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Abstract

This study explores the socio-economic dimensions of chain schools in Tamil Nadu, focusing on their emergence, structure, and impact within
the evolving educational landscape. The scope of the research encompasses an examination of caste, class, and gender-based disparities in
access, quality, and outcomes associated with chain school education. The primary objective is to analyze how chain schools contribute to
educational access and social mobility while also reinforcing or mitigating existing inequalities. The research adopts a qualitative, literature-
based methodology, relying on secondary data drawn from academic journals, policy documents, and scholarly reports. The findings reveal that
while chain schools play a pivotal role in expanding access to structured, quality education, their benefits are unevenly distributed across socio-
economic groups. Middle- and upper-class families derive the greatest advantages, while marginalized communities continue to face barriers due
to financial and social constraints. The study concludes that policy reforms, inclusive frameworks, and equitable financing mechanisms are
essential to balance educational growth with social justice in Tamil Nadu’s private schooling landscape.
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Introduction

1. Background of the Study

Definition and Characteristics of Chain Schools

Chain schools refer to networks of educational institutions
operated under a unified management structure, adhering to
standardized curricula and administrative practices. Unlike
standalone private schools or government schools, chain
schools emerge as educational consortia featuring centralized
governance with consistent pedagogical approaches across
locations (Marginson & van der Wende, 2007) ['°1. This
organizational model enables uniformity in educational
delivery, infrastructural standards, and teacher training
programs, often tailored to meet urban and semi-urban
populations’ expectations. In Tamil Nadu, chain schools have
been gaining prominence amid the evolving education
ecosystem characterized by increasing demand for quality
schooling and rising parental aspirations. They offer a
competitive  alternative to government schools by
emphasizing  English-medium  instruction,  enhanced
recreational facilities, and exam-oriented coaching, aligning
with  middle-class  aspirations for  socio-economic
advancement. Importantly, chain schools operate amid a
socio-economic landscape marked by significant disparities in
income, caste stratification, and urban-rural divides, which
shape both demand for, and access to, such educational
arrangements. While government schools in Tamil Nadu are
financially accessible, the perception of inferior quality drives

*Corresponding Author: Dr. I Chitrakala

families to seek chain school options despite higher fees and
associated costs. This introductory framework sets the stage
for a nuanced examination of chain schools’ role within Tamil
Nadu's socio-economic context (Mosse, 2020) 211,

Historical Development of Chain Schools in Tamil Nadu

The expansion of chain schools in Tamil Nadu correlates
strongly with larger economic and policy shifts in India,
particularly the liberalization of the economy since the 1990s.
Economic liberalization fostered private sector expansion in
various domains, including education, encouraging
investments in private schooling ventures designed to serve an
increasingly aspirational population (Guérin, Kumar, &
Agier, 2013) U9 Tamil Nadu’s educational landscape
transformed during this period, witnessing an upsurge in
private schools, including chains that could leverage
economies of scale and standardized best practices for broader
market reach. The state's policies, while supportive of
universal education, have simultaneously adapted to regulate
and accommodate private educational institutions, providing a
mixed environment for chain school development. The
influence of globalization is evident in curricular
incorporation of global competencies and application of
market principles in educational offerings. Chain schools
illustrate this trend by blending standardized, often English-
medium, curricula with business-oriented management
structures, positioning themselves within the competitive

<76 >



IJRAW

educational market shaped by global forces and domestic
reforms (Marginson& van der Wende, 2007) [19],

Overview of Socio-economic Importance

Education in Tamil Nadu serves as a key lever for socio-
economic mobility, with chain schools occupying an
increasingly pivotal role in responding to educational demand.
These schools address gaps in access to quality education,
especially in urban and peri-urban areas, helping families
navigate aspirations for improved livelihoods through better
schooling opportunities. However, disparities in access
persist, particularly along lines of caste and class, which
fundamentally shape who benefits from chain school
education. Caste remains a significant determinant of
educational opportunity in India, including Tamil Nadu,
structuring social inclusion and exclusion in access to schools,
quality of education, and future employment prospects. The
stratification often manifests in chain school enrollment
patterns, where middle and upper-caste families are
disproportionately represented, feeding into broader socio-
economic divides (Patel et al., 2015) 4. Nonetheless, chain
schools contribute substantially to local economies by
generating employment, stimulating educational markets, and
cultivating human capital, highlighting their multifaceted
socio-economic significance (Guérin & Kumar, 2016) 1.

2. Research Methodology

This research is purely qualitative and literature-based,
designed to provide a comprehensive theoretical
understanding of the socio-economic implications of chain
schools in Tamil Nadu. The study relies exclusively on
secondary data sources, including peer-reviewed journals,
government reports, institutional studies, and academic
publications focusing on education, development, and social
stratification. A descriptive and analytical design was adopted
to interpret and synthesize existing literature. The study does
not involve empirical fieldwork or primary data collection but
emphasizes the critical examination of secondary sources to
identify recurring patterns, conceptual relationships, and gaps
in existing scholarship. The scope of this study is confined to
theoretical insights derived from literature; therefore, it does
not include empirical validation or statistical analysis. While
this limits direct measurement of outcomes, it provides a
valuable conceptual framework for future research and policy
development on chain schools and educational equity in
Tamil Nadu.

3. Systematic Literature Review
3.1. Socio-Economic Profile of Students Attending Chain
Schools

Caste and Class Composition: Chain schools in Tamil Nadu
exhibit a distinct caste and class composition reflective of
broader social inequalities. Enrollment tends to be skewed
toward higher caste groups, who traditionally have better
access to financial and social capital necessary for private
education. The entrenched nature of caste-based educational
segregation affects not only school access but also the quality
and social environment experienced by various caste groups
in these schools. Scheduled Castes and Tribes often face
barriers in securing admission or may attend lower-quality
schools even within chain systems, perpetuating exclusionary
practices (Kohlin et al., 2011) ['81. This intersection of caste
and class influences school choice profoundly, often resulting
in a concentration of privileged students in chain schools,
which further reinforces educational inequality. Moreover,
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caste dynamics influence classroom interactions and peer
relationships within schools, impacting social cohesion and
identity formation (Alemu et al., 2018) (21,

Gender Dynamics in Chain School Enrollment: Gender
disparities in chain school enrollment in Tamil Nadu reveal
persistent socio-cultural challenges in achieving equitable
education. Social norms, patriarchal attitudes, and concerns
over safety and propriety can limit girls' access to education,
especially at secondary levels. Chain schools have the
potential to disrupt traditional gender roles by providing safe,
quality environments conducive to girls’ education, which can
enhance their empowerment and agency (Padulosi et al.,
2015) 231, However, enrollment rates for girls may still lag
behind boys due to household decision-making processes
influenced by kinship systems and community expectations.
Furthermore, economic constraints often prioritize boys'
education when resources are limited. Chain schools’ gender-
inclusive policies and targeted programs, such as scholarships
and girl-specific support services, can mitigate such
disparities, thereby contributing to shifting gender dynamics.
Women's education through chain schools has been linked
with broader social empowerment, altering family roles and
fostering collective action within communities to advance
gender equity (Dubey ef al., 2024) B1,

Household Economic Background: Households sending
children to chain schools in Tamil Nadu generally belong to a
range of income groups, though skewed towards middle and
upper economic strata given fee requirements. Employment
profiles often include salaried jobs, small business ownership,
and agricultural labor, reflecting varying economic stability
(Manikandan & Babu, 2023) ['8]. Migration patterns, both
seasonal and permanent, influence enrollment decisions, as
families moving to urban or semi-urban areas seek chain
school education for perceived quality and upward mobility
prospects. Such migration can create educational disruptions
but also opportunities for improved education access.
Importantly, household economic status shapes not only
school choice but also the ability to bear supplementary costs
associated with chain schooling, such as uniforms,
transportation, and extracurricular fees, thus sustaining a
cycle of inequality based on economic capacity.

3.2. Economic Impact of Chain Schools on Families

Direct Educational Costs and Financial Burdens: Chain
school education in Tamil Nadu imposes direct financial costs
on families that extend beyond tuition fees. Associated
expenses include uniforms, textbooks, transportation, extra
coaching, and technology use, cumulatively representing
significant economic burdens, especially for low and middle-
income households. These costs often require families to
strategize through various coping mechanisms, such as cutting
back on household consumption, engaging in additional
income-generating activities, or seeking financial assistance
(Krishnan & Sudharsan, 2020) '), Some families resort to
borrowing or debt to manage these expenses, thus
intertwining education financing with issues of informal
credit and indebtedness. Compared to government schools,
which typically have minimal or no fees, chain schools
present a more substantial economic investment, thereby
restricting access for economically vulnerable families. This
financial barrier can affect retention rates, attendance
consistency, and student wellbeing, as families balance school
costs with other essential needs (Fennell, 2024) [,

Indirect Economic Effects: The financial implications of
chain schooling extend to indirect economic effects on
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households. Opportunity costs include parents' time and labor
diverted towards supporting children's education, such as
involvement in school-related activities, transportation, or
helping with homework. This allocation of time can reduce
labor supply, particularly among women who often bear
educational support responsibilities (Sharma, 2024) B9,
Furthermore, education-related expenses can increase
household indebtedness, impacting family credit dynamics
and social ties (Sancheti & Sudhir, 2014) 281, This tension is
especially salient among households with fluctuating or low
incomes, where educational investment may provoke difficult
decisions affecting food security, healthcare spending, or
household savings, ultimately influencing overall well-being.
Role of Microcredit and Financial Services: Microcredit
services have become an important financial tool for families
seeking to fund chain school education in Tamil Nadu. Access
to small loans enables households to manage upfront fees and
related costs, making private education more attainable
despite limited immediate resources. However, the
microcredit system is embedded within broader socio-
economic structures that influence its use and consequences.
Debt linked to education expenditure can reinforce
dependency relations, where borrowers engage in patronage
networks or social hierarchies shaped by credit provision
(Desai et al., 2008) ™. While microcredit can promote
educational attainment, it also carries risks such as over
indebtedness and social tensions within communities (World
bank, 2023) B! This duality suggests a need for careful
consideration of microfinance’s role in educational finance,
balancing its potential benefits with social risks, and
designing mechanisms to enhance financial literacy and
responsible borrowing among vulnerable families.

3.3. Quality of Education and Academic Outcomes
Curriculum and Pedagogical Approaches: Chain schools in
Tamil Nadu generally adopt standardized curricula across
their network, aiming to provide consistent educational
content aligned with national or state education boards. These
curricula often emphasize English-medium instruction,
structured lesson plans, and exam preparation approaches,
catering to parental expectations for measurable academic
success. In comparison to government schools, chain schools
tend to invest more in innovative pedagogies such as
interactive learning, use of digital tools, and extracurricular
integration, aiming to foster holistic development (Jain, 2020)
(121 These methods reflect an understanding of education as a
multi-dimensional process influenced by socio-economic
factors and constraints. However, the quality of pedagogical
innovation and curricular rigor can vary significantly among
chain schools, depending on resource allocation, teacher
training, and management effectiveness. This variation affects
not only academic outcomes but also student engagement and
aspirations.

Student Performance and Skill Development: Academic
achievement in chain schools correlates positively with
resources and learning environment quality, but remains
influenced by students' socio-economic backgrounds.
Performance metrics such as exam scores, literacy, and
numeracy skills reflect disparities arising from differential
access to quality instruction, parental support, and auxiliary
tutoring. Socio-economic factors, including caste and income,
exert influence on student outcomes by shaping access to
enriched learning opportunities and conducive home
environments (Duraisamy et al., 1997) [®1. Additionally, skill
development in chain schools targeted at local labor market
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relevance remains mixed. While some institutions incorporate
vocational training or soft skills development, alignment with
employment opportunities is inconsistent. The persistence of
socio-economic factors in shaping educational and economic
trajectories underscores the necessity of integrating skill-
building initiatives that address local economic contexts and
market demands (Berg et al., 2025) B,

Access to Extracurricular and Support Services: Chain
schools typically offer a range of extracurricular programs
and support services designed to enhance student well-being
and development beyond academics. These may include
sports, arts, counseling, and remedial tutoring, facilitating
holistic growth and social skills acquisition. Access to such
programs, however, varies based on the school’s orientation
and resource base, with contrasting effects on student
inclusion and equity. Differences in caste and gender can
influence participation, often mirroring broader social
stratifications. Availability of counseling and health support
services can be critical in addressing psychosocial challenges
faced by students from marginalized backgrounds
(Gurunathan &Sahayaraj, 2024) [, These programs
contribute to better emotional health, social integration, and
resilience, which are essential for long-term educational
success. Consequently, equity in access to these services is
vital for realizing the full developmental potential of chain
school education systems.

3.4. Employment and Labor Market Linkages

Transition from Education to Employment: Chain schools
have become an important bridge for students entering local
labor markets in Tamil Nadu. They often prepare students
through curricula integrating academic knowledge with skills
applicable to job market requirements and higher education
opportunities.  This  preparation enhances students’
employability in increasingly diversified labor markets,
contributing to economic participation and livelihood
improvement. However, the strength of this linkage depends
on the quality of education, relevance of skills taught, and
socio-economic background of the student. Graduates from
chain schools tend to have greater access to formal
employment sectors compared to peers from government
schools, benefiting from better networking opportunities and
social capital (Kassaneh, 2022) [!3],

Influence on Socio-economic Status Mobility: Education
via chain schools serves as a potential pathway for upward
socio-economic mobility, enabling students from lower-
middle or disadvantaged backgrounds to improve their
livelihood chances. Nonetheless, this mobility is moderated
by caste and class hierarchies, which continue to constrain
opportunities even for educated individuals. Structural
inequalities embedded in social systems persist despite
educational credentials, limiting the extent to which
educational attainment translates into improved socio-
economic status (Kannan, 2014) 'Y, While education can
challenge entrenched inequalities, it is insufficient to
overcome  deep-rooted social stratifications  alone,
necessitating complementary policy and social interventions.
Challenges for Marginalized Groups: Despite increased
educational access, marginalized groups such as Dalits and
other subordinated communities face persistent barriers within
chain school systems. Discrimination, both overt and subtle,
affects classroom dynamics, access to resources, and
psychological wellbeing, undermining the benefits of
schooling (Velaskar, 2010) 3. Affirmative action policies
and inclusion measures face limitations in effectively
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addressing  these  barriers, often constrained by
implementation gaps and social resistance. Addressing these
challenges requires systemic changes in school culture,
teacher training, and community engagement to foster
inclusivity and equity.

3.5. Gender and Social Empowerment via Chain Schools
Empowerment of Girls and Young Women: Chain schools
contribute significantly to the empowerment of girls and
young women by increasing educational access, fostering
agency, and transforming gender norms. Education enables
girls to acquire knowledge and skills essential for self-
confidence and participation in social and economic life
(Perumal, 2013) 2%, The schooling environment promotes
shifts in traditional gender roles, encouraging greater
aspirations and opportunities beyond domestic spheres.
Empowered female students often become agents of change
within families and communities, advocating for gender
equality and collective action. Chain schools’ role extends
beyond enrollment to fostering supportive networks that
enhance girls' decision-making power and social participation,
essential components of sustainable empowerment
(Saravanakumar & Krishnamoorthy, 2023) [2°],

Social Norms Affecting School Attendance: Societal
attitudes towards female education significantly influence
girls’ attendance and retention in chain schools. Deeply
rooted kinship structures and community expectations often
prioritize boys’ education and regulate girls’ mobility and
behavior, affecting school participation (Alawattegama, 2020)
(., Families weigh cultural norms against educational
aspirations, sometimes leading to compromises such as early
marriage or withdrawal from schooling. Chain schools, by
offering perceived safer and more prestigious educational
options, can negotiate these traditional norms, gradually
reshaping community perceptions about girls' education.
These negotiations are complex and contingent on community
engagement, demonstrating the importance of localized
strategies in promoting gender-equitable education.

Female Participation in School Management and
Community: Women’s involvement in school governance
and community mobilization linked with chain schools
enhances social empowerment and ownership of educational
processes. Female participation in management roles or
parent-teacher ~ groups  supports  accountability  and
responsiveness to gender-specific needs (Juneja, 2010) 31,
These roles facilitate collective action that promotes girls’
education and addresses barriers such as safety, sanitation,
and discriminatory practices. Self-help groups associated with
schools foster solidarity among women, providing platforms
to negotiate ‘room for maneuver’ in patriarchal contexts. Such
participatory approaches underscore the intersection of
education, gender empowerment, and social transformation in
Tamil Nadu.

3.6. Caste and Socioeconomic Stratification in Chain
School Systems
Caste-based Educational Segregation: Chain school
systems in Tamil Nadu exhibit patterns of caste-based
segregation both in enrollment and intra-school social
organization. Segregation arises from differential access tied
to socio-economic status and community preferences,
affecting interactions and peer group formations within
classrooms (Sadagopan & Kamath, 2018) 7. Such
segregation challenges social cohesion, limiting opportunities
for cross-caste understanding and integration. The spatial and
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social boundary maintenance within schools reflects broader
societal caste hierarchies, reinforcing divisions and limiting
the transformative potential of education.

Discrimination and Access Inequality: Scheduled Castes
and Tribes face persistent structural barriers that curtail
equitable access to chain school education. These include
economic exclusion, social stigma, and limited awareness
about educational opportunities. Although affirmative action
and reservation policies aim to redress disparities, limitations
in scope and enforcement hinder their effectiveness (Tiwari &
Fahrudin, 2024) B2, Discrimination manifests at multiple
levels including admissions, classroom interactions, and
support services access, all of which contribute to unequal
educational experiences and outcomes for marginalized
castes.

Post-Liberalization Dynamics of Caste in Education:
Economic liberalization since the 1990s intensified market
dynamics influencing educational access and caste relations in
Tamil Nadu. While liberalization has expanded educational
choices, it has also entrenched caste disparities by aligning
educational opportunity with economic capital (Nageswaran,
2022) 22 Market-driven education systems tend to favor
those with resources, thereby maintaining caste-based
inequalities. Yet, educational attainment within chain schools
may also function as a site of contestation, with marginalized
groups navigating and challenging hierarchies through
strategic  engagement with the market economy.
Understanding these complex post-liberalization dynamics
requires moving beyond traditional caste frameworks and
considering the interplay of market forces and social
identities.

3.7. Institutional and Policy Environment

Government Education Policies Affecting Chain Schools:
Government policies in Tamil Nadu set the regulatory
framework for private and chain schools, balancing between
quality assurance and educational inclusivity. Policies
encompass aspects such as fee regulation, curriculum
standards, teacher qualifications, and inclusive admission
protocols (Mondal et al., 2022) % The state's approach
encourages private education growth while aiming to
safeguard equitable access. However, policy implementation
gaps and regulatory challenges often limit the effectiveness of
these frameworks, particularly in protecting disadvantaged
groups’ interests. Policy debates focus on how best to
reconcile market-based growth of chain schools with public
goals of universal, equitable education.

Role of NGOs and Civil Society: Non-governmental
organizations and civil society actors play instrumental roles
in complementing government efforts to enhance quality and
access in chain school education. Through interventions such
as capacity building, community mobilization, and curriculum
enrichment, NGOs foster collective action among school
stakeholders (Pednekar et al., 2014) 251, Collaborative models
linking chain schools with local communities boost
participation, accountability, and responsiveness to socio-
economic needs. These partnerships often address gaps in
government provision, mitigating barriers faced by
marginalized groups and advancing more inclusive
educational practices.

Challenges in Educational Policy Implementation:
Implementation of education policies affecting chain schools
in Tamil Nadu encounters several challenges, including
limited monitoring capacity, resource constraints, and
resistance from vested interests. Bottlenecks arise in enforcing

<79 >


https://academicjournal.ijraw.com/

IJRAW

fee structures, ensuring compliance with inclusion mandates,
and maintaining curriculum quality across diverse school
networks.  Socio-economic  barriers such as caste
discrimination and gender bias further complicate policy
impact, demanding comprehensive strategies for socio-
cultural change alongside regulatory measures. Addressing
these challenges requires coordinated multi-stakeholder
efforts to translate policy intent into practice effectively.

3.8. Socio-Economic Challenges and Opportunities
Financial Sustainability of Chain Schools: The economic
viability of chain schools hinges on robust revenue models
balancing affordability with quality service delivery. Diverse
pricing strategies cater to socio-economic diversity among
student populations, enabling some degree of cross-
subsidization within the network. However, sustaining
financial sustainability demands constant enrollment growth,
efficient resource management, and innovation in service
provision. Challenges include managing operational costs,
teacher remuneration, and infrastructure investments without
compromising educational quality or accessibility.

Social Inclusion and Equity Concerns: Addressing issues of
social exclusion within chain school systems remains a
critical socio-economic challenge. Marginalized populations
often experience systematic exclusion that undermines
equitable access to education. Strategies to improve inclusion
encompass affirmative action, targeted scholarships,
sensitization programs, and fostering inclusive school cultures
(Gadkar, 2018) [l Effective social inclusion requires
proactive measures to dismantle caste and gender-based
barriers and promote diversity within educational institutions,
ensuring broader participation and equitable outcomes.
Potential for Innovation and Development: Chain schools
in Tamil Nadu are positioned to leverage innovations in
pedagogy, technology, and management to adapt to evolving
socio-economic trends. Integration of digital learning tools,
data-driven teaching methodologies, and flexible curricula
designs respond to changing learner needs and labor market
demands (Mondal et al., 2022) %, These innovations also
offer pathways to scale quality education affordably,
expanding reach to under-served populations. Development
initiatives focused on sustainable growth and capacity
building can enhance chain schools’ role as catalysts for
socio-economic development in the region (Nageswaran,
2022) 221,

Conclusion

Chain school systems in Tamil Nadu represent a dynamic
educational model responding to increasing demand for
quality schooling amid socio-economic complexity. They
play an essential role in shaping educational access,
outcomes, and subsequent socio-economic  mobility,
particularly for middle and upper-class populations. However,
persistent caste-based and gender inequities challenge their
inclusive potential. Economic burdens on families highlight
tensions between aspiration and affordability, while
institutional and policy environments influence their
operational effectiveness. Understanding chain schools’
multifaceted socio-economic impacts provides critical
insights into education’s role in Tamil Nadu’s broader
development trajectory.

Future Research Directions
Future research should prioritize longitudinal studies
examining the long-term socio-economic outcomes of chain
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school attendees across caste, class, and gender lines. Detailed
socio-economic analyses are needed to assess the
effectiveness of inclusion policies and financial mechanisms
supporting disadvantaged students. Monitoring and evaluation
frameworks must be established to track quality, access, and
equity indicators systematically. Research should also explore
the impact of curricular and pedagogical innovations on
academic and employment trajectories within diverse socio-
economic contexts. Addressing these gaps will inform policy
and practice to optimize chain schools’ contributions to Tamil
Nadu’s educational and socio-economic landscape.
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