October 21, 2004

Operationalising the SSA Mission

1 The NAC in its deliberations over the past few months has focused on the urgent need to assure every child the fundamental right to elementary education.  Despite the Constitutional guarantee, several gaps remain in terms of enrollment, retention and quality of education.  Particularly worrisome is the slow progress in terms of addressing issues of equity and quality in elementary education.   Many groups of children, notably girls and those belonging to disadvantaged communities are denied access to good quality education. The NCMP states that the UPA Government "will introduce a cess on all central taxes to finance the commitment to universalise access to quality basic education."

2 It is necessary to intensify efforts for UEE through collective political and public action.  Two recent initiatives taken by the UPA government demonstrate its commitment to the universalisation of elementary education.  The first is to impose an “education cess” on all taxes to raise additional resources and the second has been to establish a non-lapsable Prathamik Shiksha Kosh to ensure that these resources are earmarked entirely for their stated purposes.  Even though a gap remains, these measures have increased substantially the resources available to accelerate the universalization of elementary education.  The fact that additional financial resources are now available for the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan has heightened expectations for effective and efficient usage of funds to realize the fundamental right of every child for education.  

3 It is our strong recommendation to operationalise with utmost urgency the National Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan Mission.  So far, the SSA has been functioning principally as a vehicle for financial assistance to states within a suggested framework. In the absence of required financial commitments, the SSA has not been able to function in a Mission mode to achieve its goals within a timeframe.  A mission structure is essential. The Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan has to be run as a national, societal mission in every sense of the term. Seen as yet another programme, however important, it is unlikely to achieve its ambitious objectives. Recognizing this, the erstwhile NDA government had announced the creation of a National Mission for Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan in January 2001 with a Governing Council headed by the Prime Minister and with an Executive Committee headed by the Minister for HRD. It is a matter of great regret that this Governing Council and the Executive Committee have not met even once in three and a half years.  It is therefore imperative to convene the first meeting of the Governing Council and the Executive Committee and spell out an agenda for action at the earliest. 

4 The SSA Mission should be organized to provide the Indian child her fundamental right to education within the next five years. Starting immediately, the Mission should create conditions that will improve the quality of education for all children. The Mission should pay particular attention to girls, children from socially backward regions and groups, children who are currently engaged in or vulnerable to work for wages, children whose parents have to migrate for work or those who are displaced, children who are institutionalized and are in conflict with the law, children who are physically and mentally challenged. The Mission should work to ensure that children who are enrolled in schools and provided a teacher achieve the prescribed essential levels of learning.   The Mission should fully exploit the potential of new technological advancements for universal and effective delivery of education.  The Mission should use strategies of convergence and integration at the district, block, and habitation level to optimize person-power and to create relations of synergy. The Mission should recognize that governmental systems alone cannot achieve this task.  The Union and state governmental systems need to devolve more power to the people, village panchayats, zilla panchayats, and partners from the civil society in accomplishing the Mission's goals.  The Mission should undertake special efforts to build capacities to plan, execute, and monitor the functioning of schools and programs with active participation of people. The Mission should be led by the initiative of the people and assisted by the government to realize the fundamental right of the child. 

5 The specific objectives of the SSA mission should be to ensure that children in the 6-14 age group are enrolled and retained in schools latest by 2010 and that they attain prescribed levels of learning. The declared goals of SSA of enrollment of all children in schools by 2003, completion of 5 years of education by 2007, and 8 years of education need to be recalibrated and restated without compromising the above mission objective. In addition, achievement of essential levels of learning at the end of five and eight years of schooling should be an additional goal of SSA.

6 Learning achievements should become the focus of SSA.  In large parts of the country, between 80-90% children enroll in primary schools.  However, learning achievements of school-going children in almost the entire country remain well below expected essential levels of learning.  This is a primary cause of dropping out before even five years of schooling.  Large percentages of children drop out of school or go through four or five years of schooling without learning even basic literacy-numeracy skills. Creating standards and benchmarks of achievement of essential levels of learning must become one of the prime outcomes of the Mission. Prescribing appropriate levels of learning achievements is in itself a difficult task.  Assessing learning and educational attainments is even more complex. Only some aspects of learning can be quantitatively assessed whereas many other vital aspects relating to the overall development of the child are not so easy to quantify and measure.  At a minimum, one can assess at least the basic reading, writing and arithmetic (the 3 Rs) skills of children who complete primary education.  Beyond this, it is also important for the Mission to devise appropriate measures that can evaluate the learning achievements of children at different stages as part of a more comprehensive system of student assessment.       

7 The logic of a Mission demands completion of tasks within given deadlines by the creation of appropriate sub-missions.  We have identified at least six different areas that need to be dealt with by separate teams formed into sub-missions dealing with (i) provision of physical infrastructure; (ii) provision and training of teachers; (iii) social mobilization; (iv) capacity-building for planning, management, and monitoring; (v) mobilization of financial resources and use of new technologies; and (vi) concurrent independent evaluation, monitoring and assessment of quality of learning. We recommend that detailed mission and sub-mission documents for each state should be prepared and made publicly available as soon as possible, preferably within 60 days. 

8 There is a need to persuade all the states of India to join the Mission in the spirit of the Mission. Given the political consensus and also the fact that most states have made considerable progress in increasing their financial commitments to education, we feel that the states will respond even more favourably to an appeal by the Prime Minister in this regard in his capacity as Chairperson of the SSA Mission. 

9 The Mission should not be mistaken for a permanent measure to provide education. The Mission must primarily and urgently focus on the massive gap between a child who has access to a class where learning takes place and a child who either has no access to a class or a child who has access but cannot learn.  In doing so, the Mission may need to employ transient measures not meant for the long term of quality, equitable education system for the Indian child.  However, the Mission must rapidly create conditions that will lead to imparting quality education by providing properly trained personnel to teach and to administer the process of education The deadline of 2010 must also be the deadline by which increasingly transitory measures are abandoned, as different states and regions make progress, and replaced by permanent measures that improve the all round education of the child. The deadline for abandoning transient measures for districts and states could be included in the plans in order to allay legitimate concerns regarding the transient becoming a permanent feature. 

Discussions have also identified the following key areas that need particular attention while elaborating upon the functioning of the Mission. 

10 Recruitment and training of teachers: The distinction between some measures adopted by the Mission and the permanent schooling system may be crucial to overcome legal hurdles, at least where provision of teachers is concerned.   Recruitment of trained teachers who are urgently needed, who are willing to stay in backward and remote regions, who will identify with the children from socially disadvantaged groups, and who will deliver education is a major problem. The Government of India will need to take appropriate measures to ensure that repeated litigation does not impede the realization of the fundamental right of the child. Local recruitment of educated youths as para-teachers followed by structured training, close monitoring of work, performance evaluation and subsequent certification is a mechanism that could answer the question in many cases. However, there has been an opposition to this method on various grounds. The positions in this regard have to be reconciled based on practical and evidence-based considerations while not neglecting the building of individual as well as systemic capacities for long-term measures.  Ironically, howsoever legitimate, prolonging the debate might result in continued deprivation millions of children in backward states as months and years go by.   

11 Availability of the teacher to the children:  In addition to the recruitment of teachers, there is the issue of availability of the teacher in the classroom to teach the children. In several states this continues to be a problem.  Ensuring that the teacher is available to the children for the number of days that the schools are expected to function is of critical importance. The states need to be persuaded to commit themselves to this and create appropriate guarantees. 

12 Functioning of schools and academic supervision:  A regularly functioning school where appropriate number of teachers are appointed, teaching and co-curricular activities are carried out for the prescribed number of days, and academic supervision and leadership is provided for achievement of goals are prerequisites for delivering quality education. The Mission must pay particular attention to ensuring effective academic supervision and support for proper functioning of schools.

13 People’s initiative, participation, and ownership of the Mission are other crucial areas where solutions need to be explored. There are several shining examples in government programs and missions where people’s participation has been encouraged to yield good results. In the absence of such initiative and ownership, the Mission will be perceived as just another government scheme.  There is an extremely positive environment around the country and we have no doubt that people at the grassroots including young men and women will commit themselves to the Mission in response to an appeal by the leaders of the nation. A volunteer corps to assist the Mission at the district and state level can be created to tap tremendous training, mobilization, technical, and managerial talent that exists in the country. However, the present system is such that participation is entirely dependent upon whether the government, represented by its appropriate officer(s), invites it or not. There is a need to create a well-defined space for participation of people and the civil society, especially in the area of capacity-building, training, empowerment and enablement of Panchayats, and campaigns on issues that support the objectives of the mission.  

14 Accountability of teachers and government officials to parents whose children are in school, the community, and the Panchayati Raj Institutions is a critical area for improvement of provision of education. There are several measures such as participatory measurement, disclosure, communication, and display of simple-to-understand monitoring parameters that can be used to create such accountability to start with. 

15 Independent external assessment of learning achievements in schools with testing tools that can also be used by ordinary people and periodically reporting results of such testing for districts, states, and the nation in a manner that can be understood by the ‘aam aadmi’ is a critical need.  The government is already working with several institutions of research and higher learning. The network may have to be strengthened and/or expanded to make the testing and results more visible and transparent. 

16 Tapping the potential of new technologies: The Mission should tap the vast potential of using new technologies for both teacher training, distance learning as well as for enhancing the learning among school-going children.  In addition to the rapid spread of information technology, effective use of radio and television networks should also be considered.  The recent launching of Edusat also increases the potential of interactive learning for both teachers and children.  

17 Regulating private schools:  The phenomenon of unregulated and rapidly mushrooming private schools both in urban and rural areas is a cause for concern.  The absence of a proper regulatory framework leads to a situation where children enrolling in such schools are not assured of quality education.  A system of accreditation, monitoring and regulation of private schools needs to be considered. 

18 The Mission should have a separate urban sub-mission. Provision of education and other basic services to the urban poor has been neglected. The issues of urban education are often quite different from those in the rural areas. The complexity of the social issues is at least different if not greater. There are diverse groups of children in need of equally diverse solutions of their problems. Superimposed on these are diverse governance systems thrown together. This sub-mission could become a part of the Mission for Urban Renewal that is being conceptualized by the appropriate Ministries.  

19 There are a number of issues that arise in the context of a mission structure that need to be addressed jointly by the Union and the State Governments. 

(1) Longevity of Mission staff – it is suggested that all staff recruited for the Mission must serve for the full term of the Mission, namely 5 years at the centre, in states and in districts and be given full autonomy.

(2) Stability in Funding—the Mission must have certain minimum level of assured funding over its tenure not subject to the vagaries of the annual budget cycle.

(3) Flexibility to accommodate diversity – Whereas the SSA has specified norms, the Mission should be allowed some flexibility in responding to the specific needs of specific regions and constituencies.

(4) Accountability framework – The Mission will have to put in place a proper system of ensuring accountability at all levels.  This will include accountability to the child and parents as well as internal accountability.

(5) Planning and monitoring capacity – Planning, implementation and monitoring at the district level are quite weak. These need to be strengthened. The Mission should ensure creation of adequate capacity support at the district level for people to draw up and monitor effective plans.  

(6) Integration and convergence – The Mission should ensure that District Educational Plans are integrated with other supporting and complementary programmes.

20 There are several fiscal issues relating to the funding of the SSA that need to be addressed.  Some states seem to suggest a review of financial norms as they find the current norm of 75:25 for sharing of costs between the Union and State Governments to be stringent.  Similarly, some states suggest a revision in the RIDF norms so as to extend the ceiling to include construction of school buildings.  Others feel constrained by the poor timing of the flow of finances from the Centre to the States.  Some other state governments have raised the issue of financial allocations being totally inadequate to meet the targets in a realistic manner.  These and other issues will need to be sorted out quickly.

21 This note is primarily about the Mission for universal elementary education. It does not address some serious long term issues that also need to be addressed systemically in consultation with experts and practitioners. Some of the more prominent issues are listed below:

(1) Developing a shared understanding of (i) what is a properly functioning school; (ii) what is meant by ‘free’ and ‘compulsory’ elementary education; (iii) what is ‘good quality’ education; (iv) what are the basic conditions required for effective learning; (v) how to impart education to children with disabilities who learn differentially

(2) Strengthening of math and science teaching in schools;

(3) Reforming the system of examinations in schools; 

(4) Regulating the quality of schools both government as well as private; 

(5) Rethinking higher education, especially the fundamentals of college education, both liberal arts and science, to strengthen the knowledge base of potential teachers.
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