established in the 1950s were abolished. 

Control over schools was taken over by an Assistance Committee, which was an arm of 

the state. 

 In order to spread modernity to the countryside, the government established a 

National Development Service, which required all university students to spend ten 

months in a rural area doing development work before they were allowed to graduate 

(Caddell 2007, 18). Although well intentioned, this program was highly unpopular among 

the urban elite. The program, along with other issues with the panchayat system, led to 

student protests in 1975. Worried that the unrest would spread to rural areas, the 

government ended the program abruptly.  

 The government’s continued efforts to remodel the state caused primary schools 

to be made free and compulsory in 1975. The state became highly involved in the 

schools, partially as an attempt to inculcate the students under the monarchy. Although 

‘free’, the schools still required some financial contribution in the form of admission, 

examination fees, uniforms, and school supplies, which excluded many of the most 

economically underprivileged children from attending school (Valentin 2011, 105).  

 While the 1970s can be seen as Nepal trying to be independent from the West’s 

education policies, the large failures in the system saw the 1980s becoming tied more 

closely with international donors again. The United Nations and the World Bank 
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especially became influential with the government (Caddell 2007, 19). After returning 

some administrative powers to the communities, the government began to walk a fine line 

between appeasing international donors and trying to retain tight control over the 

education system. 

 The failures extended beyond the education system, and the Communist Party of 

Nepal (Marxist-Leninist) was able to organize the widespread unhappiness into a 

movement in 1980. In response, the government held a referendum asking citizens whom 

they preferred in power and, even though wide voter fraud was committed, the panchayat 

system only narrowly won (Caddell 2007, 19). Other parties also began gaining strength 

in the space provided by the weakening government, such as the Nepali Congress and the 

Communist Party of Nepal. Schools became embroiled in the political turmoil, as they 

were viewed as potential bases from which to draw supporters. Teachers went on strike in 

1984, leading to very tense relations between the police and the protesters. At one protest 

police fired on students, killing several. Weeks later there were several bomb explosions, 

and the severity of the response seemed to surprise the majority of the country. Many 

citizens became appalled by the violence, and tensions temporarily cooled off (Caddell 

2007, 19). 

 

The Movement to Reestablish Democracy 

In 1989 India imposed a trade embargo that skyrocked the cost of food and petrol. 

The sudden increase in living expenses reignited the frustration with the panchayat 

regime, and sparked the ‘Movement for the Restoration of Democracy’. This movement 

was headed by the two biggest outlawed political parties, the Nepali Congress and the 
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Communist Party factions, who at this point had a fairly strong base (Caddell 2007, 19). 

Finally bowing to the pressure, the government reinstituted a multi-party democracy, and 

the Constitution was re-written. The new Constitution “…directed the state to make 

gradual arrangements for free education, special provisions for the education of various 

socially excluded groups, and the possibility of primary education in the mother tongue” 

(Bhatta 2011, 16). 

 As with the other regimes, when the newly elected Nepali Congress came to 

power its government attempted to distance itself from the previous one. At least 

nominally, they were more accepting and inclusive of the different ethnic groups, and 

assented to the use of ethnic languages in local affairs (Caddell 2007, 21). The 

government also felt the need to be more accepting as many of the supporters of their 

movement had been marginalized people. Pro-monarchy rhetoric was removed from 

school books, and children were no longer required to sing the praises of the King every 

morning (Pherali and Garratt 2013, 3). Although this policy looked good on paper, as 

with many other efforts very little changed practically (Caddell 2007, 21). Nepali was 

still given high importance as the official national language, and the only language 

spoken in the government. Diversity was continued to be seen as a threat to national 

unity, so supporting it was out of the question.  

 One way that this regime did resemble the old one was in its relationship with the 

international aid community. Receiving funding remained a top priority, as many of the 

government agencies only functioned with outside help. In 1990 the new government 

signed the World Conference on Education for All’s Jomtien Declaration to prove its 

dedication to improving the education system in Nepal. Decentralization returned as the 
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suggested method for improving education, and was pursued through the aid of 

international agencies (Bhatta 2011, 16). 

 In 1991, with help from the UNDP, the government formulated the Basic and 

Primary Education Master Plan. This plan outlined the steps that the government was 

going to take to fix the education system. After several revisions, this plan became the 

Basic and Primary Education Project (BPEP), which was funded by the international 

community (Caddell 2007, 22). Using the ideas developed in the 1980s, administrative 

centers with satellite schools became the government model. Many classrooms and 

schools were renovated, and a new curriculum was developed that did not emphasize the 

monarchy. An incentive program was also established to improve attendance rates of 

girls and students from the lower caste (Bhatta 2011, 17).   

 The Maoists generally wanted to gain support for their movement from the broad 

populace by proposing a government that was more of a republic and less nationalistic. 

They also sought to improve the school systems and “demanded an end to the practice of 

collecting fees from government school pupils, the cessation of compulsory Sanskrit 

instruction and…forced schools to end the practice of singing the national anthem during 

assemblies” (Caddell 2007, 24). Schools and colleges remained recruiting grounds for 

political parties. 

Although graduation rates improved, graduating became disconnected with 

employment due to the poor job market (Caddell 2007, 14). As more people began 

attending school, education was no longer a way for the upper class to differentiate itself. 

Instead, the prestige of the school became a way to separate the higher caste from the 

general populace. Private schools were established that served those who could afford 
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them. The use of English as a teaching medium differentiated these schools from 

government schools, as English was seen as giving more access to higher paying 

employment and a way out of Nepal. 

 

The Nepalese Civil War 

Although some gains had been made, the Communist Party Nepal (Maoist), a 

splinter group of the Communist Party Nepal, was never satisfied with Congress. After 

the abolishment of the monarchy the King remained the head of the government, and 

anything short of a full democratic republic was unacceptable. They also demanded a 

new constitution, guaranteeing the rights of political parties. In February 1996, the 

Maoists launched a guerilla war against the monarchy, taking over a remote military 

outpost (Caddell 2006, Pherali 2011, Shields and Rappleye 2008). 

Partly bowing to pressure from the war, the government developed the Local Self-

Governance Act, with the intention of giving more power to locally elected governments 

(Khanal 2011). This act created three levels of government; Village Development 

Committees, municipality bodies, and District Development Committees (Edwards 2011, 

73). The BPEP ended in 1999, and was considered successful enough to warrant a BPEP 

II, which continued many of the same programs. The BPEP II also included a more 

intense focus on decentralization and a strengthening of the partnership between the 

government and aid agencies. As part of this program, a branch of government was 

established to serve as a liaison for aid agencies, creating a more unified effort to improve 

the education quality of Nepal (Bhatta 2011, 17). 
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In 2001 the government formed a Working Group on Education, which reaffirmed 

the international aid agencies’ recommendation for decentralizing the schools by turning 

them into community schools (Bhatta 2011, 18). These recommendations were made 

official by an amendment to the Education Act of 1971, although how exactly power was 

to be shared was not clearly stipulated in the legislation. The adoption of this act marked 

a change from merely following the desires of aid agencies to making it an official 

mandate, even though the policies remained the same.  

For a while the war remained in rural areas, as the guerrilla army was not large 

enough to do any real damage. However, the ideology of equality that the Maoists were 

championing resonated with many marginalized groups, who then joined their cause. The 

widespread poverty in rural areas made the opportunity cost of joining the cause very 

low, and the Maoists promised a state that would combat the long-time tyranny of the 

higher caste groups (Pherali and Garratt 2013). Schools were also used as places for the 

Maoists to recruit disaffected youth to their cause (Caddell 2006, 24). In some areas 

teachers and children were forcibly taken to training camps to serve in the military 

(Pherali 2011, 146). 

In June of 2001 Crown Prince Dipendra allegedly went on a killing spree within 

the palace, killing nine members of his family and himself. The motivation was supposed 

to be his mother’s unwillingness to let him marry the girl he wanted; however, there is 

much speculation that there is more to the story. His uncle came to power, as both the 

King and Queen had been murdered, because he was conveniently out of town for the 

attack, and his children were among the few spared. Although contested by some, many 

initially reported that the shooter was using Prince Dipendra’s non-dominant hand to 
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shoot. The new King Gyanendra was far more aggressive when dealing with the Maoist 

threat, a policy he had been trying and failing to implement while his brother was in 

power, and he increased the number of troops fighting in the war. The escalation did little 

to abate the attacks, and by November 2001 the government declared a State of 

Emergency.  

Fixing the education system was one of the Maoists’ top demands. In the 40-point 

list they released they demanded “…the establishment of mother-tongue education, 

universal education and the closure of all for-profit schools, explicitly linking the 

exclusionary educational policies and practices of the previous decades to the outbreak of 

conflict” (Shields and Rappleye 2008, 269). In 2002 the Maoist Student Union called an 

indefinite strike on education until their demands for social and political changes were 

met. Although human rights organizations became involved to broker an end to the strike, 

the government’s unwillingness to meet openly with their opponents, and the Maoists 

refusal to back down, led to very little progress. Eventually, after school fees were 

reduced and a Code of Conduct was made for private schools, the strike ended (Caddell 

2006, 2007). 

By the time the strike ended the war was in 73 out of 75 districts in Nepal (Pherali 

2011). Although school continued somewhat regularly in the urban areas, many rural 

schools had completely ceased to function. Still, the World Bank carried on with its 

decentralization reforms and established a Community School Support Project with the 

government. This project provided a significant financial incentive for a school to change 

into a community school, as well school scholarships for girls (Rayamajhi 2011, 8). 
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Post-War Nepal 

In 2005 King Gyanendra took over full control of the government in order to 

devote the country’s full efforts to the war. Although this was a large initiative, the 

Maoists were too entrenched in the countryside that was difficult to access. By the end of 

2005 a stalemate was called in order for the two sides to negotiate a peace treaty. The 

Comprehensive Peace Accord (CPA) was signed after much negotiation in November 

2006. Over 13,000 people had died, and many rural areas had been devastated by the 

conflict (Pherali 2011, 135). Among other things, this agreement ended the Kings place 

of power and reinstated the parliament. After more negotiation the monarchy was 

completely abolished in 2007 and Nepal was declared a republic. Elections were held the 

next year, and a Maoist-led government came into power for the first time (Caddell 

2007). 

The new government began a major reformation program called the School Sector 

Reform Program in 2009, which is set to run until 2015 (Khanal 2011). This program, 

like the majority of education initiatives in Nepal, is funded by multiple aid agencies. The 

objective of the program is to continue to decentralize the education system, and 

therefore to improve access to education. Schools are encouraged to become community 

schools, although this program has received more criticism recently as marginalized 

groups participated far less in making decisions (Khanal 2013, 9). The program also aims 

to change the grade system to make basic education grades 1-8 and secondary education 

grades 9-12, imitating the Western system (Wagle 2012).  

Post-war Nepal has suffered significantly from the effects of war. The CPA 

guaranteed that the Maoist army would be integrated into the Royal Nepal Army, which 
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traditionally was run by high caste individuals with ties to the government. In 2013 there 

is still no agreed upon integration, as the Army does not trust the Maoist generals in 

positions similar to the ones they had in their own army. The deadline for a new 

Constitution has been pushed back time and time again, and the rapid turnover of Prime 

Ministers and parties holding the majority in congress has led to “a breakdown or 

malfunctioning of state institutions and…a gradual decline of public trust towards state 

functionality” (Pherali and Garratt 2013, 2). Although more of the general public has 

taken an interest in government and wishes to participate, little has been accomplished, 

leading to some wanting to reestablish the monarchy. 

Currently the Nepali education system has three levels. Primary level is from 1-5, 

lower secondary schools is from 6-8, and secondary school is from 9-10. Students in 

Nepal enter school at age six, with the aim of completing secondary level by age sixteen 

(Wagle 2012, 15). They then take the School Leaving Certificate, which is a cumulative 

test required to graduate. Without an SLC it is exceedingly difficult to find work in 

Nepal. After secondary school, a student has the option of going to a two year ‘college’, 

before going abroad or staying in country for higher education. International aid remains 

a large percentage of the government’s expenditures on education, and the policies 

recommended by these agencies are generally followed to continue the flow of money, as 

demonstrated with the rise of the decentralized school system. 

 The lowest income bracket usually attends government schools, as these are the 

cheapest schools. The middle and upper class send their children to private, English-

medium schools if they can afford it, or government schools located in nice areas if they 

cannot. Schools are categorized into three types: community aided, community managed, 
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and community unaided (Wagle 2012, 15). Community-aided schools receive money to 

pay for teachers and other expenses, while community-managed schools also receive this 

money, but how the money is used is up to the community (15). Community-unaided 

schools are usually private schools, which only get partial or no support from the 

government (15). 

 The number of students who are unable to complete their education continues to 

be quite high in Nepal. The statistics of student dropouts, as reported by the Nepalese 

government, is at 26 percent at the primary level and 6.5 percent at the lower secondary 

level (Wagle 2012, 16). A large proportion of these students are girls and members of 

disadvantaged communities, illustrating the inequalities still present in the education 

system (17). A survey conducted by the Nepalese government found that the majority of 

students dropout due to failing grades in school, or because they have to make an income 

for their families (17). A study conducted in the Nawalparasi district, on the other hand, 

found that household chores and the cost of education were the primary barriers to 

education faced by primary students (17). 

Conclusion  

 International aid agencies continue to influence policies and decisions made by 

government, as the government wants to have continued access to their funding. While 

minority groups have gained a lot of ground after the war, the higher caste individuals 

continue to have the upper hand from decades of education and privilege. The 

government continues to walk a fine line of supporting ethnic minorities and trying to 

unite the country as a whole. The writing of the Constitution, however, offers a unique 
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opportunity to influence educational policies for the better, although achieving a fully 

equitable educational system will take time and effort from the government. 
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4 

The Squatter Settlements of Kathmandu 

 

 

Nepal is one of the least urbanized countries in the world, but has one of the 

highest urbanization rates (Sengupta and Sharma 2009). Urbanization brings both 

wealthy and poor migrants to Kathmandu for jobs and an education, and the high price of 

land has forced many of the urban poor to live in squatter settlements in order to avoid 

rent. The earliest squatter settlements in Nepal formed due to natural disasters; however, 

over time more families began to move for political and economic reasons. Currently 

there are few settlements compared to the number in neighboring countries, but as the 

rate of urbanization continues to grow the problems associated with squatter settlements 

will become increasingly difficult to address (Sengupta and Sharma 2006). One such 

issue is the low graduation rates for students residing in settlements, owing to the various 

barriers to education that they face. Without serious steps to remove these barriers, it is 

likely that Nepal will be left with large numbers of uneducated urban poor living in 

deplorable conditions. 

 

History of the Squatter Settlements 

Nepal is one of the poorest countries in the world, ranking 157
th

 in the Human 

Development Index (UNDP 2012). The majority of people work in agriculture, toiling 
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long hours doing hard labor for little profit. Urban areas have always therefore been 

attractive locations to move to, as they are seen as providing job and educational 

opportunities. Still, historical Nepal was too politically fragmented to really attract large 

numbers of migrants to urban areas, so the earliest squatter settlements were formed after 

natural disasters like floods and earthquakes destroyed the farmlands where people lived. 

Settlements were usually near the people’s original homes, as the social ties in the 

villages made it easier to get help and find other work.  

 The earliest government project established to aid people living in squatter 

settlements was the 1959 Rapti Multipurpose Project in the Chitwan District of Nepal, 

which was initiated to aid the victims of landslides in finding new homes (Sengupta and 

Sharma 2006, 109). Still, there was no larger, overarching government body dedicated to 

aiding victims. In 1964 the government passed the Land Reform Act, which allowed 

peasant tenants fifty percent of crops, one fourth of the total land they worked, and the 

right to pass land on to their children. This act greatly improved the lives of those 

peasants who were already tied to land, although it made finding work for landless 

peasants much more difficult (109). Overall migration slowed after this act, but a small 

proportion of landless peasants, who were among the poorest people, began moving to 

cities to find work. 

 Nepali has no word for ‘slum’; the closest synonym is sukumbasi, which means 

landless people. In an interesting example of how language has shaped government 

policy, this definition has meant that the government places residents of squatter 

settlements in two categories: residents who have no ties to any other land, and those who 

do (Valentin 2005, 37). Ignoring the justifications for why the family has moved to the 
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city in the first place, the government has been unwilling to offer support to families with 

outside land ties (Sengupta and Sharma 2006, 151). The government believes that those 

with land should simply move back to their roots, and not receive any compensation for 

their city homes during relocation projects.  

 The Maoist uprising of the 1990s caused “a massive exodus from remote rural 

areas to urban centres to escape from violence and extortion” (Sengupta and Sharma 

2006, 109). Both the poor and wealthy were affected by the fighting, but only families 

with a high enough income could afford housing within the city (Shrestha 2010, 85). As 

demand for housing in Kathmandu increased the land prices also increased, making it 

progressively more difficult for the urban poor to find affordable housing. Those who 

could not find anything in their price range often joined existing squatter settlements 

(Valentin 2005, 37). The number of settlements doubled between 1990 and 2000, and the 

population grew three times larger (Sengupta and Sharma 2009, 36).  

 As the size of the settlements grew, the government began to take more action to 

address them. The National Plan of Action in 1996 was the first housing plan in Nepal, 

and was prepared specifically for the UN-HABITAT Summit (Tanaka 2009). The 

proposal included a plan to upgrade the living situations and infrastructure of the existing 

settlements, which was justified as being necessary to make the city safer. The plan 

illustrates the negative view that the government had of the settlements, and the city’s 

overall opinion that the residents of these settlements were criminals. Although Nepal 

presented this plan of action to the world, the government took practically no steps to aid 

the settlements, and it appears that the plan was little more than a public relations move 

(147).  
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 Lumanti is arguably the most influential non-profit organization when looking at 

the history of squatter settlements. Formed in 1996 after the founder saw problems in the 

slums of India, Lumanti began championing the rights of squatters and started programs 

to improve the lives of the people in the settlements. As the vast majority of squatters 

have very little education and do not understand their legal rights, one of Lumanti’s 

biggest efforts was to mobilize and connect the communities so as to negotiate better with 

the municipal government (Sengupta and Sharma 2006).  

Lumanti’s, and several other organizations’, efforts led to the creation of the 

Society for Preservation of Shelter and Habitat-Nepal (SPOSH-Nepal) (Limbu 2012, 1). 

Although not outright illegal in Nepal, squatting is against civil law, making it easy for 

the government to demand the removal of residents (Sengupta and Sharma 2006, 117). In 

2001, SPOSH-Nepal was able to convince the mayor of Kathmandu to sign an agreement 

guaranteeing that squatters would not be relocated without proper compensation (Limbu 

2012, 1). Unfortunately, the government has usually been able to circumvent this 

agreement by arguing that the people being relocated are not truly ‘squatters’, as their 

families own land in other areas of Nepal. Still, SPOSH-Nepal has been able to utilize the 

squatters’ network to negotiate collectively for the squatters’ rights, filing court cases for 

them when they feel they have been wronged in some way (1). 

 

The Current State of the Settlements 

Kathmandu, as the capital and by far the largest city in Nepal, is the main 

destination for internal migration. Pokhara, a resort town located next to a large lake, is 

the second largest city and has also begun to accumulate small squatter settlements. 



62 
 

Kathmandu is the historical trading center of the country, which coupled with it being the 

location of the government, has always been the first place to get new technology. It was 

also one of the few places in Nepal that was mostly untouched by the war.  

 Most of the squatter settlements are located along rivers and lowlands, as these 

places are usually flooded during monsoon season, and are therefore not owned by 

anyone. The rivers are also desirable as they provide access to water and jobs. The 

Bagmati, Bisnumati, and Rundramati rivers cut through the center of Kathmandu, causing 

the areas around them to have many opportunities for employment. Living in the heart of 

the city means that there is cheap and plentiful transportation options, which is a large 

enticement to reside there as “commuting costs are the major disincentive to settlement in 

outlying areas, particularly for women and elderly people, though cycling to work is 

common among male members in these settlements” (Sengupta and Sharma 2006, 116). 

 The type of housing and access to infrastructure of a settlement is directly 

correlated with the length of time that the settlement has existed, as well as the number of 

times the settlement has been rebuilt (Sengupta and Sharma 2006, 113). Because the 

lands they are built on are prone to flooding, if there is particularly severe rains 

settlements can be completely washed away. The government also periodically attempts 

to relocate settlements, making the residents feel very insecure about their homes and 

decreasing their desire to put effort into improving them. Those settlements that have 

existed for long periods of time usually have permanent and semi-permanent buildings 

and shops, while the newer ones are more similar to tent cities (Acharya 2010, 186).    

 Unlike other developing countries, the overwhelming majority of buildings in 

Kathmandu are privately owned, totaling ninety-eight percent of the total constructed 
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housing (Sengupta and Sharma 2006, 112). Government public housing has never been 

considered as a way of providing homes to low-income residents, so the urban poor must 

build their own homes or pay a private contractor to do it for them. The high cost of land 

within Kathmandu has meant that the Squatters’ Planning Resolution Committee, a 

branch of government that serves to find and sell land cheaply for political and natural 

disaster refugees, is not operating in Kathmandu at all (113). 

 In 2001, Lumanti conducted a survey of 37 squatter settlements in Kathmandu 

and found that 67 percent of their residents were without adequate water supply, and only 

about half had access to toilets (Sengupta and Sharma 2009, 37). About two-thirds of the 

respondants worked in the informal labor sector, and only about 1.8 percent of people had 

a higher secondary education, which is equivalent to a high school education in the 

United States (37). Most work involved vending, construction work, and unskilled object 

repair.  

 Another study by Dahal found that 64 percent of households in squatter 

settlements in Kathmandu were migrants from outside of the valley, mostly from the 

central hills and mountain regions (2011, 33). This study somewhat contradicts the 

popular assumption that war has been a primary cause for migration, as they found that 

only three percent of people reported that they migrated because of the conflict (34). 

Lumanti reported that in 2008 there were 45 concentrated areas of poor, with about 

13,243 people living in them (34). Most were “highly vulnerable in terms of river 

pollution and flood, poor sewage and drainage, health and sanitation, congested and 

narrow lanes” (35). 
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 The study found that many of the urban poor are involved in radical politics, 

believing the promises made by the parties that if they were to come to power they would 

provide a better life for the people (Dahal 2011, 35). As with slums in other countries, the 

community has very little access to credit, although about 40 percent of households were 

members of a local social and community organization, including those centered on 

savings and credit (36). Caste and ethnic ties are extremely important in the community 

for finding work and having access to specific cooperatives (36). These ties also have an 

effect on the level of income a family makes, with the Janajati ethnic group making the 

least amount (39).  

 Mirroring slums and squatter settlements in other countries, the study found that 

income greatly depended on the age, level of education, and gender of the family 

members (Dahal 2011). Female headed households were found to be economically 

poorer, as women find it more difficult to find work (37). Few families worked in foreign 

employment, usually because of their inability to speak English (40). Work was often 

seasonal, making it difficult for families to maintain a sustainable income, and the 

majority of the residents’ income was spent on food and fuel, with transportation and 

education making up only about thirty percent of expenditures (40). 

 The low income of most residents has made it difficult for parents to send their 

children to private hospitals or schools, so residents rely on government schools and local 

health posts to serve their needs. It is popularly believed that compared to the number of 

organizations dedicated to helping the rural poor, only a handful of social organizations 

work within the settlements, which may limit the scope of many projects pursued. 

However, the small size of the settlements may have aided the successfulness of 
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campaigns to increase awareness about savings, as there are fewer people to impact 

(Dahal 2011). 

 

An In-depth Look at Three Settlements 

 As there are very few studies that look at the squatter settlements of Kathmandu 

as a collective, and none that do in-depth, it is in some ways easiest to look at three 

examples that exemplify the settlements. Shankhamul is an example of a resettlement 

project that has negatively impacted the residents in all ways, including schooling, while 

the Ramaghat settlement has been influenced less by the government. Finally, the 

Kirtipur Housing Project illustrates a relocation project that is widely considered to have 

been successful (Sengupta and Sharma 2009, 34). 

Shankhamul 

The Shankhamul settlement resides on the proposed site of a United Nation’s 50
th

 

anniversary park. A survey of the residents conducted by Acharya found that 60 percent 

of the people had migrated to the area due to poverty and lack of employment in rural 

areas (2010, 188). The average household size was 5.3 people per family, with roughly 

equal numbers of men and women (188). Perhaps due to the age of the settlement, the 

literacy rate was quite high, with 86 percent male and 65 percent female residents being 

literate, although the majority of people worked in the labor sector (188). Predictably, 

there are low levels of female education, and high rates of family violence against women 

(188).  

 Due to the age of the settlement, about 90 percent of residents live in semi-

permanent housing and have access to a well for drinking water, although only about half 
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have access to toilet facilities (Acharya 2010, 189). The majority of people had access to 

electricity, and owned a television (189). 90 percent of respondents said that education 

was very important, although many were forced to send their children to work instead of 

school due to their economic situation (190). 

 When the Kathmandu Municipal government originally chose this location for the 

UN park, only a handful of families resided on the land, yet these families were vocal 

enough to halt construction (Sengupta and Sharma 2009, 35). As there appeared to be 

little incentive to build the park, the number of residents swelled to be about 1,000 people 

(Poudel 2012d, 1). However in 2012, without a concrete plan and little prior warning 

besides a few flyers, the government razed the houses in the settlement, including shops 

and several smaller schools (Poudel 2012b, 1). Some residents were even fired on with 

rubber bullets and tear gas when they attempted to stop the clearing of their homes 

(Poudel 2012a, 1).  

The residents protested, shutting down a bridge that is crucial for traffic in 

Kathmandu. Bowing to the pressure this protest created, the government agreed to find a 

new location for them to live, but have found resistance from all the planned new housing 

sites, as they demand that infrastructure be put in place before moving the squatters 

(Sharma 2012, 1). While the negotiations continued, the police originally were taking 

down the temporary tents the residents lived in every morning, forcing residents to 

rebuild them every night (Poudel 2012d, 1). Once monsoon season began and the 

negotiations appeared to be going nowhere, the police stopped this practice. Currently, 

residents are living in tents built out of various materials, such as umbrellas and signs. 
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There is one water pump, no electricity or toilets, and one informal primary school run by 

volunteers. 

Ramaghat 

In the 1990s, Katherine Valentin took up residence in the Ramaghat squatter 

settlement to explore the community’s relationship with education. Most of the residents 

had migrated to Kathmandu from rural farming villages in the 1980s (Valentin 2005, 36). 

At first the families moved from place to place, renting small apartments, before settling 

in an unoccupied piece of land next to the river in 1990 (37). Most chose to move to the 

settlement to avoid paying rent, as the price of land was steadily increasing during this 

time (36). Once the settlement was established it began to attract amenities, which in turn 

attracted more people.   

Like most of the other settlements in Kathmandu, Ramaghat almost doubled in 

size from the early 1990s to 1999 (Valentin 2005, 38). As the settlement increased in size 

and age the housing gradually became more permanent, and people even began to fence 

off their homes so as to claim ownership. Although electricity was provided for the area 

in 1994, not all families were initially able to afford the extra cost. There were two water 

pumps and a well donated by Lumanti (39).  

The majority of families had multiple children, as child mortality makes it 

advantageous to have large families (Valentin 2005, 39). The families retained close ties 

to their paternal homes in rural areas, frequently visiting for festivals (40). Grandparents 

typically remained in the villages, as they cannot find work in the city (39). In terms of 

work, the “majority of males were engaged in day laboring, trade and crafts such as 

tailoring and carpentry, while females worked mainly as part-time servants in middle and 
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upper class families…” (44). Valentin found that caste had very little to do with who had 

the well-paid jobs, and children from every caste played together in community spaces 

(44). As this settlement is located on land that has no connection to any government 

projects, residents have enjoyed a relatively peaceful existence with little interference by 

the government. 

The Kirtipur Housing Project  

The Kirtipur Housing Project (KHP) is widely considered to be the only 

successful squatter relocation project in Nepal, and many call for the government to 

follow this example in the future was well (Sengupta and Sharma 2009, 34). In 1969 the 

Kathmandu Valley Physical Development Plan was conceived to address traffic 

problems, which included a plan for a road to follow the Vishnumati River banks and 

connect to Ring Road. At this point in time there were already three squatter communities 

residing in the area where the road was planned to be built; one had even been established 

in 1952 (37). In the time it took for the government to actually begin work, two new 

communities were formed, one in 1993 and the other in 2000. With these new additions 

the land now was occupied by 142 households (37).  

After receiving an official eviction notice in the early 2000s, the squatter 

communities went to Lumanti to fight for their rights. The first step that Lumanti took 

was to put up resistance to demolition and apply pressure on the government to negotiate 

with the communities. They applied pressure through a variety of methods, including 

“…press coverage, promotional materials and persistent protests to gradually evolve into 

a formidable force” (Sengupta and Sharma 2009, 38). Through these efforts the issue 
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gradually became known to the wider public, which in turn put more stress on the 

government to negotiate.  

 Bowing to pressure, the government agreed to work with the communities. The 

residents demanded compensation for moving, as well as a place to relocate to. The 

government tentatively agreed to both stipulations, but with the caveat that only people 

who were true squatters be included. Residents surveyed themselves, and the list was 

verified after. The list included “…ownership details, date of settlement, family size and 

income details. This list was then tallied with Ward Official’s records” (Sengupta and 

Sharma 2009, 38). Along with people who owned property, families whose income was 

over 3000 rupees were also not included. 

 Out of the 142 households that were living in the area it was determined that only 

62 of them were genuine squatters. Furthermore, 32 households decided to opt out of the 

process for various reasons. This left the government with a much more manageable 

number of 30 houses that needed relocating and qualified for a compensation package 

(Sengupta and Sharma 2009, 38). While the government had previously agreed to the 

negotiation, now that the media coverage had died down Lumanti found it very difficult 

to actually get the government to follow through. This led to a renewed campaign 

through television and print, which now included images of the houses being bulldozed 

down (38). 

 Finally, after much time and effort spent on negotiating, “On March 23, 2003, the 

Mayor of Kathmandu agreed in principle to a relocation scheme. He also offered rental 

compensation for a period of three months to those affected the most…” (Sengupta and 

Sharma 2009, 38). After the scheme was agreed upon Lumanti then had to secure more 
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sources of funding. Utilizing funds from other non-profit agencies and the Kathmandu 

municipal government, Lumanti established the Urban Community Support Fund (USCF) 

in 2003 (39).  

 This money was then applied to purchasing 32,856 square feet of land in Paliphal, 

Kirtipur (Sengupta and Sharma 2009). The choice of location took into account a variety 

of preferences. First, the residents had some input into where they would want to be 

relocated. Second, the land had to affordable so that the residents would not be burdened 

by a tremendous amount of debt after moving. Third, the location could not be too far 

away from sources of employment or else the money saved by a cheap location would be 

lost by the increase in transportation costs to and from work (39). While it could not be 

too far away from the cities facilities and communities it was also important to choose a 

location that would not upset the people in the area, as moving the community there 

would negatively impact the value of land (39).  

 The houses ended up costing either 330,000 rupees or 350,000 rupees depending 

on the location of the toilets (Sengupta and Sharma 2009, 40). It was decided that 

families must pay back 2000 rupees per month for a period of 15 years, with an interest 

rate of three percent for the beneficiaries. As of 2011, Lumanti reports that no families 

have defaulted on their loan. Although the residents of the KHP report longer commute 

times, the majority feel satisfied with their housing and are happy that they have moved, 

although there has been no follow up conducted on the status of the other squatters who 

moved to alternative areas. Compared to the housing in the squatter settlements around 

Kathmandu, the buildings are far superior and even have large community spaces for 
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gardens and meeting. As the residents now own their homes, they also are no longer 

considered to be squatters by the government. 

 

The Barriers to Education Faced by the Students Living in the Settlements 

 The housing and social conditions of the squatter settlements of Kathmandu have 

affected the students who reside in them in many negative ways. Domestic violence is 

unfortunately common within the settlements, which can make finishing homework a 

struggle (Oshiro, Poudyal, Poudel et al. 2011). Many students are forced to resort to 

working, instead of attending class, because of the poverty in which they live (Valentin 

2005). The poverty faced by the majority of settlement residents also makes investing in 

decent housing an impossibility, which can negatively impact attaining an education 

(Poudel 2012a). The historical social conditions of Nepal have also made graduating 

difficult for girls and students from low castes (Levine 2006). 

Violence 

The most recent source of widespread violence in Nepal was the Nepali Civil 

War, which disturbed schooling both within Kathmandu and in rural areas. The greatest 

issue was with private schools, where teachers received threats from Maoists, who felt 

that private schools were a symbol of classism (Pherali 2011, 137). Many were forced to 

shut down during the conflict, although these schools catered to both the urban and rural 

elite, so the urban poor were not affected (Caddell 2006). 

   However, the 2002 Maoist Student Union strike did affect the government schools 

that the squatters attended by shutting them down, and thus disrupting schooling. 

Although no empirical study was conducted after the schools reopened, research 
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conducted in slums in other countries have found that many students choose not to return 

to school after a period of disruption, as they have found jobs in the interim which seem 

to provide more benefits than schooling (Mudege, Zulu, and Izugbara 2008). It is 

therefore logical to conclude that the conflict had a negative impact on education in the 

settlements. Although schooling was disturbed somewhat, the fact that there was never 

armed conflict in Kathmandu meant that the schools in the city did not face some of the 

challenges other schools located in squatter settlements of similar countries engaged in 

war do.  

Domestic violence, on the other hand, is very much a reality in the squatter 

settlements of Nepal. A study conducted by Oshiro, Poudyal, Poudel et al. found that “the 

prevalence of physical violence by the husband was 33.8% among the urban poor 

population compared with 19.9% in the general population” (2011, 2086). Since the 

majority of squatters have migrated from areas all over Nepal, the women do not have the 

same kinship ties as they did in the small villages they lived in (2074). They also gave 

wives a place to escape the wrath of their husbands on particularly bad occasions. 

Without the kinship ties, the women in squatters settlements become more vulnerable to 

domestic violence (2074). 

Due to their lack of legal ties to their land, squatters are denied government 

services and political recognition. This lack of legal status makes it somewhat impossible 

for a woman in a settlement to bring charges against her husband, although recourse to 

the legal system is uncommon for Nepalese women even among those with political 

power, due to the culture (Acharya 2010, 188). The size of the homes in settlements 

makes it impossible for the children to escape the violence, making it difficult for them to 
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complete their homework. As corporal punishment is still legal in schools, a student may 

not attend out of fear for the beatings they may receive for not finishing their homework, 

eventually causing them to drop out (Wagle 2012, 55). 

Poverty 

The residents living in the squatter settlements would rather not be faced by the 

challenges that are inherent to their living situation, but are unable to afford other housing 

for various reasons. Therefore, the majority of families living in the squatter settlements 

and slums of Kathmandu have a low socioeconomic status. The actual definition of urban 

poverty is debated in Nepal, however families who make less than 12,000 rupees per year 

are widely accepted as being poor (Dahal 2011, 33). In Kathmandu, determining exactly 

which specific reason caused a student to drop out of school is difficult, as there are 

usually a variety of factors such as “the family’s need for supplementary income, early 

marriage, or feelings of discomfort from not conforming to the academic or social 

standards of school” (Valentin 2005, 98).  

The poverty faced by most family’s means that not working is not an option for 

many children. As the school schedule is inflexible, and for the most part uniform among 

government schools, the children find it impossible to attend school at all. In the 

settlements few children work full time, but instead are needed to take care of the house 

and watch younger siblings while their parents are at work (Valentin 2005, 101). As they 

get older the most common forms of work are “in the informal, unorganized sector, 

mostly as with domestic work, factory work, street vending and other activities such as 

ragpicking or collecting left-over fruits and vegetables in the markets for consumption at 

home” (Valentin 2011, 6). These activities can be done before and after school, allowing 
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the child to attend for a period of time. However, as the student must sacrifice all of their 

breaks and time after school when they should be doing homework, many students fall 

behind and decide to drop out to work more hours.  

In some families with multiple children the parents may be forced to choose 

which child they think will benefit the most from school and send only that one while the 

siblings work, as they cannot afford to send all of them. Often this means that daughters 

are far less likely to be educated, as after marriage they are sent to live with their 

husbands’ family, so their parents do not receive the same benefits as they would 

educating their sons (Pherali 2011, Levine 2006). Although some schooling is considered 

beneficial for finding a match, too much may actually limit their options, as educated 

women are seen as less likely to make good housewives (Stash and Hannum 2001, 356).  

The number of children in a family also has an effect on the likelihood of being 

educated. If enough siblings are able to work while attending school, it makes it possible 

for all of them to afford an education. However if a sibling leaves for marriage or to go 

abroad, the burden of earning enough money to survive falls on those who stay behind, 

making them more likely to drop out. Studies have also shown that among the urban poor 

older siblings are more likely to work, while younger ones have a better chance of 

attending school (Fafchamps and Wahba 2006, 395).  

Although government schools are theoretically free in Nepal, parents are expected 

to pay for enrollment fees, textbooks, writing supplies, and a uniform. This hidden cost of 

schooling becomes a barrier to entry (Valentin 2005). Corporeal punishment continues to 

be an accepted form of punishment for students, and while in school the student must at 

all times be properly attired and clean. Many of the urban poor are not able to afford 
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constantly cleaning their children’s uniforms, so students will chose instead not to go to 

school, fearing a beating (Valentin 2005, 93). The more school missed the more likely 

they are to drop out, giving up on school entirely instead of trying to catch up.  

The majority of people living in squatter settlements tend to be lower caste, which 

is also a barrier to education in Nepal. Higher caste students are far more likely to finish 

their education, while dropout rates are higher for those from a lower caste (Stash and 

Hannum 2001, 376). High attrition rates are particularly due to the discrimination faced 

in the schools by those belonging to lower castes, especially the ‘untouchable’ caste. In 

some schools those students are forced to sit in segregated seating, and are bullied by 

their peers (Rayamajhi 2011, 20).  

Just as the students living in squatter settlements find receiving an education 

difficult, their parents generally faced a similar struggle. This experience causes the 

parents to feel insecure and alienated by the school system, which can make them more 

likely to stop sending their children (Valentin 2005, 84). It also makes it difficult for 

them to help their children with their schoolwork at home (Bouwman 2012, 20). These 

parents also usually do not completely understand the benefits of schooling, as they did 

not experience them themselves.  

As the squatters lack political recognition and government services, the health in 

these areas is generally pretty poor (IRIN 2007). Parents are unable to afford the cost of 

medication, and cannot appeal to the government for aid. Therefore, they become reliant 

on NGO services and free government health clinics to remain healthy. While children 

living in urban areas have more access to food than those in rural Nepal, getting all the 
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essential vitamins from their diet is difficult, stunting growth and mental development 

(IRIN 2007, 1).  

Relocation is generally done with little warning, and can destroy what few assets 

a family has. Many of the families make their living working in shops within the 

settlement, so when they are destroyed the family loses their source of income and must 

find other work. Although many family members have several different jobs due to the 

uncertain nature of the types of employment they engage in, they still are unable to 

handle the shock to their income. This insecurity makes it more likely for a student to 

have to dropout and work to make up the lost income (Poudel 2012b, 1). 

Housing Quality 

Due to the tenuous nature of their homes, many squatters chose not to invest in 

their homes for fear of destruction. Even if they do try to improve their homes, the 

government makes it difficult in some respects. Many squatters are denied electricity, as 

there are legal provisions by the state that prohibit landless people from having 

government-provided electricity supplies (Sharma 2012, 1). Furthermore, squatters are 

denied the right to register their identities by some municipalities in Kathmandu, which 

bars access to other services provided by the government (1). Without electricity it is 

difficult for students to complete their homework, causing them to fall behind in school. 

 Flooding is a common problem for squatters, as most of the settlements are on 

unwanted land near the rivers that cross through the city. These locations mean that 

squatters must face the yearly prospect of their homes being washed away during 

monsoon season, decreasing their incentive to improve their homes. Flooding can also 

destroy schoolwork and uniforms, which families are unable to replace due to cost. 
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Monsoon season brings water-borne diseases, which can cause a student to miss many 

days of school (IRIN 2007).   

 One squatter settlement recently had to deal with the scent of rotting meat after a 

slaughterhouse was turned into a storage house for the unwanted parts of buffalo. 

Residents were unable to eat or sleep due to the overwhelming scent, but were unable to 

take any legal action as the government did not recognize their homes as legitimate 

(Sejuwal 2012b). While this is only one instance, it is indicative of the challenges faced 

by the squatters. 

 Relocation is a solution increasingly relied upon by the Nepalese government to 

repurpose land that is currently being occupied by squatters. In the city’s history there has 

only been one relocation project that can be considered successful, the Kirtipur Housing 

Project (KHP). Although forty-four households that were identified as ‘true squatters’ by 

the government were sold low-cost new homes in a different location, the negotiations 

dragged on for over four years, during which time residents lived in a state of flux. As no 

one wanted to invest in the housing they were living in, the condition of infrastructure 

within the settlement suffered, to the detriment of the students living there.  

 The events in the Shankhamul squatter settlement are a good example of the 

barriers to education caused by relocation, as they have caused a spike in students 

choosing to stop attending school. The tents the residents are currently living in are made 

out of whatever happened to be handy at the time, such as large umbrellas and cloth 

signs. As they are homemade, the tents are not particularly waterproof. Many students are 

forced to miss school because their uniforms are soaked in the morning, or because their 

homework has been destroyed by the rain (Poudel 2012b, 1).  
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Some students have found it difficult to concentrate on their schooling due to 

stress and lack of sleep. The constant rain and mosquitoes keep them awake at night, with 

little respite despite the prevalence of mosquito nets. Furthermore, now that the schools 

within the settlement have been destroyed many students have had to find other schools. 

Although the government arranged for some of the students to enroll in another school, 

this one is over an hour’s walk away. The younger children are not able to walk that far, 

and have simply stopped attending if they cannot afford the money for transportation 

(Poudel 2012b, 1). 

School Quality 

Although the government attempts to provide equal opportunities for all students, 

the system remains highly stratified based on wealth and caste. Students in squatter 

settlements almost universally attend government schools that suffer from lack of 

materials and teachers (Valentin 2005). During the war, the government was able to 

justify not investing money in schools, as the army was seen as needing the money more. 

Since the end of the conflict the number of schools has increased over time, however “the 

quality of teaching and learning continued to be poor due to the lack of adequate 

resources and a trained workforce compounding the problems of a school system that had 

always been exclusive and discriminatory” (Pherali 2011, 8).  

As the government has transitioned into a more decentralized school system, and 

maintaining a school has begun to depend more on the income generated from entrance 

fees and community input, schools in poor areas have begun to deteriorate in quality. One 

of the schools nearby the Ramagat squatter settlement illustrates the problem: 

Founded in 1952, the school’s buildings were extremely deteriorated and shabby. 

There was no electricity, making it impossible to see the writing in textbooks and 
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on the blackboard during the monsoon when it was cloudy and rainy. The school 

had only three rooms for five classes, so one teacher taught two grades together. 

(Valentin 2005, 74). 

 

These are common problems with the infrastructure of government schools, and are a 

detriment to the learning of the students who attend them. Although not directly linked in 

the literature to causing dropping out in Nepal, low school quality has been demonstrated 

in other countries to cause parents to stop enrolling their child in school if they feel the 

quality is too low to have an overall positive impact on their lives (Hanushek, Lavy and 

Hitomi 2006, ii). 

Mastering English is viewed by Nepalese people as one of the necessary skills 

needed to be considered a schooled person, and English skills give access to many of the 

better jobs. This is especially true in urban areas, where many jobs involve interacting 

with tourists. Government schools are taught in Nepalese, with one class of English, and 

are considered to be not very effective for learning the language (Valentin 2005, 87). As 

a whole, teacher effectiveness in most government schools is considered very low, as the 

majority of schoolteachers only receive minimal training, and those who are well-trained 

usually take higher paying jobs in private schools (Carney 2003, 91).  

 Parents will therefore often look for alternatives to these subpar schools, and will 

move their children from government schools to private schools when they are able to 

afford them, or NGO educational activities like literacy classes (Valentin 2005, 83). To 

afford the nicer schools parents will rely on NGO sponsoring, which is reliant on the 

NGO being successful enough to continue the scholarship from year to year (Valentin 

2005, 80). While the parents have the best intentions, the lack of schooling causes their 
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children’s educations to be disjointed, increasing the likelihood they will fall behind and 

dropout. 

Conclusion 

 The squatter settlements of Kathmandu continue to grow in size as the country 

becomes more urbanized. The settlements are usually along the banks of the main rivers, 

and are therefore prone to flooding during monsoon season. As the population density of 

Kathmandu increases and land becomes more valuable, squatters have begun to face 

more instances of government relocation projects, which have numerous negative 

externalities. When resettlement projects are common, families will be less likely to 

invest in their homes, as they fear any work they do on them will be destroyed. The 

housing quality in the settlements, coupled with a limited access to infrastructure, can 

contribute to a student dropping out from school. Domestic violence, social values, and 

perceived school quality also contribute to low graduation rates in these areas. Without 

significant investment in programs designed to remove these barriers to education, it is 

unlikely that the schooling will ever become equitable for all Nepali citizens. 
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5 

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations 

 

 

A rapid rate of urbanization in Nepal has caused the size of squatter settlements to 

grow, increasing the number of urban poor who face many barriers to improving their 

conditions. These problems, such as poverty, violence, and poor health, lead to obstacles 

that make receiving an education difficult for students who live in these settlements. 

Compounding this issue are the many inequalities that have existed in the Nepalese 

education system for over a century, especially regarding educating low-caste children 

and all women in general. Some programs, however, could be enacted to help remove the 

obstacles that students in squatter settlements face, such as granting land rights and 

funding community groups. Although the Nepalese government and many aid agencies 

appear not to view urban poverty as a priority, the growing number of rural migrants will 

make this issue more pressing. If the government and NGOs do not take steps to alleviate 

the struggles that the squatters face in getting an education, the problems associated with 

settlements will only multiply, draining resources in the long run. 

 

Barriers to Education Faced By Students in the Squatter Settlements of Kathmandu 

Cities have offered hopes of employment and higher living standards to the rural 

poor for hundreds of years, although the reality of living in urban poverty has not always 
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met the expectations. Regardless, the rate of urbanization continues to rise, with the 

percentage of Asia’s total population living in cities rising from 17% to 40% between 

1950 and 2005 (UN-HABITAT 2003, xxi). A large percentage of the people migrating to 

cities are very poor, causing them to live in slums and squatter settlements to avoid 

paying for rent (xxi). In Nepal, the violence from the Nepalese Civil War and the fragile 

living from agricultural work have spurred migration to the capital city of Kathmandu 

and caused the settlements to grow in size since the 1990s (Tanak 2009, Sengupta and 

Sharma 2006).  

Students who live in squatter settlements face a variety of extra challenges to 

getting an education. Violence in the settlements from both external and internal forces 

can make even getting to school safely difficult. Furthermore, it can cause schools to 

close down, which makes it less likely for students to return after they reopen (Mudege, 

Zulu and Izugbara 2008). Some slums have high crime rates, as the police do not wish to 

intervene in the areas, creating a cycle of violence that is difficult to break. Domestic 

violence is also a problem faced by many, as the women do not have the same family ties 

that they would have in their villages (Oshiro, Poudyal, Podel et al. 2011). 

Poverty is another barrier that students face; their parents may need them to work 

instead of attend school in order for the family to afford their basic needs. Even if 

students want to go to school while working they cannot, because the school day and 

work day generally conflict, and there are no alternatives (Valentin 2005). If the parents 

themselves did not receive a full education, they may feel that their children would be 

better served working, instead of going to school (Hunt 2008). Free schools may also not 

be so free, as students usually have to find enough funds for books, uniforms, and 
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transportation to school (Abuya 2012). Fees can be a large barrier to girls becoming 

educated, since they will take their schooling to their husbands’ household after marriage, 

so parents are less willing to invest in them (Levine 2006, Herz 2006, etc).    

The quality of squatter housing itself may be a barrier to education. The less 

permanent buildings cannot keep rain out, which ruins homework and uniforms (Poudel 

2012a). The condition of the houses causes many students to become chronically ill, both 

from the environment and because they cannot afford the medication prescribed to them 

once they become ill (Rice and Rice 2009). The parents, however, will not invest money 

into their homes unless they have some reason to believe that they will be able to live 

there for an extended period of time. When a settlement is uprooted, it can trigger many 

students to drop out permanently, because their family cannot handle the extra expenses 

caused by the disruption (Lewis 2009). 

Finally, the quality of the schools that serve the urban poor is often so low that 

students find it pointless to attend; they feel they will not learn any helpful skills. If there 

is a disjunction between what is learned in school and the jobs available to them once 

they graduate, dropping out and working is a more attractive option (Hanushek, Lavy and 

Hitomi 2006). Many slum schools are overcrowded and have teachers who have given up 

on trying to control their students (Mudge, Zulu and Izugbara 2008). Some schools lack 

electricity, or even enough textbooks for everyone to use (Valentin 2005).  

In Nepal, one of the most prevalent issues faced by students is the fear of 

relocation. The government has demonstrated a willingness to forcibly raze houses in 

areas that they wish to use for a project (Sengupta and Sharma 2009). Students in the 

destroyed settlements have to go significantly father to school and deal with everything 
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they own becoming continually drenched in monsoon season (Poudel 2012a). While 

some of the settlements in Nepal have been established long enough to have semi-

permanent buildings, most face unsanitary water conditions (IRIN 2007). Government 

hospitals are free for the urban poor, but the medication that the doctors prescribe is not, 

making it hard for students to recover when they get sick. Once they miss a large amount 

of class time, it is unlikely that they will return, and there are no free programs in place 

for students who fall behind (Valentin 2011). In general the quality of schooling is lower 

for these areas, as the decentralized education model that the government uses requires 

financial contributions that parents are unable to meet (Khanal 2013).  

The best way to lower the barriers that the students face is a subject of debate. 

Research on measures that have been attempted has shown contradictory outcomes. 

Decentralizing the school system gives more control to the communities, which should 

make the schools better serve their needs. However, it can also put extra financial 

pressure on poor communities, and cause the quality of schools to decrease. Privatization 

of schools in the form of low-cost private schools gives students multiple options, but 

sometimes excludes the lowest income bracket of slum dwellers (Tooley 2007, Harma 

2009).  

Incentivizing behavior,  such as giving a stipend to families for sending their 

children to school, has been successful in improving enrollment in some countries, but 

these programs are usually costly, straining the economies of the developing nation and 

limiting the sustainability of the program (Slavin 2010). School improvements are 

another option that would almost definitely improve enrollment, but are also limited by 

the education budget (Hanushek, Lavy and Hitomi 2006). As much as a nation’s leader 
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may wish to increase teacher training and ensure every school has enough quality 

textbooks, in Nepal the funding is not there to support these reforms.  

Still, just because there is no magic bullet does not mean that Nepal should not try 

to implement some changes to help improve graduation rates for students in their squatter 

settlements. Mitigating the likelihood of eviction would improve the housing, and if a 

legal project was coupled with an increase in access to credit, it is probable that the 

infrastructure of the settlements would improve greatly. Although only a handful of 

nonprofit organizations operates in the squatter settlements, if some of them began 

funding community groups and training unemployed members to tutor students who are 

falling behind and parents who were not able complete their education, it is likely that 

graduation rates will rise significantly. 

 

Recommendations for the Nepali government and NGOs 

 Although changing the conditions of the settlements may seem daunting, the 

positive externalities associated with improving the lives of squatters makes it important 

to try. The barriers faced by students who would like to receive an education are both 

social and economic in nature; therefore programs must address both of these issues. 

Legislation and nonprofit programs aiming to protect squatters rights, improve school 

quality, and decrease the difficulties associated with poverty would increase graduation 

rates and benefit the community as a whole. 

Housing 

One of the first, and most obvious, recommendations is for the government to 

create channels through which squatters could legitimize their ties to the land in an 
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affordable way. Although the mayor of Kathmandu signed an agreement in 2001 that 

guaranteed financial compensation for relocation projects, this has done little to stop the 

destruction of settlements when it suits the government (Lumbu 2012). As the land that 

the majority of settlements are built on is undesirable due to flooding, it would not be 

incredibly detrimental to the government to sell the ownership of the land at a low price.  

 There are many benefits to this practice. First, squatters are unwilling to invest 

money into their homes if they constantly fear relocation, as the income would be wasted. 

If, however, they are sure that they will be able to live there for a long period of time then 

they will work to make the community better. More sturdily built homes provide better 

places for students to live and work on homework, and they provide a more stable home 

life. As some municipalities in Kathmandu deny identity registration and electricity to 

people without addresses, the program would also address that issue (Sharma 2012).  

 Relocation projects are extremely disruptive for students, often leading them to 

drop out due to an increased distance to school, or because they need to work to make up 

income for finding a new home. The temporary homes in which students live after the 

beginning of a government relocation project usually cannot keep water out, leading to 

missed homework and damaged uniforms (Poudel 2012b). Therefore, creating a way for 

squatters to be officially tied to the land they live on would remove this barrier to 

education. It would also help the city’s economy grow by officially incorporating these 

citizens. Legal recognition allows the squatters to have more power in government, and it 

would permit the government and private investors to build schools within the 

settlements themselves.  
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 Lumanti has already found success in using community groups to create 

collectives that give the residents of squatter settlements access to credit; however, the 

potential for the positive impact of these groups is actually much greater (Dahal 2011). 

One of the largest barriers to education that students face is from their parents and home 

life. Although community groups are not a panacea to all of these problems, they would 

be a step in the right direction. If locally based groups were to receive funding, and the 

elected leader of the group received training on issues such as the importance of 

schooling and female education, helpful information would be disseminated throughout 

the community by community members, instead of outside individuals first having to 

gain the residents’ trust. The groups would also strengthen the ties within the settlement, 

lowering crime rates and creating ways for communities as a whole to work on 

infrastructure that would benefit everyone. 

Schooling 

The first recommendation, of increasing funding to government schools, would 

probably be the most effective way to increase enrollment; however, it is also the most 

unlikely. Students who perceive the quality of their schooling to be low are less likely to 

attend, and the quality of government schools in poor areas is not very well respected in 

Nepal (Hanushek, Lavy and Hitomi 2006, Valentin 2005). Although the international aid 

system has heavily favored a more decentralized model of schooling, with communities 

being more responsible for funding them themselves, the government has not offset the 

lowered revenue that is gathered from the poorer communities (Shields and Rappleye 

2008). However, while the economy continues to struggle, it is unlikely that government 

schools will receive any significant boost in funding in the near future.  
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 Many Nepalese, including the Maoists, see private schools as being tools for the 

wealthy elite to pursue an education (Caddell 2006). However, in numerous countries, 

including Nepal’s southern neighbor of India, many low-cost private schools have 

emerged in slum areas (Tooley and Dixon 2005). These schools, although they vary in 

quality, are generally perceived by residents as being superior to the available public 

schools (Tooely and Dixon 2005). They are also more flexible in their curriculum, and 

can make a schedule that would allow students to both work and attend school.  

 Unfortunately for Nepal, the Maoist conflict has led to the subsequent government 

being suspicious and unsupportive of private schools as a whole. If, instead of 

discouraging their creation, the government supported low-cost private schools for low-

income students by financial or legal means, the students in squatter settlements would 

have more options for education. The schools would also be able to cater more directly to 

the students, teaching them skills that they found important, thus increasing enrollment. 

 Nepal faces low female graduation rates, as a high percentage of girls drop out 

due to marriage and pregnancy (Pherali 2011). Educating daughters is less of a priority, 

as after marriage their husbands’ families will reap the rewards of education. One method 

of removing this barrier would be to create an incentive system for girls in public schools. 

Although the effectiveness of incentives is debated in the literature, in some cases it is 

found to be an effective way to encourage enrollment for a target group (Slavin 2010). 

Were the government to offer lowered school fees, or a stipend for female students whose 

families make below a specific amount, it would be much easier for parents to send their 

daughters to school. If the community groups were congruently speaking about reasons 

why it is important to educate girls, enrollment would almost certainly rise. 
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 Another incentive program that the government could use would be to find a way 

to attract better teachers to low-income areas. New teachers typically want to teach in 

private schools, as these offers the most money. Yet, were the government to set up a 

program where a potential teacher could agree to work in a low-income area for a certain 

period of time in exchange for cheaper tuition at government universities, students in 

these areas would be exposed to “better” teachers. 

Poverty 

One program that would be very helpful would be to increase the urban poor’s 

access to credit. This could be done with microcredit loans, simply expanding the 

programs already in place, so that they could have a wider impact. Taking this action 

would help remove the barriers to education in several ways. First, it would allow the 

squatters to invest in their homes, upgrading them to be more conducive to study and 

decreasing the stress the students face from their homes. It would also allow parents to 

expand their businesses, increasing their assets. This recommendation, however, runs 

counter to evidence from a study conducted by Douglas in 2009, which found that 

microcredit increased dropouts because students had to work more to keep up their 

parents’ businesses. However, as the majority of squatters do not own their own 

businesses in these settlements, this danger could be less of a problem for Nepal (Dahal 

2011).  

 A second program would be to increase low-cost and free healthcare access for 

the squatters. Although government health care centers exist, many squatters are still 

unable to afford the medication prescribed to them (IRIN 2007). The more days a child 

misses school the less likely they are to return, so not receiving proper treatment forces 
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many students to leave school (Mudege, Zulu and Izugbara 2008). Even if it is the parent, 

and not the student, who gets sick, the likelihood increases that the student will have to 

drop out, in order to work to make up the income lost.  

 One drawback to this program would be cost; however, it could be a targeted 

program to students, making specific common medications free for children enrolled in 

school. Such a stipulation would provide an extra incentive for parents to enroll their 

children. Another program that could be used is to provide vitamin supplements at 

schools. The diets of squatters tend to be very restricted by their income, so many 

children are unable to get all of nourishment they need, which restricts their school 

performance. Vitamins would also strengthen their immune systems, making it less likely 

that a student will miss class because of illness (Braun, Kanjee, Bettinger et al. 2006).  

 One final program that would be greatly beneficial on multiple levels would be 

employing community members to teach remedial classes to students who have fallen 

behind. A program like this was used in India and was found to help improve the scores 

of many of the students falling behind (Banerjee, Cole, Duflo et al. 2005). Such a 

program would give employment to people living in the squatter settlements, raising their 

income and standard of living. It would also provide a backup system for students, who 

do not have any school programs that could help them if they fall behind. 

  

  The Nepalese government has adopted a strategy of ignoring the settlements until 

it needs that location; however, this policy is not sustainable. The number of people 

living in the squatter settlements of Kathmandu is unlikely to decrease anytime soon, 

causing the problems associated with them to escalate over time. Education is the key to 



91 
 

the residents finding higher paying employment and lifting themselves out of poverty, yet 

the multitude of barriers that the students face makes it difficult to graduate. There are, 

however, many programs that both the government and non-profit organizations could 

begin that would increase enrollment and graduation rates, benefiting both the urban poor 

and the city as a whole. Now is the time for these programs to be put in place, before the 

settlements become too large to manage. 
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