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A Learning Experience
A Child's Right to Education

N 1950, the architects of the I ndi-

an Condtitution stipulated that
every childuptothe ageof 14 years
should be provided education by
1960. Since then, successive gov-
ernments extended this deadline
by 10 yearsat atime. In 1993,ina
landmark judgment, the Supreme
Court, inthe case of Mr Unnikrish-
nan, pronounced that basic educa-
tion (education up to the age of 14
years) is a fundamental right of
every child. However, athough
severa yearshave since ,the
condtitutional  amendment  to
include this right as part of the
Condtitutionistill pending.

Today, about athird of the coun-
try's population is illiterate and
néarly haf the children of school-
ﬁa ageareout of school. Wedso

ave the dubious distinction of
having an estimated 100 million
children working as child labour.

On the other hand, during the
past five years, India has emerged
as asuperpower intheinformation
techno (IT) industry in gener-
a, and global software servicesin
particular. It is quite unthinkable
that we achieve aleadership posi-
tionin the global market, and yet
we cannot quickly get our act to-
gether and universdise eementary
education in the country. The need
to universalise elementary educa
tioniscritical as anumber of stud-
ies have revesled that basic educa-
tion has a direct positive impact on
anumber of socid and economic
indicators like popul ation stabilisa-
tion, hedlthcare and sanitation, law
and order, employment, productiv-
ity, GDP, economic growth and the
olgportunlty to make informed
choices for each citizen leading to
the practice of true democracy in
our country. o

Elementary educationisaso an
effective solution to_child labour.
The problem of the girl child's edu-
cation is even more acute and re-
quires special mention. The enrol-
ment aswell as retention ratios of
girl children as compared to those
of boys are sgnlflcmtlly lower. In
one of the rural education camps|
visited, | was personaly moved and
impressed to hear the Story of agirl
who was married at the age of 11
and yet fought her way back to the
education camp with the help of
volunteers. Thegirl had tearsin her

eswhile narrating her own story.

here arethousands of such stories.

Poverty as an excuse for not
sending children to school is a
myth. Dozens of parents | met in
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rural areas wanted to send their
children to school despite their
erty. They werewilling to make
sacrifices to see their children in
school and learning. )

The fundamental problems in
universalisation of elementary ed-
ucation are enrolment, retention
and satisfactory learning by the
childreninthe school. Thereare so

reasons for this ranging from
the fack of schools, to insufficient
number of teachers, to poor
attention to children and to lack of
training of theteachers.

To begin with, every parent, es-
pecialy the ones who have them-
selves never been to school, need
to be convinced that sending their
children to school isthe most nat-
ural actionto teke. Itislike bresth-
ing. Thereisno other alternative. |
strongly believe that parents wants
their children to have a bright fu-
ture, and if scho_olm% is clearly
equated to that bright Tuture, they
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* The amendment to include the
right to education as f)art of
the Constitution is still
pending

¢ Itis a myth thatthe ﬁoor don't
wantto send their children
to school

+ The whole community must
be involved in the education
process

will not hesitate to send the child to
school. Thereis alot of debate on
theway thesyllabusiscurrently de-
signed and what the child will do
after getting the education. There
may even be merit in that debate.
However, thefact isthat we, the ed-
ucated ﬁarents, never havethat de-
bate while admitting our child in
school. We never ask this question
asto what the child would do after
Eg$ ng the 10th or 12th standard.
r us,itisthemost natural thingto
ut our childin school. It is there-
ore, important that we addressthe
second layer issues at the second
stage and insist first on enrolment
of the childin schoal.

An even more important issueis
that of retaining the child in school
and ensuring that the childislearn-
ing and actively participating in the
learning process. Both teachersand
;]:)_arents have an equal rolein this.
The teachers need to make learn-
ing enjoyable, and pay specid at-

tention to childrenwho havealittle
difficulty in maintaining the learn-
ing speed. At that impressionable
stage, dl that the children perceive
is teachers as their role models.
Shouting at the students, not teach-
ingin aninteresting manner, notin-
VO vm%thedmld inlearning, send-
ing children out of school for any
reason, and al other acts of dis-
couragement will not_serve the
purpose of education. Parents, on
their part, must ask the child what
has been learnt in the school, ask
questions, meet the teachers and
express interest in the learning
process. The government also has a
role in setting performance stan-
dards for learning and ensuring
that they are adhered to.

| have seen that whole-hearted
participation of the community in
the education process works won-
ders for the morale of both teach-
ers and students. | aso fed that
such participation of the communi-
ty will form the backbone of the
universalisation of education.

The essentid requirements to
universalise elementary education
will be strong political will on the
part of the government, greater in-
volvement of communities and so-
ciety, effective leveraging of avail-
able financia resources, mobilisa-
tion of additional financia re-
sources and innovetive gpproaches
and an urgency to achieve results.
The good newsis that the govern-
ment has now set atarget to univer-
sdlise elementary educationin the
country by 2010. It is encouraging
to note that the leadership at the
Centre and in some of the statesis
very keento ensurethat thisgod is
achieved much before the deadline.
And that many corporates, individ-
uas and NGOs are coming forward
tohelp achievethisgod.

Wedo not have a"?/ option but to
ensurethat every childin the coun-
try goesto aforma schoal, remains
in the school, and, most important-
Ié/, learnsin the school. InTact, the

efinition of literacy needs to be
changed to education till the
10th standard, and information
technology literacy needs to be
made compulsory.

Thereisinevery child, unlimited
potential to learn and achieve. All
the child needsis an opportunity to
discover and develop her full po-
tential. Themost important issueis
that every child hasaright to child-
hood and right to education.
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