Comment on Draft NAC Recommendations 

John Kurrien, Centre For Learning Resources, Pune

This note focuses on two issues which have an immediate relevance to the task of working in a mission mode to achieve UEE : 

· Target setting and dates

· School Norms 

Target Setting and Dates

After 50 years experience of unsuccessful target setting for UPE or UEE, we should not set targets which many of us know, if one examines the available evidence and trends, are not going to be achieved. We should at least not devise plans and strategies based on target dates which are ‘history’. 

Quantitative Targets

It is important to set target dates as set out in SSA and reiterated in NAC Note Point 1. However, all these target dates need to be revised, though we would be setting dates beyond 2010, more than 50 years past the original UEE date. Why? 

-    Many children are not in school in 2004, dropping out etc. MHRD is now revising upwards its figures of out of school children. 

-     Not even coming close to achieving any of the dates set out, as for example 5 years of primary education by 2007 and 8 years by 2010, merely increases present cynicism about ever achieving targets. 

Quantitative Targets - Suggestion 

NAC Note Point 1 is looking at all children enrolled and retained in school. Is this feasible? Instead of 100% enrolment and retention, perhaps 95% enrolment and 90% retention – or some other agreed upon figure – should be the immediate target. The Adult Literacy Mission went through a similar exercise reducing the district target for literacy from 100% to 80%. The goal of 100% enrolment and retention should be explicitly viewed as a desirable objective, but one which will be achieved later? Why? 

· There will always be some children at present or in the immediate future who will not be enrolled or retained in school. 

· If a less than 100% figure for enrolment and retention is agreed upon, we may already have advanced districts in India already achieving it or close to achieving it. At present, keeping the target of 100% enrolment and retention means that no district can claim to have achieved this. 

· A community norm of sending and keeping children in school has perhaps been established when 90% retention is reached. It would not be difficult in these districts to increase this to 100%. 

· The setting of less than 100% enrolment and retention target dates may reduce the need to fudge the figures. Also makes this more doable in the immediate future, though achieving even somewhat lower levels of enrolment and retention will still require considerable effort. 

· The district should be the unit, and not the nation or the state. A state can achieve 90% retention with some districts achieving far below 75% and others above 90%.

· At present there are many problems with the existing data on enrolment and retention and other school related data. Need for an independent cell / body whose primary function is to review existing studies, data from educational surveys on an ongoing basis. This academic body should be able to provide, as accurately as possible, national, state and district level data in a timely fashion which can be used for planning.

Qualitative Targets 

The addition that all children in Std. 4 and Std. 8 should acquire at least the learning achievements expected of Std. 4 and Std. 8 is desirable. But to accomplish this at present by 2007 and 2010 is simply out of the question. We know at present that many children complete both primary and elementary education, and are virtually illiterate and innumerate in our government schools. 

Significant qualitative improvements in learning is more difficult than getting children enrolled and retained in school. Moreover, many issues need to be trashed out which are of a more complex nature than enrolment and retention including : 

· No consensus even among the educational establishment on what should be tested. Even within reading, for example, what would constitute the learning achievement that we should expect of most children is still an issue on which there is no consensus. 

· There are no standardised tests.

· There are problems with the collection of timely and reliable data on enrolment and retention. Testing is far more complicated, and if we need to go in for external testing of children, we need to be clear on who will test and how, etc. 
· There is a small inconsistency in the NAC note which refers to the primary level sometimes as 4 years of education between Stds.1-4 and 5 years as between Stds. 1-5. It should be noted that the national pattern is Stds. 1-5, and Stds. 6–8 as the upper primary stage. A few states like Maharashtra and Gujarat have Std. 1-4 and Stds. 5-7 as their structure of primary and upper primary education. In fact, it would be difficult to ensure universal, or close to universal, enrolment and retention in Stds. 1-8 in these and a few other states, which have the not adopted the national pattern, recommended by the National Policy of Education to have been completed by 1995.
Qualitative Targets –Suggestions 

· We should have more modest and realistic targets and target dates along the lines suggested in the earlier discussion on enrolment and retention based on extensive discussions.

· This work could be institutionally grounded if we establish an Educational Testing Service recommended by NPE, 1996 and National Curriculum for Elementary and Secondary Education Framework, 1988, and National Curriculum Framework for School Education, 1999.

School Norms

We need to have a consensus on many issues regarding education and schooling. These would include various issues regarding teachers, curriculum, etc.. Even on the most basic issue concerning the facilities available in schools, the norms vary. While we do not need to have complete uniformity, there should be at least some agreement on what every Indian elementary school should be providing so that universal elementary education of a good quality is provided to all children. 


The table below provides varying understandings at the national and state level of what a school should be providing. 

Varying School Norms

	Category
	National Policy On Education, 1986
	Free and Compulsory Education Bill, 2004 (Latest Draft)
	Assam DPEP Project, C. 2002-2003

	1.Classrooms
	· At least 2 rooms

· 3 rooms in primary schools where enrolment exceeds 100.
	Approved School

· All-weather building 

· At least one room for every teacher.

 Transitional School

· Not in list of Minimum facilities 

· Features in Desirable list 
	Minimum usable space per child (based on usable plinth areas and ‘real enrolment, which should be ideally 8 sq. ft. per child. In the next stage, the target is to increase the space per child to 10 sq. feet.)

	2.  Toilets / Drinking water 
	One toilet for boys and one for girls and water facility considered essential.


	Approved School 

1. Not in list of Minimum facilities but in list of Desirable.

Transitional School 

-   Toilets and drinking water do not feature in minimum facilities or Desirable facilities list. 
	Drinking water and toilets as part of Minimum facilities. 

	3.Texbooks and other Teaching-Learning Materials
	Specific list of materials including necessary toys and games material; blackboards; maps; charts; other learning materials
	-   Only facility that is specified as Minimum is the provision of free textbooks 

· In Desirable list only sports equipment is mentioned. 

· No mention of blackboards, other teaching-learning materials. 
	· Free textbooks for all children.

· Exercise books, pens, pencils, erasers for every child.

· Minimum set of identified teaching-learning materials. 

	4.  School Libraries / Reference Materials 
	· Books for library

· Reference books

· Magazines, journals, newspapers for  teachers & children.
	-    No mention of libraries in Minimum or Desirable list. 
	· Small school library with at least 100 books meant for children at the primary level.


Suggestions 

· Consensus on what every school should be providing.

· Funds for schools improvement should target first ‘disadvantaged’ schools in every district that do not provide these basic facilities. 
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