October 11, 2004

Universalization of Elementary Education:

Urgent Tasks and Long term Perspective

As brought out by Dr. Madhav Chavan in his recommendations for National Advisory Council, much progress has been made in the field of elementary education and literacy in India especially since 1990 or so.

The discussions scheduled by the Ministry of Human Resources Development on October 15, 2004 at Delhi are in two parts: (1) Urgent Tasks and (2) Long Terms Perspective.

The long term plan may take several rounds of discussions by key contributors and hence during the discussions on October 15, 2004, though we could debate on a broad framework of long term perspective, we could really focus on the “Urgent Tasks” for most part of the time.

The instant note is Azim Premji Foundation’s perspective on the “Urgent and Important Issues” in elementary education while keeping in mind the overall long term perspective. This proposal also covers and addresses some of the recommendations made by Dr. Madhav Chavan for the National Advisory Council.

1) Vision:

a) Long Term: “Provide flexible and inclusive education system that is best in the world”. 

While on cognitive issues, we may aim to be among the best in the world, given the holistic definition of education envisaged in the National Policy on Education, the aim should also be to strive to strengthen the social and cultural aspects of education. The above vision aims at changing the paradigm from being knowledge receiver to knowledge creator.

b) Immediate priorities:
i) Quantity:
Every child being able to access education.
ii) Quality:
Every child being able to get “high quality education”.
The above will automatically fulfill the equity issue since we are specifying every child getting high quality education.

2) The Commitment made by the State from time to time:

The focus of achievement of objectives in education will have to be in line with the commitments made by the Constitution of India; the education recommendations of the various Five Year Plans; various government committees and schemes like Operation Blackboard, the National Policy on Education (1968, 1986 and 1992); the Education for All (EFA) movement; and the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) programme of the Department of Elementary Education and Literacy, Ministry of Human Resource Development (MHRD). 

The key areas committed to and planned by the state in all the above documents are:

a) All children in school by 2003.
b) All children to complete four years of primary education by 2007.
c) All children to complete eight years of education by 2010.
d) Bridge all social and gender gaps in primary education by 2007 and elementary education by 2010.
e) Universal retention of children by 2010.
f) The commitment and accountability of the state (the Union Government and State Governments) towards this goal.
g) Accountability at each level as a key cornerstone to implementation.
h) Access to a high quality education to all children in the age group 6 – 14.

i) Provision of a school with two all weather classrooms, toilet facilities (separate for girls and boys), two teachers (one woman) in each school and teaching learning material within 1 kilometer of all habitations in the country.

j) Commitment to the urgent need of evaluation and examination reform.
k) Laying a long term role for the teacher and creation of a system of teacher evaluation.
l) An overhaul of the system of teacher education.

m) Clearly set priorities (with a timeline) to achieve Education for All.

n) A long term perspective on cost sharing and through a district-level decentralised management framework involving local bodies.

o) The following priority areas: 

I. Out-of-school children; 

II. Dropout rates; Retention; 

III. Participation of the poor / disadvantaged / children with special needs; 

IV. Mid-day meal scheme; and

V. Provision of free text books to girls and other disadvantaged children.

p) A clear focus on the need for execution.
q) Defined specific norms for financial support to the states.
r) Invites exploration of areas of public-private partnerships and development of such partnerships within the broad parameters of State policy. Also, invites use of the civil society at large to contribute.
s) A detailed planning and implementation structure that the states and local government bodies should follow to ensure successful execution.
t) A plan for the main steps for operationalization of the MLLs (Minimum Learning Levels) to address quality issues in education.
3) Need of the Hour:

a) Practically everything that needs to be done in Universalization of Elementary Education has already been thought through, articulated and committed in the above documents by the Government. 
b) There has been a lot of debate among the academicians, the practitioners and the Government education functionaries on the issues involved in education. There is a basic agreement on “what” needs to be done and that is “high quality education for every child in India”.
c) The biggest gap is in understanding “how” Universalization of Quality Elementary Education has to be achieved for about 200 Mln children across 1 Mln schools across the country.
d) Some of the important gaps that have been highlighted by the 7th Educational Survey are recorded below to set the context:
i) Over 100,000 habitations don’t have a primary school within a 1 km. radius (These account for a total of 13% of the total habitations).
ii) Over 250,000 habitations don’t have upper primary school within the specified 3 km. radius. (These account for a total of 22% of the total habitations).
iii) Over 23,000 primary schools are Kachcha schools and 24,000 primary schools are still without a building.
iv) Over 5,500 upper primary schools are Kachcha schools and over 3,500 are without a building.
v) Over 65,000 primary schools and over 28,000 upper primary schools are partly pucca. 

vi) A large majority of the schools either don’t have a toilet, or a usable toilet (with water supply) or separate toilet facilities for girls and boys as promised in Operation Blackboard.
vii) A large number of schools also do not have adequate drinking water facilities.
viii) Literacy rates for the country stand at 65.38%, with male literacy at 75.85% and female literacy rates at 54.16%. The world literacy average is 80%. 

ix) The Human Development Report 2003 puts India at a ranking of 125 out of a total of 175 countries.
x) Over 39 million children in the age group of 6 – 14 years in India are out of school of which a sizable majority is the girl child.
xi) About half the children learning in primary schools in India reach class 5; less than half complete 8 years of elementary education and merely 16% complete 10 years of education. Of the relevant age-group, only 7% reach the higher education level and pursue undergraduate and graduate studies.
The biggest problem has been “implementation”. There is an urgent need to have a comprehensive, clear and top class execution plan of what we have committed to deliver.

4) Brief analysis of reasons for failure:

a) Lack of Accountability: Although the SSA specifies that accountability has to be built in, we still do not have clear cut guidelines for accountability of local governments, of teachers, of head teachers, of teacher trainers, of state government or that of the central government. Responsibilities have been laid down. The need for accountability has also been expressed, but action in the face of lack of accountability has not been specified. 
b) Lack of Political Will - Will political parties show the will to drive necessary reforms in education? Will Shiksha be added to the matrix of the Bijli-Sadak-Paani during polls? It is pertinent to note that since independence, not a single political party has made “Education” as an important part of their campaign or promise.
c) Lack of Financial Commitment – As early as in 1968, it was recommended that the expenditure on education should be at a level of 6% of the GDP. Almost a quarter of a century later, we are still struggling to make that level of financial commitment. The recently announced education cess is a very welcome step towards reaching that commitment. It must be ensured that this cess is utilized appropriately for the right priorities and does not get into a distribution tangle.
d) Lack of Competence – An assessment is in order to see if the present execution bodies have the intellectual and implementation competence. While it will be easy to find a positive answer to the question, it needs to be noted that we have been unable to satisfactorily implement a host of programmes introduced over the years and have also not followed up on special committees set up by the government to address innovative approaches (For instance: The Committee for Formulation of Guidelines for Computer Based Elementary Education in Government Schools in India, under Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan in 2002).
e) Lack of Administrative Reform – There is a need to address this question seriously. The National Policy on Education has recommended an overhaul of the system of planning, management and performance evaluation. Aren’t we at the stage where we need to think about this?
5) Recommendations on Key Priorities:

a) Access: 
Despite having specified norms on practically everything – the classrooms, teachers, compound wall, library, toilets etc. the current status of schools across the country is far from desirable. Suggested actions:

i) A single-minded focus and no compromise attitude in providing committed infrastructure to each one of the 1 million schools in India by March 2006. 

ii) Gather accurate information about the gap in each school and allocate the required financial resources that are free from any center-state contribution disputes.
iii) There are several possibilities of how the actual provision of infrastructure can ensured. Some alternatives are:
(1) Appointment of independent agencies to carry out the work in identified schools as per specifications and norms.
(2) Direct grants to panchayats. 
(3) Direct grants to school committees (Parent teacher associations).
(4) Involvement of corporates to ensure quality implementation
iv) It is necessary that for every rupee of funds allocated, a reliable certification process that the actual construction has been completed is created.
b) Shared Understanding of the Purpose of Education: 
The National Policy on Education has provided the components of a comprehensive understanding of education. A road map is required to determine concrete action to achieve the education that is envisaged in National Policy on Education. It is necessary that such effort is apolitical and ideology free and restricts itself to what the constitution of our country says. Suggested actions: 

i) Set up an apolitical committee with various stakeholders and scholars to define this key vision. 

ii) The purpose of this exercise should be to ensure that the future of education should be tamper proof and not be hijacked by ideological desires of various stakeholders. 

iii) The only stakeholder who must benefit should be the child and her learning. 

iv) Effort also needs to be made to ensure legal protection to this vision.

v) Alongwith the vision of education, also define the assessment process that will monitor that check from time to time that education process is actually striving to achieve this vision.

c) Review definition of elementary education:

The socio-economic conditions in the country now demand that the minimum level of education be defined as upto 10th standard. Once we keep in mind this block of education, we would automatically view the structure within the elementary education differently. The definition of Universalization of Elementary Education would therefore incorporate free and compulsory education upto 10th standard.

We agree with Dr. Madhav Chavan’s recommendations that we should prepare grants by 2010 for extension of fundamental rights to education upto age 16 by 2015.

d) Accountability for Quality Education: 
The most important and real issue in non-implementation of the agreed strategy is lack of accountability in the Education system. Accountability can be built through both systemic reforms and also through motivation of key stakeholders. While several strategies will have to be deployed in motivating stakeholders to accept accountability, this particular note addresses the issue of building systemic accountability. Some suggestions:
I. Reporting status of learning at a pre-determined periodicity: Each cluster, block, district officer, state education unit and the national education department MUST be accountable for providing quality access and learning outcomes. The report must be published transparently. Key indicators to include:
i. Status of implementation of norms agreed in all documents
ii. Status of progress of implementation of new initiatives
iii. Utilization of funds under various categories
iv. Utilisation plan of the education cess and the progress on the same
v. Ensuring participation of key stakeholders in decision making from time to time
II. Accountability of education functionaries: Education functionaries at every level of the hierarchy must be held responsible for the learning outcomes of the schools in their unit. 
III. Learning assessment / examination system reforms: Today’s education system is driven by the examination results at board levels. Unless the board level examinations are reformed to meet education objectives, no reforms and inputs during the elementary education phase would result in true education reforms. 
IV. Accountability of parents and community members: Provide a legal framework across the country to ensure parents’ participation in the school management and learning process of their children. There are examples of Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh and Nagaland where certain legal framework has been provided and is working successfully. It would also be necessary to carry out training of parents to enable them to participate in learning processes better and demand quality from schools.
V. School Accountability: Define a clear and universally understood school index that is displayed in the school against which the performance of the school is evaluated. It must be made mandatory on every unit of geography as well as at the center. The school index has to be assessment driven and has to include the status of learning of the whole school strength; teaching learning processes being followed, administrative processes, infrastructure upkeep, school environment, and participation of parents.
VI. Teacher Accountability: The National Policy on Education 1986 has asked the government unequivocally to recommend the creation of a system of teacher evaluation. This must be taken up immediately. Without an effective system of evaluation, it will be impossible to hold the teacher accountable. 
VII. Transparency: 
i. National / State / District and Habitation-wise goals need to be clearly articulated, published and available to everyone. 
ii. The documents must clearly state who is responsible?
iii. The document must also mention the action to be taken in case of Non-performance. 
iv. Transparent fund flow and reporting mechanism must be put in place.
v. Progress Reports must be published regularly.
vi. Decision making must include participation of key stakeholders.
VIII. Additional issues in accountability:

i. Seriously explore whether the corporate sector has alternatives in developing accountability within the education system.
ii. The issues of de-centralization and accountability need to be viewed simultaneously. E.g. if we give the responsibility of monitoring the school performance to the community, who will monitor the performance of the community?
iii. Decentralization will have to also follow de-politicization of functioning of the grassroot bodies.
iv. Accountability would entail serious and far reaching changes in the management structure at every level of education management and administration.
e) Teacher: 
The most important aspect of education is the “TEACHER”. There are two major aspects of teacher that can make or break the education system of any country: Teacher competence and teacher motivation. They have a direct correlation with Quality issues pertaining to learning. The following are indicative strategies for action pertaining to teacher empowerment under SSA:
i) Teacher Recruitment: Ensure teacher appointments that are completely free from political or extraneous influences and strictly merit based against articulated competencies of teachers. Selection of teachers to be made by a trained panel of selectors. Deployment of private agencies who are experts in selection of large numbers could be considered.
ii) In service training: Enhance competencies of the existing teachers through fundamental changes in the teacher education and training. Today in most states, the norm for teacher training is about 20 days a year. This can be leveraged by imparting training that is genuinely useful to cater to the training needs of the teachers. This would entail detailed 
(1) Analysis of training needs before training is carried out
(2) Inducting professional trainers, corporate help in this regard will be a must
(3) Rigorous evaluation of training effectiveness – tracked during the year
iii) Pre-service training: Must ensure that there is a group of professionally trained teachers in future. Clearly define the competencies that a teacher should demonstrate at the end of the teacher education to be called a ‘qualified’ teacher. Teacher development to include rethinking on the existing teaching learning practices with a view to incorporate the following:
i. Major cultural change required in having child centric, interactive and integrative learning in and outside the classrooms
ii. Focus on learning than on teaching
iii. Resources for the teachers to use innovative teaching learning material
iv. Facilitate developing pedagogical packages that assist in addressing children that learn at different paces – focus on multilevel learning and consequently multi-grade teaching – since this is a real problem in over 75% of schools.
iv) Teacher Pupil ratio that is committed: 

(i) Ideally at least one teacher per classroom and one classroom per grade should be provided. 
(ii) However, to begin with, at a national level, we must ensure one teacher for 40 children as committed. Further, we must ensure that there is no “single teacher school” in the country however small the school may be.
f) Management and technology in enhancing learning:

i) Large scale training of education functionaries to develop managerial and leadership skills to manage the education better.
ii) Participation of most professional bodies and corporates who are reputed for their management practices and effectiveness will help.
iii) Up gradation and introduction of technology to enable “on line” availability of data and information to facilitate decision making that is fact based
iv) Recruitment, induction, performance management, recognition and rewards, promotions, transfers of education functionaries that are strictly based on merit and evaluation.
v) Ensure establishment of SIEMAT for each state to become center for excellence in management and training. The most effective solution could be inviting large, reliable corporates that are genuinely interested in contributing to education, to establish such institutes and manage them. The funding will be from Government of India – with an option to the corporates to contribute to the resources.
vi) Technology will be explored seriously to not only develop pedagogical tools to enhance learning levels of children but also to deploy to effectively carry out mass training of teachers and education functionaries.
vii) The current method of training master resource persons and doing training in a cascading manner has a number of flaws and dilution effect. Technology can provide solutions to address these flaws.
g) Creating pedagogical expertise:

i) The Diets to be made true centers of pedagogical excellence and the Block / Cluster Resource persons to be trained to become academic experts. 
ii) The selection of people in these roles should not be automatic but based on aptitudes and competence of the resource persons to be able to academically add value.
iii) Therefore, create separate cadres based on competencies – of administrators and academicians.
iv) Unless the teacher develops the competencies for being an academic resource person, do not pull out a teacher to appoint her to be an academic support.
h) Pre-school Education:

i) Considering the significant part of brain development happens before the age of 6 years, this is an important aspect. There are a host of issues involved.
ii) The immediate priority is to integrate ‘Anganwadis” with the lower primary school in the habitation. This ought to be achieved within the next 24 months.
i) Legal framework:

We will have to bring in existence a single comprehensive law covering the various aspects of education. This law will supercede all other existing laws and would be an enabling document than a disabling document.

j) Monitoring and evaluation:

i) State responsibility in monitoring and evaluating the performance of various organisations in education is critical. In discharging this responsibility, the state may collaborate with private organisations and civil society – but the final responsibility will be with the state.
ii) In addition, a social audit by a committee consisting of academicians, administrators, financial experts, corporate representatives, parent bodies etc. has to be instituted as a permanent feature.
iii) Every geographical unit will be evaluated at least once a year on pre-determined parameters and the results of the evaluation will be published transparently.


k) Public private partnership:

There are several ways such partnership could be used effectively to address the issue of Quality Elementary Education. Some of them are:

i) Continuous feedback from the private organisation on what the education must deliver in the changed context.
ii) Financial participation of private organisations.
iii) Contribution to issues of management, accountability, use of technology, effective communication etc.
iv) Invite corporates to demonstrate that the desired quality universal education can be achieved in a district.
v) Announce tax concessions on the genuine contributions made by organisations to education. 
vi) Education in urban slums is a neglected area – invite corporates to participate in addressing the issue as well as provide vocational opportunities to educated children from slum areas.
l) Financial Resources:

A lot of debate happens on the percentage of GDP that needs to be ear-marked for education. The figure of 6% has been floating for a while whereas in reality the expenditure is in the region of 4%+.

Here is an alternative view: 

i) We need to take a flexible and practical approach vis-à-vis the financial resources.
ii) If to fulfill all the above on an urgent basis, we have to allocate financial resources of disproportionate percentage of GDP for few years, we should be prepared to do so and wipe out the deficit on gaps between desired and actual requirements of quality universal education in the country.
iii) This may, later result in much less spending and would quickly make us much more competitive in the world in terms of the quality of education that we provide.
The other requirements in effective utilization of financial resources are equally important:

i) Despite significant budgets and allocations available, on several occasions, the funds are either under spent or spent in a delayed manner that is inefficient.

ii) There are instances when despite genuine requirements, the states refuse to apply for funds since they are unable to meet their share that progressively increases.
iii) There are inherent inequities among the states in terms of their revenue generation capabilities and hence ability to spend. Such states would continue remain poor since their development will also be retarded due to poor education facilities.
iv) We have to evolve a systemic solution including exploring possibility of the center taking responsibility for providing what is committed under various national policies and holding states responsible thereafter.
v) The education cess should facilitate this process of the center taking the initiative of spending on acute needs of the states.
This issue needs urgent attention by the financial experts to evolve something quick and effective. 
This document is not exhaustive and attempts to address only such needs that are felt urgent and important to become priorities for the country.
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