UEE-Urgent Tasks and Long term perspective:

 Consultation meeting (15th October,2004)

The CINI AHA view:

A brief background:

CINI ASHA the urban unit of Child In Need Institute has been working to improve the quality of life of urban disadvantaged population and protect the rights ofchild1 through education, health and social mobilization since 1989 in the city of Kolkata. It has been able to touch the lives of the street children, child labourers and children living in slums and squatter colonies and children of sex workers through the various strategies designed to ensure their basic rights. 12000 children in the age group of 5-14 years have been successfully mainstreamed into formal schools through the Bridge Course designed by CINI ASHA, especially, for the urban deprived children. The strategies adopted to reach out to these children  are the Preparatory centres, Drop-in Centres, Night shelters, Residential and community based camps, Coaching centre and Child Tracking System. It has been recognized as one of the 40 Best Practices of the world by the Dubai International award for Best Practices, 2002 under the UN- Habitat.

CINI ASHA believes in networking with the various organizations and especially with the government to share its learning, experience and to advocate on issues related to the education of deprived urban children. Partnership with the local education departments through meetings, workshops, exposure visits is ensured. The linkage has been strengthening with its membership in the SSA committee of Kolkata. It’s learning is being shared beyond the city through technical support and capacity building in the other districts of West Bengal and states like Assam and Jharkhand. 

The current effort taken in developing the recommendations to universalize access to quality education through Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan is a welcome initiative at the end of the 4th year of its implementation. The positive approach through SSA has undoubtedly raised the level of awareness at all levels on the issues related to Education for all and has created a mass movement towards education. Yet it is time to review the challenges to achieve the desired target of UEE by 2010.

Some of the emerging issues of concern:

· The issue of deprived children in the urban areas in the age group of 9-14 years: is crucial for children in completing elementary education. The children in this age group are most vulnerable and difficult to reach target group. Being in the age group they are confronted with the challenges at home and outside (they are engaged in the labour force, girl children are restricted in the homes to look after the household chores and also to get married at an early age).  There is a higher incidence of children dropping from school at this age. The limited access to schools at the secondary level have also intensified the problem, thus leading to a having a large number of children, particularly adolescents  missing out on their last chance to education. Focus on this target group through SSA may address the issue to a large extent.

· Free and compulsory education a distant reality: Though government has committed  itself to providing free and compulsory education to all children under the age of 14 it is found that the hidden cost involved in attaining formal education is very high especially in respect to the situation in West Bengal. This problem escalates in the secondary level where the development fees, cost of school uniforms, education materials, books and back up support cost increases to a staggering mount ranging from Rs. 2000-4000 in a year (an internal study done by CINI ASHA) making it impossible and far more inaccessible for the poor parents to send their children to school.

· Elementary schooling under two separate administrations: The primary schools and secondary schools being in separate administrative structures have made elementary schooling an uphill task (especially with reference to the West Bengal status) , having very poor transition from the primary to upper primary level. The functioning being very diverse also leads to adjustment problems for children from deprived backgrounds. SSA can be an advocate to bring unity in the system.

· Existing gross enrolment in schools: There is a large extent of over aged children enrolled in the primary and upper primary classes. A mechanism should also be evolved to design strategies to take them to age appropriate levels that will in turn prevent drop out due to adjustment problems with the peers in the classroom.

· The tracking of attendance of children in schools; It is observed that the children attending formal schools have poor attendance (approximately 30% of the children enrolled in the schools reflect poor attendance status in age group of 6-14 years) who in the long run gradually discontinue and drop out from the system. Intervention should be made to track the attendance of children so as to bring back the irregular children to the school.

· Strengthening the record maintenance of the children in the schools; It is observed that record keeping system of the school is often of poor quality and the children are lost in the registers. Upgrading the record keeping system and capacity building on maintenance of data of the all children in school will ensure a pragmatic representation of the enrolment, retention, completion and transition rates in formal schools.

· Fund allocation and disbursement procedure may be evaluated under SSA ;The process being made less bureaucratic especially under the innovative category will help  to reach to the most vulnerable target group through SSA.  
· Involvement of NGOs and convergence of other departments of the government: A transparent system of involving the NGOs at the planning and implementation level should be institutionalized through SSA at all states. In this regard the experience of reaching out to the challenging group of children may be integrated in the SSA functioning.  

Moreover it is important that a structured convergence of government departments like social welfare, labour, legal, law and order and other government departments will help in achieving the set targets.

· A streamlined policy of the government on education of the children may be drawn: All the bills, charters and acts in relation to the children should be reviewed to change the contradictions there in to take a unified stand in ensuring free and compulsory education to all children. The rights of the child should also be the broad frame for the review. The existing contradictions dilute the impact of SSA.

· Scope for exchange: It is important that the learning from implementing strategies under SSA and the various innovations made in this regard is to be shared through exchanges and exposure visits organized for the organizations and relevant departments for encouraging replication of successful strategies/ best practices  and orientation on such work. 
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