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Smality and Inequality in Indian Education:
some Critical Policy Concerns’
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dbstrack: The paper locates educational policy I o wider socio-
historical and  political  perspective and  aims  at an  ideological
deconstruction of policy  change with a specific focus on the
cucdity—quadityy conundiegm in elemendary  cducation in India. K
antempts fo critically decode changes in notions and practices of equality
gl quality in national and internafional policy prescriplion, highlighling
aspects of deotogical contexts, power asymimelries and staie dynomics
aind examines basic shifis i policy discourse and intent. The paper is
arganised i jour parts. The first (wo paris ke a brocd historical
arerpiew fo examine notions of equality and gualify, articulated i texts
anel discussions pertaining o the (we nadional  educational policies and
i policy initiatives introduced by the Indian sfate under neoliberal,
alobal hogemonde inflitence. The intergctive tmpact of educationed
restricturing  and siructures of  sirabification as reflected i the
angrovation of key casie, class, gender and ethnic negualitics is
captured in the third port of the paper. The finad part of the paper dratos
curendon to difutfons and contradictions inherend i recent poticy shifis (o
argue that ang meaningful notion of guality education for the poor s
impossible o attain it the presend condexd. I unraeels the politics of

cpialityy.

n alanming siate of affairs currently grips the Indian
ecucation system. It alfects the present and [ulure of
nillions of Indian children. The continuing failure to
enrol and ensure the basic learning of. leave alone meaningully
cducate. vast multitudes of children especially those belonging
to subordinated groups and to linguistic and cultural
minorities bespeaks the faflure to breach the link between
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social underprivilege and educatlional underprivilege. Even as
material prosperity and technological achievements reach dizzy
heights under the global capitalist politico-economic order.
gender and caste-class inequalities have grown more polarised
and patterns ol dominance and subjugalion more entrenched.
For a significant proportion of the counuy’s popuiation.
restrucluring economies and cultural upheavals have spelt
dispossession and displacement, alienation and poverty,
indignity and insecurity in an overall coniext of social conflict
and political and ethnic violence. We do live amidst conditions
which led the anthropologist Arturo Escobar to declare that
violence is not ¢ndemic to but constitulive of development
(Escobar, 2004). Schools and children are not spared this fate.
The violence that pervades society seeps into schools and
assaults children’s lives. Compelition in schools has grown
more aggressive and school managements have become more
authoritarian. Teachers both inflict and suffer abuse. Children
may be physically assaulled, driven to suicide or commit viclen(
acts. In a rellection of horrific forms of gender. cusle, and
commniunal violence that plague sociely, girls are travmaiised
by sexual harassment, dalit children by caste atrocity anc!
minorities by pedagogies of hate. Far [rom being sale havens,
schools are sites of real, brutal physical, mental and emotional
viplence that compounds sericus problems of teaching and
jearning.

As has Dbeen widely recognised. cducation werld over is
being relentlessly shaped by neoliberal ideologies and economic
agendas of global capitalism. India is alse part of the
conglomeration of developing nalions who are rallied rogether
under a powerful global educalional iniliative, “Education for
All". Major policy shifts owing their origin to the growing giobal
hegemony of neoliberal theories of educational change,
dislocate nalional visions and goals, Against the historical
backdrop of cducation’s traditional role in the reproduction of
social inequalitics, the situation of persistent incquality and
growing violence makes it imperative 1o make sense of the
multiple ways in which changing policies and contexts impact
Indian education. Conventionally. policy research as a field has
critically exaunined policy implementation and measured
elfects in terms of goals and ilargels thal are sel. Despite the
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stale’s pivotal role as the main policy maker, linancer, provider
and controlier of the national education system, policy analysis
has scarcely engaged with theory and debates on the Indian
state or brought them fo hear on education policy formation
and process. Policy discourse, and process are inherently
political phenomena and henee the production of policy must
be located within the dynamics of social structural power
relations in specific historical contexts (Olssen et ad., 2004,

Attemnpting to locate educalional policy in the wider socia-
historical and political context. this paper aims at an ideological
deconstruction ol educational policy with a specific focus on the
equality-quality conundrum in elemenlary education. Eguality
and access have been longstanding policy issuces al globa) and
national levels. For India. the problem of educational inequality
is one of central histerical, seociclogical and poiitical
significance. On the pursuance of equalily policy in educalion
hang the life chances of children belonging to segments who arce
struciurally subordinated by (he intersecting forces of gender,
caste. class. tribe. religion ete. Along with access, the issue of
the quality of education receives unprecedented international
and national attenfion and il is now a deminant theme in
contemporary educational discourse. Quality is attributed a
central place in securing (he global goal ol "Education for All™.
The issue is noi new to Indian educational debale and concern
wilh ‘declining’ levels of quality has generated much dehate and
discussion at various peints in our educational history {Naik.
1975), The present discourse however marks a decisive shift.
Increasingly the quaiily of educational svstems is being
compared internationally (Carnoy and Rhoten, 2002). A global
discourse on qualily shapes national policy change®, India has
jumped on the new quality bandwagon and has raised quality
as a prime agenda of intervention. Toor quality” educalion is
put forth as the main obslacle in achieving the basic
constitutional goal of universalisation of elementary education.
Globally derived notioms of quality are promoted through
externally funded quality improvement programmes.
Meanwhile however. local problems of quantitative and
qualitative inequalily in cducation scem lo have intensilied,
Their roots lie deep in history but they are now being decisively
shaped by coniemporary Irajectories of [(distoried) policy
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choices and practices. The impact is widely apparent bt its
systemic nature is not grasped.

The paper is an effort al clarifving the ideologicn
underpinnings of policy changes and examining implications
for the national commilment Lo equatity and guality from the
vanlage point of structurally subordinated groups. Thov
include the poorest of the poor, especially (cthnic) minaritios,
dalits. adivasis, denotilied or nomadic Uribal groups, 0130
Muslims and girls, all adversely affected by ongoing processes
ol gender and caste oppression, cullural subordination. ciass
expleiiation and developmental displacement. The izste of
quality serves as a useful case Lo examine the social import
policy change and illustrales the anli-cgalitarian hegemiony
being constructed by neoliberal discourse. The paper attempls
ta critically decode changes in notions and practice n{'{'q:tz!?iﬁj.-'
and qualily in national and international policy
texts/prescriplions. highlighting idcological contexis. power
asymmelries and state dynamics with a view (o ur;rm'c"il;m- 1
fundamental shifls in egalitarian discourse and intent,
explores the role of the stale and the nature ol stafe-societs
complicity in policy making and process to argue that neither
the conecern for equalily ol educalional opportunily nor for
sacial  justice found expression in educationad  {oros,
Expansionism, nol equality, was the main planicol state policy.
and inegalitarianism in education is more deep seatod tharwee
carc {o acknowledge. Today, neoliberalisim has spawned o new
expansionism wherein slate provision is undercul by now
globally inspired strategies of ecquily and quality which
masquerade as measures of equality and social justice. Mox.
the paper moves Lo place the new qualily concerns and guality
enhancentent policy in the confext ol an analysis of socislogic:s!
patterns of educational  incquality., which  provide  thc
ideological and empirical ground Lo argue (hat any meaningli:
and suslainable notion of qualily education {or ihe pocr ans
suberdinated is impossible Lo allain in (he present condex).
Guality thus is part of the global and nationad politios of
discourse that uses education as a tool of ideological hegemoeny
and secial confrol.

The diseussion is organisced in four parts. The fivst bwe py
locate educational policy in the larger ideclogical sinice
discourse and tale a broad hisforical overview 1o examinge howy
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changing notions of equality and quality were arliculated in
policy documents. Based on texts and discussion surrounding
fwo national  educational policies the first part analyses the
poiicy of 1968 and its aftermath, Second part examines policy
changes in the context of globalisation starting with the New
Education Policy of 1986. It draws upon some key documents
related 10 policy changes under structural adjustiuent
programme (hitherto SAP)'. The third part of the paper lays out
in broad strokes the contemporary situation of educational
fnequality highlighting some glaring inegalitarian
conseqgliences of the interactive impact of social stratification
and cducational restructuring. The final section critically
rellects on the ideology and praclice of educational quality in
ihe context of changing discourse, emergent patterns of
inequality and the politics of quality.

The paper must not be misread as taking an anti-quality
position. Qualily is crucial to almost anything worthwhile that
we do and especially so in matters of public significance.
However. a imited. contextualised and specilically defined use
of the term ts implicitly advocated.

I. Equality and Quality in The First National
Education Policy (1968}

Cormntext and Value Framework

The legal struclture of the Indian constitution was rooled in
liheral ideology. In a segmented, unequal society that had
predominantly lived by principles of hierarchy, division and
mutual repulsion, it was the task of the democratic, post
colonial Indian state to translate the values of jugtice, liberly,
equality and fraternity inte legislation, policy and action. State
cotmmitment to the principle of equality was unequivocal and
evidenl in the enshrinement of “equality of status and
opportunity” in the preamble (o the Constitution. Equalily as a
value affirms that all are born cqual and the idea is
encapsulated in the notion of citizenship, The constitution
specilically abolished unlouchabijlity — the most perverse
traditional lorm of social inequality that not only condemned
people to perimanent inferiority but also to polluted and

polluting slatus.
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The pursuil of equality was a complex affair. The Indian
elfort necessitated first of adl the synthesis of two divergent
principles of eguality described as the meritartan and the
compensatory {Beteille, 1983). The [irst is expressed in legal
equality which guaraniees non discrimination and equal
treatment irrespeclive of ascriptive slatus based on caste,
gender, sex, religion ete, It is also present in the closely linked
principle of equality of opportunity which privileges individual
freedom, action and mohility, emphasises equal opportunities
lor all. and opposes the achievement of sccial position by any
olher criteria save individual effort and talent. In apparent
conlradiction the second — the compensatory principle —
upholds the granting of special treaiment on the very same
ascriptive criteria. Grounded in an awareness of deep rooted
inegualities and injustices. il recognises as basis for state
actien. groups/collectivitics whose sccial ‘backwardness’
stems from a history of oppression and from the cumulative
impact of indignilies and disabilities imposed upon them. The
compensalory principle is underscored by notions of justice.
fairness, resiitution and reparation thar would offsct
sysiemalic and cumulalive deprivalion (Galanter. 1984). Both
Nehru and Ambedkar, the main architects of India’s
democratic-egalilarian project recognised it as a violation of the
first principle of equal treatment. but saw in the compensatory
principle an essential temporary measure to  overcome this
impact and participate on more equal terms with the rest of
society. This Dbroader vision dissolves the perceived
contradiction between individual rights and group rights that is
inherent in the synthesis.

The Nehruvian vision of "growth with equity and social
jusiice”, designed a development model of capital
accumulation, economic growth, modernisation and dirigiste
socialist transformation to fulfil economic, social and political
aspirations of the new nation. The liberal philosophy of equality
and social jusiice was articulated in the Five year plans
{(Kaviraj, 2000). However, elementary education remained a
neglected aspect of planned development. The Constitution of
Indiawasihe source of some signilicant educational directives
to the state, most importantly, those of educating all children
up to 14 years and the obligation to promate with “special care”
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the educational interests of the weaker sections. For as many as
twenty years afler independence, the contested nationalist
visions of educational reconstruction that flowered in the
course of freedom struggles did nol find resoluiion or
expression in the form ol a state educational policy. The first
state response Lo educalion was to locate it as a ‘seclor’ in ils
model of development planning. The plans made rhetorical
references to educailion as a fount of equal opportunily and
social justice. There was no perspective plan prepared to guide
the development of ecducation in terms of conslitutional
philosoply (Naik, 1965). In terms ol investment. elementary
education received o substaniial share of ithe educational
budget in the first plan but much less than was necessary 1o
fulfif the constitutional promise in subscquent plans. The
politically dominant logic of capitalist indusirialisalion and
technological modernisalion explicilly controlled economic and
educational developmoent as evidernd in the prioritisation of
higher and technieal educntion Irom the sccond plan il the
stath. Apparently perceived as peripheral o the dream of an
industrial  economy. clementary ccducalion remained a
neglecied subject and plodded along more or less according (o
policy perspectives Jaid down in regional versions of the Post
War Plan of Educalional Development, 1944 (Kamat, 1985).

Education, including clementary education. finally received
much needed comprehensive atlention with the constitution of
an Education Commission (henccforth EC) in the mid sixties.
The EC was charged with articulating the Indian stale’s vision
for education’s role in national development, and for providing
the perspective and blueprint for a national systen: of
education. Located within an ideological discourse that
privileged modernisation and social iransformation. the EC's
formal arliculations on issues of cqualily and quality were
couched in terms of the liberal meritarian principle of cquality
of educational opporiunity (hencetorth EEQ). with the aim of
fostering a just mcrilocracy’. Education was assigned the
responsibility "o cultivate all avadable talent, and... enswre
progressive  equalily of opportunity fo all secifons of the
population” {Government of India [Goil. 1966). Expansion of
mass primary schooling was seen esseniial to the enhancement
ol egalitarian and democralic access (o cducation. A lwo
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pronged strategy was devised 1o fulfil the vision of EEO: firstiv «
massive expansion of free lower and upper primary schools and
secondly the establishment ol a common school system. The
latter constituted a radical policy initiative that sought 1o bring
within the ambit of a common sysiem, all existing schiools
including those receiving government aid and private schools.
The aim was {o evolve a public education system ol unilorn:
quality that would (ully tap the “national pool of ability” whicix
hitherio lay undiscovered in an unequal sysiem that delivered
substandard education fo the majority. Additionally the IEC
emphasiscd the need lor aftending to the educational needs of
constitutionally designated groups in need of speeinl altention,

Qualily as a key policy conecern was embecded wilhin the
concern for equalily. and seocial justice in the conlext of aspired
soctetal values. The common school system cmbodied an
explicil equality of qualiiy approach. Comparable quality was (o
be ensured among schools in terms of basic infrastructure {rnot
necessarily the same kind but suited to varying envirornment{st,
teachers, curriculum. content and pedagogy. The concern with
‘quality and excelience’ is also evident in the strong emphasis
on  special nurture of talent and creation of opportunitics {ur
the meritorious. The EC further engaged with the issue under
the rubric of “standards” in education which were 1o he judged
in terms of adaptlability. dynamism and internaiional
comparability (Gol, 1966, p. 38)".

Inegalitarian Orientation, Inegalitarian Impact

The translation of vision into policy was o fraught process.
Official deiiberations on the report were deeply conflictial and
also reflected the political dynamiics ol a turbulent secic-
political environment (Naik. 1982). The posi Nehruvian neriod
witnessed a serious setback to egalitarian ideology and socialis!
poliiics and was marked by rapid retreat from socialist goais.
The reciproeally defermining refation between  the structure of
state apparalus and nature of policies, turned redistribuiive
ideas Info rhetoric (Frankel. 2005: Kaviraj, 19971
essentially capitalist state adopied partial dualist stances anc
made wellare policies [avouring the disadvantaged. In ihe
hands of upper casle-class polilical. bureaucratic and
intellectual eclites. including righlwing elements in the ruling
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Congress. emerged an educational policy which was actually
ranged against equality. The first national educational palicy
was [inally formulated in 1968, I laid down equality of
opportunily as a eceniral policy goal. Mowever the policy
statement was an incredibly weak reflection ol the EC's
cgalitarian perspective. It was criticised by none other than the
Menmiber-Secretary of the EC as "innocuous, non-specilic and
non conumittal”™ witl ne clear directions towards the attainment
ol cgalitarianisin (Naik. 1982).

The idea of 4 common/neighbourbood  school system. the
main vehicle for operationalising EEQ, was  circumvented by
ruding political elites in an erninently hostile environment. The
common school evoked overt political endorsement but stiff
covert resistance. 1L was Dboth polilically inexpedient and
socially repugnant to a caste and status conscious society”.
There were no evident injtiatives to establsh the idea even in
stales with socialist/communist governments. The common
school exisled more by default than design in the form of
solitary village schools which perforee catered o secially
helerogeneous village populations. However if is common only
inn the superficial sense of physical iniegration and not
according lo philosephical, social and educational principles
that areintegral to the ideal (Gol, 1966).

The principle of compensation had minimal presence in
clementary  education. As a social policy. compensatory
discrimination included an array of measures and schenies
that would bring about economic betterment, social uplilt and
political empowerment {these included Jand and housing
allotments, school provision, supplies and other services).
Strong resistance to {(he implementation of all redistributive
compensatory measures ensured that a fraction of the schemes’
meagre budgets were actually spent and enly a fraction of the
designated disadvantaged groups actuaily benefited (Galanter,
1984). With respect to school education. compensation was
primarily provided in the form of malterial support for post
primary and post secondary education of dalil, adivasi, OBC
and economically deprived children. Meanwhile the dream of
common schools necessitated the closing down of special
schools set up lor depressed classes in colonial times. As regard
education of girls, the patriarchal stale gave short shrift to
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gender-equalily policy recommendations of two major women's
education commissions which c¢hallenged culturally
conservative assumptions regarding gendered spheres.
Ambivalence on the issuc of separale vs coeducational
institutions resulted in some initial expansion of girls' schools
within siate schooling. Eventually however the cost flactior
seems {0 have cxerted the pressure lo frame organisational
principles thal neglected special problems of girls” access and
led to under provision of girls schools. On the whole the
education of dalits, tribals and girls was almost a non issue in
the policy which made no special financial, curricular or
pedagogic commitment to their education.

The only egalilarian notion that scemed acceplable to polity
and elite society was the development of a {ree stale system of
elementary schooling and its expansion. Thus [or the longesi
stretch of the postindependence period the great constitutional
conunitment Lo EEQ amounted to not immuch more than graduel
expansionism that would cover vast tracts ol unserved rural
and urban areas and populations. However as is well known.
the State’s distribution of resources was grossly inegalitarian
ard unfair. Limited and declining budgelary allecations by ihe
central government Lo elementary education, the unequal
federal relationns of linance that resulted in the inadequaie
transfer of resources to states, have all seriously affected basic
provision and expansion. Most signilicantly inequalilies in
educational funding failed te make primary education truly iree
(Tilak, 1990, 1996). The pursuil of cven limited educarionsal
goals faltered badly in several states and regions. The social
structuring of policy was [urther reflected in the state's pro elite
and pro middle class policy thal subsidised {(heir secondary
schooling and robbed the rural poor of resources that were
rightfizlly theirs. The widely prevalent hierarchical ideology
ensured a caste and class differentiated schooling. Urban
conglomerations in particular witnessed the development and
institulionalisation of horizontally and vertically siratified
schooling systems {hat mirrored local systems of class, status
and casle/ethnic privilege and hereditary social honour
(Velaskar, 1992). Addilionally, both single sex and
coeducational schools were gender differentiated in terms of
struclures, norms and praclices that reflected gendered local

milicus.
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As prime providers of education. Stale governments were
charged with the primary responsibility of marshalling
adequate finances for expanding mass elementary schooling.
Capacities for this mammoth task were determined by social
structural changes, developmental levels, political dynamics
and levels of political commitment to mass schooling. Shaped
by electoral politics and the quesl {or political and econromic
power, the education system was subject to systematic political
manipulation and caste—class appropriation of secarce
educational resources. The political class which held the power
o shape policy implenienialion was also strategically placed (o
distribule patronage and exploit the system for personal gain
(Kaviraj, 1997). School expansion shaped and controlled by
vesled interesls including orthodox beliel sysiems of the
bureaucracy resulied in distoried growih. skewed availability
and unequal access (Rudolph and Rudolph, 1972: Kamat,
1985: Acharya. 1985; Weiner, 1991 Velaskar. 2006). Especially
in caste-feudal strongholds which saw little impact ol economic
development. land reform or social movements. siate policy was
geared to restricted, controlled expansion. The Indian capitalist
state, oriented to demands of a rural and urban eclite, fell far
shortof even a truncated EEO. Its political obligations to liberal
expansion produced sharp imbalances in  dillusion of basic
educational provision as also great absolute and relative
deprivations. As in olher developing nalions which saw (he
convergence of spatial and social disadvantage. geographical
inequities were linked lo patterns of caste and clhnic
dilfereniiation (Foster, 1977). Dalit and adivasi dominated
arcas suffered gross discrimination and that permilied their
susiained exclusion or piecemeal inclusion (Velaskar, 2006).
Overall school expansion palterns took widely divergent paths
resulling in incguality. imbalance and unevenness'
[nadequate expansion. however did not siop the disadvantaged
from waging local struggles in specific socio-historical
circumstances (o forge entry in educaiion’.

Quality policy and practice reflected the lines of inequality
and stratification in provision and access. The notion of quality
was predominanily conceptualised and used in relation to
standards of academic excellence which in turn were measured
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in terms of scholastic aftainment of students. namely
marks/scores atlained al examinations. The prevalence of
parallel public and private systems and wide variefv of
ideologics., cultures and educational philosophies  that
characterised the field of educalion fostered mulliple notions
and renderings of siandards. exceiicnice and quality thas
reflected class and gender inequalily amncl elhnic diversity.
Children learnt. widely variant things and attained different
learning levels. Fundamentally however, and underlving the
diversity, the school system organised for unegual and
diflerential educational qualily with an unswerving  focus on
examination resulfs and scores. Conflicling with nolions of
equalily of quality articulated in the EC's proposals and with
homogenised conceplions  of "child and children™ that abouncd
in educational theory, the stratified system struclured
dlilferential freatment and differential education for children of
different social strata, based on intersections of caste, elnss,
gender and  ethnicity. [t thus reinforced problematic
assumptions regarding ‘natural’ differences between them i
intelligence, talent, and capacity. Consistent with inegalitarian
philosophy. was the general neglect of standards of government
schooling ancd scholastic atlainment of disadvantagsd
children. The issue was rarely voiced. and pever high en the
political agenda. Not surprisingly the only assurance regarding
it in natienal policy was the glib assertion that “strenneus
efforts™ would be made towards improving the standard of
ecducation in general schools (Gol, 1968).

Since the gualily issue is closely lied lo the ideal
meritocracy, iU is important o underscore thal the organising
principles of hierarchy and division 1that underlie our schonl
system deeply violate the basic premisc and condilion af
merilocracy: equal opportunity. The systemn is brazeniv
committed to privilege and nurture {he merit of middie andg
upper caste/class children and actively denies same siandards
and development of meril. in the case of poor and historically
excluded and subordinated groups. The oulcomes are
predetermined in that the disadvarttaged have lower chances of
completing basic levels, attaining equal lévels of academic
success, and of passage to further stages of education.
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In conclusion {o this section it may be observed that for
mosl part of the Seventies and lor the better half of the eighties,
a poliey of plecemeal and gradual expansionism governed the
development of elementary education. Equality goals of
education were blatantly short changed lor elitisi,
modemisation goals. Widespread educational inequalily and
the (ailure to achieve universalisalion of elementary education
{heneeforth UEE) became established truisms. The latter came
{o be defined as a chronic national "erisis’ that no one secmed
it & hurry to end. DEE remained the locus of policy and public
atlention. along with underlying problems ol enrolment, drop
ol and retention. State ‘action’ became conveniently lnited to
a mechanical fixation of targets towards atlainment of
universalisation.

II. Globalisation and Policy Shifts: 1986 and After

in the context of an advancing global capitalism since the mid
sighties  and  the ensuing  stroctural changes in  national
ceonomies, poliiical systems and ideclogies. equality and quality
policies  in education have undergone further change. An
ascendant neoliberalism and retreating egalitarianisi in the
conlext ol the lailure of state socialism, constituted the ideological
terrain thal legitimated anti-equatity chunges in economic and
social policies across the globalising world (Callinicos, 2000).
Eduecalion is inexorably geared ito new knowledge and skill
requirements of giobalising economies (Brown et al.. 1997
Carnoy and Rholen. 2002: Burbules and Torres. 2000). An
International  discourse holds sway that articulates new
philosophies of education and influences national frames of
public discourse. The cultural ideology of globalisalion is
inscribed in these discourses [Olssen et al,, 2004],

In India, we may distinguish two phases in ideclogical and
policy changes in education. The first was inaugurated with the
Jaunch of a new national educalion policy {hencelorth NEF) in
1986. The sécond, conditioned by economic liberalisalion of the
early nineties. is closely linked to systemic intervention and
change in national education under the impact of global
intervention and funding”.



Quality and fnequaifiy m Indian Educalion: Some Crifical Policy Concerns 71
The ldeological Orientation oI NEF, 1988

Anticipaiing a major role for India in the emerging globad
economy, pelitical leadership and educational policy makers
visualised the need for educational change that would be
capable of “dynamically handling the imperatives emerging out
of a rapid technological revolution™ (Gol, 1988). In the race [or a
share of global economic power especially of the knowledge
ecoriomy. there was nalional embarrassment about the rise in
number of illiterates and the [ailure to allain UEE. Caught
between economic imperatives of responding to an expanding
high tech market and political implications of the unfinished
lask of UEE, the new state policy walked this tight rope and
allempted 1o resclve compeling claims innits policy frame. In
the process il reneged on and also redefined nationad
egalitarian goals. While noble educational aims that
emphasised knowledge with a sense of purpose, equity. social
vaiues, and social cohesion were overtly expressed, the policy
marked a significant but undebated and relatively unnoticed
shift in the formal commiltment te eguality: from  ibe
universalist  principle of EEQ (o what arve referred to as the
‘'second’ principles of equalily namely equity and
compensalion. Equity as an ideological consiruct / ideai resis
on notions of needs and justice and makes value judgements
aboul fair distributions/apportionment of resources and
representation. In recasting the constitutional ideociogical
synlhesis, the NEP articulates a curious merger of EEO and
equity: "t[Tihe new policy will lay special emphasis on the
remoeval of disparilies and 1o equalise educational opportunity
by attending to the specific needs of those who have been denied
equality so far” (Gol, 1986, . 6). Compensalory discriminarion
earlier meanl as a support ta realise EEQ is now emphasized as
the main strategy that would lead to equitable representation
{Gol, 1992a}. Furiher, the policy recommended differential
provisions for the three disadvanlaged groups of dalits. fribals
and girls, For the former two. the compensatory package is now
expanded to rectify decades of neglect and infrastructural
delicitls especially in arcas inhabited by them. A direct
commitment is also made to material support, curricular and
linguistic reform. Regional and arca specific provision, school
mapping. decentralised planning are some of the siralegies
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employed. Mid day meal schemes respond directly to poverty
situations, under-nourishment and il health of children
belonging {o the above groups. For girls however cquily is
primarily defined in terms of cultural change through
curricular and textbook reform and training ol teachers and
educational bureaucrats ecte. townrd development of an
egalitarian gender culture.

The NEP responded to the ecology of under provision by a
substantive commitment to provisioning by prioritising general
capital intensive provision and programmes for upgradation of
existing schools (viz. Operation Blackboard). Finanecial
allocation was augmented from the seventh to ninth plans.
Simuitanecusly however, the NEP laid the ground for external
dependence. Eveniually, however aliocations did not match the
rhetoric and were inadequate for the huge backlog in provision.
They continued to [all short of the First Plan and though central
government outlays to siades increased, the latier continued (o
meel the buik of educational expenditure ({Tilak. 2003).
Inadeguate {unds had a dircet effect on the nature of
inirasiructural provisioning for the dalits and adivasis. 1l look
the form of a system of alternate schools, For displaced and
working poor children the remedy lay in non-formal education.
Significantly the latter was also recornmended as a strategy for
provision in dalit and adivasi hamiets (Gol, 1992a). Thus, the
abandonment of EEQ and adoption of equity and compensatory
principles under liberalisation provided the space and official
rationale for the institutionalisation of a parallel. second rate,
discriminatory syvstem of schools and the revival of the lailed
and discredifed strategy of nen-formal schools Ironically, the
historical state of neglect became the very grounds for
sanctioning compromised principles and a compromised
sysiem of public education meant for those very subordinated
people for whom opportunity was to be ‘cqualised’”.

The NEP prefigured the overwhelming interest that was to
internationally arise regarding educational qualily. Finding no
coniradiction between its new diminishing model of public
provisioning and the desire to enhance qualily. it inscribed
qualify as an imporlant goal: “all children must be given access
10 education of comparable standard™ (Gol, 1986). Rhetorical
advocacy of quality and the common school continued ta be
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coniravened in praclice. The establishment of model district
schools with the purported aim of talend nurture of poar 2
disadvantaged rural children indicated fhat o concern
“‘quality for some” gained precedence over that ol “goad
access to all” in an educalional action thatl scemed oriented wes
again to elile demand (Kumar, 1985). More specilicatly the

measure was aimed at appeasing aspirations of emergent rural
elites. A new stralegy lor improvement of guality with equily in
government schooling namely Minimum Levels of Learning
(MLL] was devised. the focus of which is the developmen: of

competency-based leaching and learning (Gol, 19925,

Structural Adjustment Programme and the Swing
MNeoliberal Educational Reform

The second more drastic phase of educational resirneturing
oceurred alter the onset of the debt and liscal erisis of the 807s,
The erisis triggered economic policies of struciural adjusimen:
and liberalisation of the national cconomy in conforimity with
IME and World Bank orthodoxy thal was rooled in neolibors
ideology {Nayyar. 1998),

In an antithesis Lo nolions of socialis{ collectivisn of
Nehruvian times and varied populisms of post Nelhruvian era.
neoliberalism  spell a  celebration of sell inleresied
individualism and a conscious turn against the ideal of socs
justice. Private enterprise and the market now viewed as the i
to prosperily and progress, were (o he free from the clutehes
the state. Thus despite the massive failure to LAl hitherte
very modest welfare obligations, the Indian slale was compell
to downsize itsell and adopt a pragmatic. post wellare stance,
Synchronising with the opening up of markets, the period saw »
major redefinition of the relations between state. market av
schools. The state in  collaboration with  global  acte
engineercd a new political economy of education and g
shape to an ecucational reform package comprising ideas
strategies. arbifrarily borrowed from the Weslern neol
educational paradigm. The move served to electively displacs
whaiever egalitarian pretensions that existed in thie NEP

With its extensive network of schools and ifs central role 2
conttrolier of inlernal and external educational [unds, thestale
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retained its pre-eminent position as chiel administrator and
has considerable nermative. allocalive and regulatory powers.
Aowever it undermined its own role as main provider and
sought to share its responsibility for the delivery of mass
clementary education with a host of non-stale educational
aclors: a commercial for prolit private sector, a not-for-prolit
non  governmental sector and the amorphous enfity of
community’. Despile the beom in national economy there is
grear reluctance on ils part to step up investments in public
education to required levels, a irend that evoked sharp
indiciment from economists who are clear  that it is
“unnitigated nonsense that the state cannot afford” (Sen. cited
in Tilak. 2004: Sadgopal. 2001)". Given that foreign funds did
nol make a notable addition to the national educational budget,
the era of liberalisation saw sharp decline in real expenditure
and unit costs of education and minimal spending on capital
accounts [Tilak. 2003, 2004). The new assortment ol cost
cifective stralegies and institutional mechantsms included:
decentralised governance, greater scope for privale sector in
ecucational {including public) provisioning, lay—oll ol regular
teachers and their subsiitution with para eachers, enhancing
professional management systems cte. The ideological and
practical culcome has been todelegitimise the state system and
discredit jis funclionaries especially the school teachers, ils
most powerless link.

A direct coutcome of economic liberalisation was the
influential entry of the World Bank in the education scctor,
rationalised on grounds of protecting key social sectors and in
the wake of deregulation providing a sociad safety net
(Roberison et al.. 2007}, Following a sprinkling of bilaterally
funded projects, the District Primary Education Programme
(henceforthh DPEP)  constituted the firsi national level
manifestation of a primary education programime [unded by a
World Bank loan [Kumar et al., 2001). It was conceived as a lime
bound programme aimed at achieving equitable access and
guality in educationally backward districts across the country,
The DPEP adopled a multi pronged sirategy of quantitaiive and
qualitative provisioning (Minisiry of Human Resource
Development [MHRD]. 1998: Kumar et al.. 2001]). Equity was
defined as reduction in gender and caste disparilies in access
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artd achievement 1o lolerable limits of less than five per cent
{(Kumar et al., 2001. Ramachandran, 2004}, However an
insidious move to reduce the constitutional mandate from eight
to live years of primary schooling (Sadgopal. 2001} quickly
belied any  egalilarian  pretensions, Currently. the Sarva
Shiksha Abbiyan. the state's new UEE campaign advocates
similar strategies while setling new targets and deadlines. Both
the DPEP and SSA emphasised special provision in {avour of
disadvanlaged groups as a preferred equity strategy’’.

Public privare partnership (PIPP) is increasingly advocaled
as a mode ol implementing government programmes/schemes
in partnership with the privale sector. The voucher scheme a
known failure in societies with a longer and stronger history of
egalilarian reform. is being tried oul wilh a view Lo grant ‘choice
io the poor. An enlarged educational space is made available for
malerial exploitation by new business iype of educaiional
providers. Their privale schools are now prelerred vehicles for
delivery ol qualily education Lo the poor. The deregulating stale
generally turns a blind eye Lo their unrecognised siatus and
internal {mall functioning. At the same time. the new sovereign
principles of equily and compensation are sought to be given a
new life through highest forms of state action. At the pealc of
neoliberal reform i 2002, the nation witnessed the passage of
the 86th amendment to Constitution which made education a
fundamental right. On the anvil today is a bill to provide the
right o free and compulsory cducation that marks furither
deflection towards neoliberal reform'™. Whatever the equity
rhetoric, the underlying unifying principle of reforms is the
markei. And underscored by human capital theory, a new
philosophy of instrumentalist. skill based knowledge and
market oriented values of efliciency, accountability and
performavity, distort the educalional process (Bail. 2006]).

The new global eniphasis on the quality of education and its
emulation by developing nalions must be iocated in this
changed context. The World Bank  locussed on specific nodons
and stralegivs of quality enhancement in is  funded
programimes, Global campaigns (for example Jomiien, Dakar)
decried the singular focus on quantilative aspecis of EFA and
affirmed thal quality was ai the “heari of education”™ More
recently, UNESCQO attempting to concretise world
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declarations. assumed thetask of defining the term quality and
suggesiing policy changes for inlernational application. The
effort to deline qualily  drew attention to two principles. The
first identifies icarncrs’ cognitive development as the major
explicit objective of all education systems and sces the suceess
with which the latter achicve this as one indicator of their
quality. The sccond emphasizes the role of education in
promoting commonly shared values. and creative and
emotional development — objectives whose achievement is
declared as much more ditficuli to assess (UNESCO. 2005,

. 5}

In India. World Bank sponsored DPEP deflined quality as its
core and underscored the national concern with learner
achievement of the peoor. Its guidelines do not define quality as
such but there is a whole discourse of quality improvement(
which is concerned with various dimensions of schools:
classroom processes. teacher competencies. leaching-learning
materials. learning compefence. professional and managerial
capacities ol edueational functionaries cte. It holds a pedagogic
vision of an active child centred classroom, where experiential.
activity based ieaching learning would help achieve MLLs
(MHRD. 1988]. Capacily bhuilding worlkshops of education
personnel have been a key strategy of quality enhancement and
inmumerable programmes and activities are conducied. The
mosi recent national campaign, the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan
(SSA] reiteraies the resolve 1o bring about substantial quality
improvemen( and like the DPEP, is commitled to a holistic and
conmiprehensive approach cncompassing all  educational
aspects. On instructions from the MHRD, siate govermments
have developed instruments to menitor quality™,

The aciual practice of MLL  however scems (0 be
characterised by dilulions and dualisms. Conlravening the
torma) ideational discourse which emphasises cognition and
corntext, the entire thrust ol the quality effort in state schooling
gseems (o be on the traditional. narrow outlook of enhancing
learner achievement scores (Kumar, 2004). Operaiional learner
goals are not those rigorously spell out on paper. There is a
great diversity in the lests devised to assess MLLs that refiect
the diverse views of monitoring and evaluating agencies {Yadav
and Bharadwgj. 2002). Essentially however in keeping with
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poor condilions of teaching and learning in vast numbers of
schools {described in the next seclion) they are largely pitched
at minimalist levels. Though touted as @ qualily enhancemert
measure, MLLs rather than upscaling  standards ol learning.
have come to symbolise minimalist levels, MLL as a curriculun
schieme has also been crilicised as  conceptually, on
cpistemologically llawed {(Dhankar. 2003).

To summarise. the ideclogy of cducational equality and
quality underwent fundamentals shifts in the context of {he
new global and national political economies of growlh. New
educationat strafegics aimed at new cquily goals disiodgae
carlier efforts of gradual state sponsored expansioniam. Jic
liberalidealism that sought to infuse egalilarianism into gualits
scem utierly incongruent in times when instrumeniaiis
notions are the key to private and public educational deci
making. The impact is evident in conlemporary cducations:
reality.

III. The Current Problem of Educational Ineguality
Wenow take aquick overview of the [ale ol the now coquily goads
under the present dispensation and decipher its policy links
Based on evidence from recent macro and micre studies we
highlight reform outcomes in terms ol [five significan!
inequalilies and injusiices thal have iniensified under (he
impact of slate withdrawal and new expansionism. Thus weo
see: 1) persistence of iniquitous access: 2} worsening lovels of
basic provision: 3] polarisation of systemic hierarchy vndes
privatisation: 4] persisience of internal processes of dominaion
and: 5) accentuation of inequalities in altaimnent. Sociologics:
perspeclives provide the insight that the rools of educations!
inequalily lie complexly located in the intcraction belweesn
historical processes of caste. class. ethnicity and gender
stratification and stale policies that institutionalises particuls:
forms of education systems (Velaskar, forthcoming], Struciurms
constraints arc siill formidable to overcome for significand
proportions of the population. The research studies cited hepe
provide ample corrohoralory evidence on the contimies
salience of secial class, patriarchy and ethnic origin. The foeus
in this secclion however on pinpointing how the restructired
elementary scliool sysiem  shapes and cements processes o
inequality and domination.
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Persistent Inequalities in Access and Participation

The combined elfect of multiple programmes. stralegies and
interventions by stale, private and NGO seclors described
above and the pumping of huge resources, personnel and
aclivilies have had a visible guantilative impacl. Enrolments
have escalated in the context of better availability of schooling
and greater participation of underprivileged groups. Enhanced
access, a growing and unprecedented demand for education
and an enhanced awareness of the value of education are
reported in study afler study across {he country'™. Al this has
led 10 claims ol near Mill enrolment ar primary level in many
stades, inchiding those considered educationally ‘backward”.
The reality however is that some quantilative enhancement
notwithstanding, regular attendance., retention and
satislaciory completion of primary schocoling are still major
problems even in some advanced states. Carelul analysis of
data by region, casle. economic background. religion and
gender reveal thal disparities have not reduced o acceptable
tevels, The most subordinated and poorest ethnic groups still
experience gross lorms ol educalional deprivation. Gender and
ciass dillerentiations among them are sharp. Thus. ihe
problems of access s mitigated only partially and in a restricted
setse by the new policy interventions and increase in the size of

the educalional systen.

The Poverty of Public Provision

Despite the expansion and extension ol the siale system aided
by NGO oulreach. non provision and inappropriate attention 1o
special needs still afflict dalit, adivasi, especially the denolified
and nemadic (ribal groups and girls, not lo speak of the even
more alienaled groups such as the disabled. What is worse is
that the tens of thousands of new learning centres opened up in
the areas inhabited by the subordinated are in the lorm ol
cheap allernatives, both under resourced and under equipped.
An expanded but diminished stale system of primary schooling
is iypically characterised by a dyshunciional school, which is
based on officially sanctioned, diminished norms ol teacher
provision and qualification, teaching-learning conditions and
learning achievements that do not meet basic requirenen(s of
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an instfution called a school. This is the erux of the problem
created by the new expansionism. A number of studies have
tesiified 1o such conditions prevailing in this expanded,
alternate system [National Council of Educational Research
and Training [NCERT], 2005)" .

Some sterling work by NGOs, especially those specialised in
education, has served disadvantaged populations well in small
enclaves (Nawani, 2002). However, experience suggests that i
is difficult 1o siructurally and pelitically expand or replicate
such worlk., NGO effort moreover proves difficult io sustam for
various reasons. Economic dependence makes it vulnerable to
manipulation and control. The larger component of a rapidly
multiplying and  depoliticised NGO sector is  simply
ill—equipped for the task.

Privatisation and its {(Un) Equalising Effects
As aresult of opening up ol the education sector, the past degade
has seen a rapid though uneven growth of unaided primary
schools in the service of poorer, rural populations {De el al..
2002; Kingdon, 1996). We shall refer to this as the new
privalisation, Iis scale of operation and patterns of geographic
spread seem  linked Lo enhanced demand and grealer
affordability among betier off and mobility seeking seclions of
the poor. The growing demand for private schools is part of the
penetration of capitalist logic in the countryside and a political
awareness which rightly perceives cducation as vital tool of
entering the non agricultural, urban job market and gaining
some leverage, New privatisation responds to educational needs
of beleagucred parents who can muster up the purchasing power
io seek better occupational [utures for their children. Private
schools especially English medium schools are perceived as a
viable and allordable solution to the curreni crisis of non-
availability of slate schools with comparable features, Going by
utilisalion rates and parent opinion cliclied by research it
appears that the new private schools do produce betier results
{han at least the dysfunctional government schools' .
Meanwhile neoliberal capitalist logic relentlessly operaies
to intensify market forces and privatisation at all levels of the
educational siructure, accentuating beth class divisions and
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moebility  struggles. The outcome is the consolidation,
differentiation and polarisation of the systemic hierarchy.
Schools in the uppermost ranges, the so called ‘best’ schools are
the exclusive preserve of wealthy clites. They offera choice of
exclusive curricular packages, cmbellished with prestigious.
international credentials, which are delivered amidst Juxurious
opulence. "Higher standards’ get conptimuously sel and scaled
here. Al the bottomt end are the two layers deseribed above: the
diminished system of stale schooling and somewhere above Lhis
botion: is locaied the new privatisation. The former is now
associated with the most poverty siricken core of rural and
urban global economy. They are burdened, besides educational
deprivation, by issues of livelihood, housing, hunger, il health,
social discrimination. They cainot alford to pay any more than
they already do for the schooling of their children and their only
real ‘choice” is the closest free educaltional service available.
Thev are the prime victims of atate withcrawal.

Internal School and Classrooem Processes of Dominance and
Discrimination

Schools both siate and privale are not the democraiic cqual
spaces that they were meant to be. If nol openly exclusionary.
several mechanisms of exclusion. discrimination and
domtination operate in social relations. classroom practice and
cutrricular forms (NCERT. 2005). Caste. class, religion. language.
gender powerfully shape evervday lile of schools, through
cultural values and common scnse meanings. The processes
have visceral emotional. cognitive and pedagogic effects on
children. The assaull kumched by the foreces of cullural
majoritadanism on secular egalitarianism further contarninaies
the wvalue framework of the cducation system. Unleticred
privatisation facilitates greater entry of neo-right elements.

Inequality in Achievement

A direcl ouleome of Lthe siluation of structured inequality s the
sharp difference in altainment levels between classes and types
of schools and abvsmally low attainment levels of children.
Research evidence {rom a large number of micro studies has
established the relationship between social origing and

learning achievement.
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For obvious reasons. successive governments have shicd
away [rom the systematic collection of achicvement daia. Early
evaluations of learner achievement of DPEP iniliatives show
that the impact has been limiled and gains marginal {Kumar o1
al.. 2001). Ancelfort to bring together findings of - studies made
across several states  reveals improvemnent in some states Ian
also thal mean achicvements are much below the level. Studios
also misconstrue the concept of MLL. using restrictoed
delinitions and measures. The locus of allention is language
and maths, and the value compoeonent of MLL is never studicd
(Yadav and Bharachweaj, 2002). On the whole il is observed (hai
the big schemes {loated by the siate for achteving ecven minimal
prescribed Ievels are having a minimal, scattered and ju ol
probability a transifory positive impact. The magniiude of the
cffort has nol feiched desired results (ibid., 2002)

IV. The Equality Quality Conundrum: Discussion

We now debate Lhe issuc of qualily. in the conteniporary eontext
of persistem and  aggravated educalional Inequality aundd
diminished notions of equalily in policy. principle and practjcc.
The contemporary cducational situalion must seive (o destroy
any lindering hopes of moving towards grealer educational
equality or justice, On the conlrary, there is a clear epposilional
movement  {owards  greater polarisation. grealer veladive
incquality of quaniity and quality in education and persisier
deprivation. Conscquently. the crucial [ocus of  inequality =il
lics in the realm of access and completion of orimas

education.

Ideological and Material Shifts

Ideological formations working outside and above a woeak
wellare state ensured that the constituional principle of cau:
opportunily was not implermented i what was 10 he its maost
crucial domain of application: education. Unlike countrics
which saw massive slate efforl owards comprehensivisation.
we witnessed the [ailure to make liberal egalitarianism a pari of
the political cullure of India. EEO was recduced Lo and replaced
by UEE as almost an ultimale goal (or the subordinaicec
sections. As basic provisioning was inf{luenced more by politics
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of region. ethnicity, gender. ¢lass and caste hierarchy, than by
egalitarian  fdeology the school system was oriented to
inclusion. not equal opportunity or even equily. Even these
limited nolions were curtailed by practices of social
discriminalion and oppression within  precinels of the
educational system. The goal of ‘equality’ became increasingly
blurred.

The dual character of the Indian state made it omnipresent
beath as a proteclor of dominant interests as well as chiel arbiter
of wellare policy. However state education policy predominanily
embedded in elitist and hegemonic interest violated all notions
of justice and fairness in terms of representation and resource
distribution. The deeply hierarchical system guaranteed
inequality, and made the notion of an Indian meritocracy little
more than a contradiction in lerms, Ascription not merit is its
foundational principle which segregates, tracks, channels and
sclects. This fact cannot be overemphasised in the context of
the great Indian debate on meritocracy vs reservation,

Today the hierarchical value sysiem that governs people’s
iives lends itself effortlessly to superficial and selective adoption
of the tenets ol neoliberalism. The consequence is the
imtensification of the unjust pattern ol greater enrichment at
the {op and greater impoverishment af the bottom. The state's
ecducational innovations enables the economically and sceially
subordinated to get a toe~hold in the system but continues to
exclude them from attaining educational levels that count.
Favourable {rends ol expanding coverage are undermined by
diminishing notions of school, diminishing notions of gualily
and diminishing expectations of lcarning. Thus while the
probability of entering substandard "schools’ has gone up for
the subordinated classes, that of a mweaninglul learning
experience has undoubtedly gone down. Strangely the
compensalory principle is being oversirelched te fulfil basic
undone tasks. Most notably, compensatory provision while
reflecting a positive change in the sense of special attention for
the disadvantaged, alse marks a negative change in  thinking
on the source. lype and amount of schooling that is appropriate
for them, Evidently prevalent conditions are incongruent with
even minimal notions of quality. The assumplion that quality
enhancing measures can be implemented despite structurally
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deflicient conditions is deeply flawed. There is not merely a
logical contradiction but more imporiantly a moral
contradiction between constructing {iner notions of quality in
educational discourse and providing substandard schoois.
Qualily is compromised by the nature of the existing system
and is fundamentally a class issue in an unequal society.

A response to reducing class inequality is beyond the
mandate ol the neoliberal State. Having failed Lo restructure the
system [ifty years ago in the direction of equality the Indian
slate is now all out for a radical restructuring of the education
gsystermn in favour of maintaining and strengthening class
structures. Always neglectful of public schooling. it is now
under no compulsion to improve il al all under the current
dispensation. At the same ime, EFA ideclogy and ils nationalist
incorporation tlirough high visibility stute led campaigns, and
legislations allows the state to maintain a tenuous, populisi
relationship with old  values and keep afloat the mythology of
the ‘concerned state’. The political agenda is clear: io
demonstrate concern for legitimate demands. rights and
entitlements of the poer and oppressed while continuing io
steer the systen based on market priciples in which provision
of any {ree service is anathema.

Privatisation, Choice and Quality

Thus, the state promotes the construction of new educational
markets and orchestrates innovative packages of ‘choice’. The
poor are extended the 'choice’ of private education via a
voucher scheme or quotas in elite/middle class schoeols. How
do we assess the viability of these measures? Private, cost
elfective education is apparently focused on surpassing
performance levels of government schools with the motive of
aliracting a larger clientele, The educalional practices adopied
by such schools may not compare perhaps with  principles of a
sound education. However whatever little they offer is good
enough from the poeint of view of parents whose aspirations are
frustrated by the state. The fact of the matier is that the poor
tend Lo pay for substandard education whether state or private.
Neither stale nor society seem 1o really care about the quality off
their education. In the face of an acute shortage of good schoois
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for the poor and the palpable hostilily of privileged schools to
their inclusion. the notion of choice underlying new policies is
not only absurd but also makes a mockery of their education.

As for the debaie over the policy ol new privatisation, il does
appear that if accepied as a general principle across classes
there is littie ground Lo reject it at least for those at the bottony,
Contrary Lo perception new privatisation has not created the
problem of poor provision or educational inequality. It merely
adds another layver Lo an already exisling hierarchy. Given the
reality of sharp incqualities of quantity and gualily that exist
both wilhin and between the private and public schooling
systems. H seems rather pointless to debate whether quality of
privale schools is befter than that of siate schools. It is more
important o debaie the logic of global capilalisin and its
ecoenomic and soctal policies. And pay heed 1o thelr social
consequences. Despile the great debacles in education,
developmentalists, cconomists and even educationists
unfaitingly prescribe education as a the key to address a range of
economic, social. and political problems. They ignore the fact
that both ecducation and economic policy is determined and
implemented by the same politico-economic forees. The concern
for the education of the subordinated and flor saving the public
schooling svsiem cannot be diverced from a commitment to
sirike af those structures thal breed exploitative and oppressive
conditions,

I is true as the case is often made that anly the siale is
capable of the massive ellort required to attain UEE and equiality
goals. However it would be extremely naive Lo expect the Indian
atate in its present neoliberal avatar Lo make this commiiment,
We are all witness to its increasingly anti people, vielent and
repressive actions that have not fought shy of erushing people’s
struggles with a heavy hand. Only arecovery of welfare state and
society committed to democratic egalitarianism would be able to
transform structures towards attaining higher levels of justice
and equality in echucation and socieiy,



b 0

(ualidy andd nequatity in tndisn Education: Seme Critical Pobey U

Polities of Quality

The present educational discourse is bul a part of the kwger one
that is emploved to engrave the shill in official state ideology
from liberalism to necliberalism. The emphasis on edueationa
quality serves somie erucial political purposes. First, the way 8
is posed In global discourse. the qualily issuce allempls o
subsume equality under quality and divert altention from thwe
central issuc of equivalence in quantitative provision and from
the deeply incgalitarian effects of educational restructuring
that we have outlined above. Token cofforls at  gunlity
improvement such as those that have largely occurred in Inediz,
legitimise Dboth clitism and minimalism. Hiding behind
powerful inlernational organisations. the indian stalc joins i
international discourse to make a fetish of quality cven as busic
provision sinks inio a deeper abyss. Sccond., gualily
enhancemnent programmes ol national campaigng  seom
directed at mollifying those hurt by ill effcets of economi
educational reform. The slogan ‘quality educafion for ofi
an infrinsic cross class appeal and is used to demonstrate tha
something crucial is being done lor those who happen to e o
the wrong side of development. Third. quality as merely
cuphemism for testing achievement levels serves the ohject
of legitimising labour allocation patterns in whicn
subordinated groups may be assigned their ‘rightful” place =
poorly paid, Tow siatus’, exploitative sectors of the coonoem
Educational policy plays a role in the perpeluation of unes
Iabour markets and in the legitimisation of widening econon
inequality. Finallv. homogenised. pragmatic concepiions
quality which are narrowly focussed around instrumentaiis:
learning goals may well serve to forge global ideologicn:
consensus on the nature of education and society. while
containing broader egalitarian and social transformalors
political philosophies. The new instrumentalism needs
exercise of tight curricular control, so that it may ceme io
globally and hegemonically ‘shared’.

In conclusion. it may be emphasised thal wemust eritically
engage with glebal discourses butl not allow them to dislodges
aulonomous academic and political agendas. The dangers are
potent especially with big funded research which pre-defin:
and prioritise research themes and policy issues. Itis imporiani
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for academics and all those seriously engaged with deeper
analysis and engaged practice to autonomously define
epistemolegical. theoretical and valuce {rameworks of
educational research that are relevant to our educational
realities and practices. We can ill afiord to lose sight of the real
issues and problems confronting Indian education today.
Notes
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Pwo landmark world conferences were convened al the iniliative of
UNESCO and World Bank. The first held at Jomtien inn 1990, led Lo
a World Declaration of Education for All and the second at Dakar in
2000 resulied in the Dakar Framework [or Action. The resolutions
made al these conferences were endorsed by several nation states
ol {le South. India has also been a signalery o these inlernational
pledges and declarations.

The analysis is based on policy documents and select sccondary
sources. The main documents consulled are ihe lollowing
publications of Ministry of Education/MHRD, Government of
india: 1.Report of the Education Conunission 1964-66, Cducation
and National Development (Gol, 1966}, 2. Nalional Policy on
Education, 1968 (Gol. 1968), 3. Challenge of Education - A Policy
Perspective (Gol, 1985): 4, National Policy on Educatlion 1986 (Gol,
18386}, 5. Nalional Policy on Education—1986 (With Modifications
undertaken in 1992) {Gol. 1992a), 6. Programme of Action 1992
{Gol. 1992b): 7. MHRD, Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan — A progranune lor
Universal Elemenlary Education, (MHRD, 2000): 8. DPEP
Sudelines (Gol, 1995); 9, DPEP Moves On (MHRD, 1998): 10.
Approach 1o the Eleventh Five Year Plan. 2007-2011 (Planning
Commission, 2006): 11. Report of the PPP Subgroup on Soclal
Sector: Public Privale Partnerships in the Social Scetor (Planning
Commission, 2004).

*The improvement in quality was sought in several institutional
cwricular. and pedagogic aspects: physical inputs, leachers.
lcacher educalion, curviculum rencwal. teaching  learning
transaclion, cognilive development, curticular malerials  ele.
Standards were Lo be judged in terms of aduplability. dynamism
and inter national comparability. Based on these criteria, it was fell
that standards in Indian education were unsatisfaciory, and
higher levels need (o be set and achieved both in terms of higher
gquantums and greater mastery of knowledge.

" Naik (1982) provides a detailed insider's account of the deliberations.
Also sec Velaskar (2008).
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For some regional accounts of post independence educational
expansion see: Tharakan (1984); Nagaraju (1998); Acharya {1983);
Dreze and Harris (1987}, Vaidvanathan and Gopinathan Nair
[(2001).

"Accounts of dalit struggles lor education are available in Bhatiacharys
(2002}, Veluskar (1998 and Geethioand Rajadurai (19981,

"See documents related to the New Education Policy. 1986 and DPREP
and SSA related documents cited in erndnaote no. 3.

“Minimum Levels of Learning specify recognised and measurable
learning outcomes in the form of competencies or levels of learning
in language, mathematics and environmental studies for each
stage/grade ol elementary education {Gol, 1892b). The siralegy
also prescribes the adoption of measures that will ensure
achievernent of these levels by children bolh in the formai schools
as well as NFE centres. MLL supposcediy arrives from/stems from
concern to imparl education of comparable standard MLL strategy
for comb cquity with guality.

“See Upendranadh {1996); Tilak [1997. 2003) .

A number compensatory progranmmes and schemes have been
designed o targer 8C, ST, girls and children in other difficull
circumstances. For inslance: National Programme of Educalion ior
Girls at Elementary Level (NPEGELE Kasturba Gandhi Balika
Vidyalaya .both {ocus around needs of girls lrom rural deprived
hackgrounds in cducationally backward regions.

YSee for example: Tiiak (20048 Balagopalan (2004); Lalvani (2007}
Sadgopal {2001} Alhreya and Rao [2008); Tilak {2007); Dag (2007) .
Sadgopal (2008a, 20080).

"The Global Monitoring Report on Qualily, 2005, focused exciusive
atlention on the issuce of cducational quality. I sugiests a framework
to map quality and makes  policy reconmmendaiions 1o altain beticr
cradily.

"For the deiailed framework of  implementation under SSA. inciuding of
quality improvement. see MHRID, 2000 [cited in note 3 above). Along the
lines suggested by the MHRD. the siate of Maharashtra has developed
an instrument to measure guality of prinzary education. At the distoio
level quality enlizncemen( programmes and workshops have also been
conducted and burcaucratic machinery aclivaled to deal with quality
issues. The slale has developed o comprehensive inventory for
assessing quality across several arceas:  schools, children's overall
development and wacher development which add up to a combined
gualily index of 100 points,

“Several recent studics. secondary  analysis. surveys and  field
investigations have established sizeable differentials in educational
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access and aftainment torms of region. casie. elass. religion, gender
and tribe. See Govinda {2002): Mchrotra of al. [2005); Vaidyanathan
sl Gopinathan MNair (20010 Jha and Jhingran (20021 Velaskar
{2005): For an oveiview of the DPEP impncet see Ramachandrean (2004):
for SSA npact see Singl {2007) Das (2007).

“See for example NCERT (2005): Vaidvanathan and Gopinathan Made
{2001): Jha and Jhingran (2002); Velasicar {2006 PROBE {1999}]:
Bhatty (1998} Leelere (20031

TJames Tooley is themajor proponent and ideologie of privale schooling for
the poor. Sec Tooicey [ 2003).
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