SOMA WADHWA
Udaipur, Rajasthan

TS unlikdy that parents at

Uba Paen ae celebrating

the proposed fee cut in the

[IMS. In fatt, in this tiny
hamlet tucked away in the Jadol
block of Rgasthan's Udaipur dis-
trict, parents aren't even enthusi-
adic about sending children to
school. Certainly, there were no
students to be found in dass here.
But then, there was no schooal to
be found either, not even the
thatched hut that often passes for
a schoal in rurd India, on the
wintry morning we from Outlook
decided to get to Uba Paan's edu-
cationa institution trudging
through kilometers of uneven
farmland.

Condderdble effort from the
hdpful villagers did unearth a
teacher though. A harried
Bhagwa Singh whose excuse for
playing hookey was "but | am not
afull teacher, | am only a shiksha
bandhu'. It is the task of this
"tenth-pass-from-open  schoal” to
corrd Uba Paan's varioudy aged
children into a sngle dass in a
school with no building, axd*™*
teach "dl subjects’, from Class| to
V Singh orders his wards to drag
in two rickety chairs and agreying
sragp of wood, his blackboard.
And Uba Paan's Rgiv Gandhi
Svam Jayanti Pathshda is on.

Only a few of the 33 children
enralled in Bhagwat Singh's roster
were actudly present, though.
Fewer ill could write their
names. And though he is sup-
posd to teach English to Class V
their teacher confessed he couldn't
write dl his students names in
English.

And it gets even more absurd.
Absurd because our government
is pushing so vigoroudy to subsi-
dies fess in the IMS even as pri-
may education, a Fundamenta
Right, is starving sick of funds.

the government's own admisson
in 2001, ae out of the deass
rooms. And hereés the most
pathetic part in the paradox
played out through our lopsided
education policy. While so keen to
give equa chance to less afluent
students to get a crack manage-
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routine of government schoals.
And now, yet more inequity for
the poorest among the poor-a sec-
ond track sysem of government
schooling under the euphemisti-

cadly titled Alternative and
Innovative Education (AIE) and
Education Guarantee Schemes
(EGS). These are for children liv-
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ment education, the government
is dso quietly inditutionalising a
chegper, inferior, pardld school-
ing sysem for the poorest chil-
dren in the country.

Those huge ads from the HRD
ministry ~ proclaiming  that
"Qudity elementary education is
the Fundamental Bight of every
child" tell you little about this sys-
tem. Y, thetruth isit's one qual-
ity for the rich who can aford pri-
vate schooling, and another for
the poor whose wards have little
option than the dull pedagogic

ing in "smdl and access less habi-
tations’ as in Uba Paen and the
stated target of the government is
to enrol 122 crore children in
such 'dternative’ schools,

For two years now, free and
compulsory educetion for dl 6-14
children has been a Fundamental
Right. The 'constitutional obliga-
tion' has forced the government
to find its way to Indias
‘remote/rural/tribal’ aress through
chegper AIE and EGS schools.
These inferior schools can now be
found in the poorest pockets of
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semi-rural  and urban India
Needless to sy, they will help
scde up the country's education
datistics. But to what intent?

In some states, dl it tekes to
qudify as a teacher is a pass in
Class VII. Once hired on short-
term contracts, and varioudy
cdled parateachers, shiksha
karmis, shiksha bandhus, shiksha
mitrs, lok shikshek or guruji, they
are paid much lower wages than
their counterparts in mainstream
government schools, and bardly
trained in teaching, if at dl. They
then teke Classes IV, typicdly
with dl the students huddled in a
single classroom. If there is a
room. Since infrastructura sup-
port from the government is min-
imd, there are few or no buildings
or toilet facilities, and meagre
teaching devices.

"Our education palicy is legit-
imizing socid discrimination,”
fulminates Anil Sadgopa profes-
sor of education a Delhi
Universty "The EGS and ATE
are designed to promote inequity.



No schools....

They have no infrastructural
support, wants students to be
taught by under qualified,
underpaid untrained teachers
and are okay with having only
one teacher for five classrooms.”
He says the proposed Free and
Compulsory  Education  for
Children Bill, 2004, that sseks
to formdise a dear segregation
of the education sysem by
including AIE and EGS centres
as integra parts of Indids de
mentary  schooling ,,system,
should be renamed the Cheap
and Discriminatory Education
Bill, 2004: "Clealy, the policy
how is not to improve the main-
stream forma school system but
to set up multiple pardld tracks
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Offidds in charge sy 120 have
dready started, widi 109 cur-
rently functioning. One such
school was opened under a
peepd tree in Khdilpur village
last February. More than a year
later, about 100 children attend
the school now but it gill hasn't
graduated beyond a bamboo
and straw hut, built on a smdl
plot donated by the locd land-
lord. "My students are not pro-
tected from the nest, the cold or
the rains" says a despondent
Rakesh Kumar, the lok shikshak
here. "There is no blackboard,
and mogt of die students have
had to buy their own books."
Karuna Kades students in
the three class-one-room
Badgtishaa school in Thane's
remote tribal-dominated Weda

Children studying under a tree

showed how hollow such daims
ae. A metd gong hung on a
treeis die only evidence of activ-
ity The sad area apparently
becomes a school when guruji
makes arare appearance and hits
die gong with a block. The vil-
lagers cdl the place "kachde ka
dher (garbage dump).” In Sawdi
village, guruji was last seen in
flesh and blood four years ago.
The villagers don't even remem-
ber his name. So how does he
get his dday, given that EGS
payments cannot be released till
the sarpanch certifies the teach-
ers atendance? "l don't know,"
sys sarpanch Kashiram, "he
probably forges my signature.”
In nearby Kerka, the EGS
teacher does make an occasiond
gppearance. "He comes whenev-
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never gets her'salary on time"
C.H. Padma, the ‘volunteer'
teecher & a smilar dternative
school in Shivginagar, admits
she began teaching here dmost
four years ago. She has 0 far
received just two pay cheques
"Lag year, | got apayment of Rs
3,600 and then some months
ago | recaived Rs 6,300."

In Rgjasthan, insecure shiksha
bandhus constantly tak of a
'permanent' posting.
Maharashtra's Badtishda teach-
ers, who get Rs 1,000 a month,
complain of often not being
paid for months. It doesn't help
that a lot of them are d=0 &t the
mercy of loca landlords.

Karde in Thane's Wada tduka
sys that the locd sarpanch
refused to sign her attendance
record dl of last year. "He want-
ed hdf of my day," she sys
The problem is more acute in
Bihar, where feudd attitudes
refuse to fade away.

"Supervison by the sarpanch
was meant to involve the com-
munity in the running of these

4 schools. So that the teachers
| would be locdly accountable,”

M sys Dreze. "But that can hap-

pen only where locd democracy
redly works" Like what's hap-
pening in sonic pockets of West
Bengd. On Gas Street in
Cdcuttals Razabazar dums, the
AIE centre (Shishu Shikshday
Prakalpas in West Bengd) hes

" two lady teachers teaching 20

children. The parents meet the

| teachers regulaly, air their com-

- plaints, meke suggestions. Most

importantly, thanks to the
school, many children are today
off the dtreets. But even here,
the handicaps are formidable:



for die most deprived sections.”

Sill, isn't it better to have
some sort of school, however
insufficient, than to have none,
especidly in remote habitations?

It's a contention Sanjiv Kaura
of NAFRE (National Alliance
for Fundamenta Right to
Education) reects outright.
Article 45 in our constitution
was the only one, he reminds us,
that had a deadline attached to
it: dl children up to 14 years of
age would be educated by 1960.
"More than 40 years &fter bregk-
ing a congtitutional deadline,
talking of something being bet-
ter than nothing borders on
crimindity,” he says Especidly
snce these cheap, diluted
options for education are not a
temporary, stop-gap arrange-
ment. "They are being turned
into permanent solutions for
educating die poor.”

Obsarves socid scientist Jean
Dreze, coauthor of the PROBE
report, a comprehensve evalua-
tion of India's schooling system,
"Even if one were to agree that
EGS and AIE schoadls are okay
& initid idess-providing some
sort of schools temporarily
where none existed-it is disturb-
ing that such makeshift schools
are getting indtitutionalised.”

In Bihar's Muzaffarpur dis
trict, the target is to open 200
EGS sthoadls in the current yesr,
cdled Lok Shikshen Kendres.

taluka in Maharashtra are just as
deprived. They study out of
textbooks covered widi paper
three times over. Not just
because the twig-and-leaves hut
the villagers have put together
often does not survive the mon-
soon, but aso because these
books would otherwise be in
tatters. These, dter al, are dl
the children have got from the
government in the two years
that the school has been active.
"Everyday die children ask me
when diey'll get uniforms like
those who go to regular
schools” sys Karde "Jud to
kegp them coming, | tel them

the uniforms will come on mm

Augugt 15, and when they
don't, | say January 26."

Fase promises have been a
part of these ‘dternative
schools ever snce MPs for-
mer chief minister Digvijay
Singh dtarted diem off in his
state in 1997. Touted as "a
pioneering initiative in the
country." the EGS schools
were meant to be stop-gap
measures to be later upgraded
into regular schools. But
there ae sill over 24,000
EGS sthools in MP today.
The government cdams that
enrolment in these schoals is
100 per cent and attendance
90.

But one trip to Bhojka vil-
lage in Sheapur district

er there are ingpections"- sys a
matter-of-fact Kerka resident,
Inder Kumar. "Why would any-
one come in every day through
these dushy roads for Rs 10007

The patry wages isnt the
only problem. A carpenter by
profession, Ashok would rather
send his sons to the regular pri-
mary schoal, but it's some dis-
tance avay. So he sends them to
the AIE school in Hyderabad's
CPI colony, and regrets the
choice: "Compared to the pri-
mary school, the teacher here
lacks motivation. She doesn't
take much interest because she

its avery andl room in a nar-
row lane, it's distractingly noisy,
and has a garbage dump nearby
"The fact is today we have to
provide every child access to a
school. We have to provide
some school,” says  Sushil
Chandra Tripathi, secretary,
department of elementary edu-
cation and literacy, HRD min-

istry
"Each and every comer of the
country must have a school,” he
emphasises. But with such infe-
rior schools, chances are none of
these children will be making it
to IIMS. A steep feg, then, will
hardly be the issue. .
Courtesy: The Outlook



