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Kantl confessesto flaws
In education policy

SUNANDO SARKAR

Calcutta, Feb. 5: " Amar buk
bhengejaye (My heart
breaks)." It'svery appropriate
when it comesfrom school edu-
cation minister Kanti Biswas.

From a Calcutta Book Fair
programme—whereherefus-
esto defend theindefensible,
acceptscriticism and asksfor
"understanding” from a stau-
nch critic of the education poli-
cy —to achat withthemedia,
Biswas seemsto havewoken
up tothefolliesfor whichthe
state'syouth arepaying.

After decades of beinga
primevotary of thestate'sno-
English-in-primary-classes pol-
icy and everything " orthodox"
(criticssay regressive) in
school education, Biswasis
now unusually defensive.

A day after thefair " surpri-
se" —thosefrom hisparty who
wer e present at the program-
me said they had never seen
"any minister sodefensive’ —
Biswastold The Teegraph he
wasthrough with defending
hisposition. "Wehad many
plans," headmitted. " But we
havenot been abletoimple-
ment them despitetrying.”

But, if theturnaround ap-
pearstobedramatic, hisparty
colleagues have something dif-
ferenttosay. They tracehis
mood tothe " dressing down"
he got from hisseniorsinthe
government andtheparty at a
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K anti Biswas: For whom
thealarm bellsrang

CPM state committee meeting
onJanuary 22.

"Hehad to face uncomfort-
able questionsin thepresence
of theleader ship (the govern-
ment and the CPM)," asource
said. "Noonecametohisaid
and, instead, it appeared that
hisseniorshad planned the ex-
erciseto convey their unhappi-
ness," said another source.

Biswaswas" given to under -
stand" that hisdepartment
wasbeing perceived as" one of
thelaggards'.

Thefirst apparent effect of
thetough talk cameon Tues-
day. Educationist and dissent-
ing member in the Ashok
Mitra Commission Sunanda
Sanyal, whoremainsone of
the gover nment'sbitterest crit-
icsintheeducation sector, read

out alitany of charges.

Bengal's schoolsdid not
haveahigh dropout rate,
hesaid. Thenumber of en-
trantsitself wasvery low, he
added, quotingfrom a 1998
Unicef report.

The Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan
would fail in Bengal, Sanyal
said; agovernment that could
not handle formal education
would not be ableto manage
non-formal education, espe-
cially when teacher swould be
paid only Rs 1,000 or Rs 2,000.
Besides, the gover nment has
failed in making schools and
thecurriculum " attractive".
Schoolswithout meals, toilets
and uniform and a syllabus
that did not pay any attention
to" area-specific needs" are
what Bengal's studentshave
got apart from a politicised
school environment.

Biswasdid not deny the
charges. “Amarbuk bhenge
jaye" he said, explaining how
lack of finances had prevented
changes. "Wetried todo our
best—appointing so many
teachersand givingthem area-
sonable pay—but that hasn't
been enough.” Hethenwalked
up to Sanyal. " Abuse meif you
want to, but under stand my
problems,” Biswastold him.

Sanyal said later, hewas
touched. "1'd alwaysthought
himtobeagentleman, sohis
behaviour wasn't surprising.
His frankness was," he added.



