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No longer are our efforts at universalisation of elementary education confined to access, 
participation, retention and completion. Our focus has shifted from simplistic quantitative linear 
expansion of the education system to qualitative transformation. Quality of education, broadly 
defined in terms of cognitive development of children as the major explicit objective of all education 
systems, and promotion of values and attitudes of responsible citizenship and nurturing of creative 
and emotional development, has come to the centre stage of educational discourse. Quality of 
education is still viewed differently by people taking different perspectives. Attempts to define quality 
have failed to reach a consensus. It has inevitably led to enormous diversity in strategies and 
interventions for translating the concept into reality, with corresponding criteria of achieving the 
intended objectives of quality education.   

There still exist wide variations in what constitutes quality in education. While some 
researchers eminently stress the importance of input variables, others attach overriding importance 
to the process variables. With greater importance laid on governance efficiency and accountability 
for investment in education, outcomes of the system are considered as the only explicit indicator of 
quality. Quality has also an equity dimension. Within the confines of such complexity in 
conceptualising and operationalising quality in education, School and Mass Education Department, in 
collaboration with Unicef, Odisha, organised a two-day State Consultation on Quality Education on 
July 10-11, 2014. Distinguished national level authorities in education presented their points of view 
on various dimensions of quality in education. The multi-sided aspects of quality in education were 
discussed and debated in greater breadth and depth. Wide range of issues were raised and 
appropriately responded to and reasonably resolved. 

This publication includes: first, a brief but comprehensive report on the two-day State 
Consultation on Quality Education; and second, an extensive assortment of thematic papers on 
quality education. In order to develop resource materials on quality education, papers from various 
sources were searched for and sifted. A few papers by a distinguished group of authors have been 
collected from a special edition on Quality Education of the Seminar, a leading Indian Journal. These 
papers, though backdated, still have relevance and freshness even in the context of changed 
circumstances. This apart, a few contributions have been received from eminent educationists and 
my colleagues, which have been included in this publication. The eclectic perspectives of different 
papers, I am sure, will provide a wealth of ideas and insights to the readers. 

I profusely appreciate the initiatives of Unicef, SCERT and the Think Tank on Teacher Education 
for bringing out this publication for reference of a wider academic community. 

(Usha Padhee)  
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PART I

State Consultation on 
Quality Education

 July 10-11, 2014

A Report
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There is a good deal of confusion, in the literature on the subject, about the precise 
connotations of the concept of quality in education. Three different expressions – quality, standards, 
and efficiency – are used in a variety of meanings, sometimes as synonyms and sometimes to indicate 
different concepts either separately or in combinations.   

J.P. Naik 1975

Ever since independence, and more particularly with adoption of the National Policy on 
Education 1986 (NPE), the country has made significant strides in making provisions of access to 
elementary education. The massive expansion of the elementary education system in the country is 
the outcome of several factors : first, the euphoria of a newly liberated country to use education as the 
shortest and surest route to development; second, the explicit Constitutional mandate under Article 
45 (pre-amendment); third, the NPE's policy directive to achieve universalisation of elementary 
education (UEE), in its composite concept, by the turn of the century; fourth, inclusion of education in 
the Concurrent List 1976, with Government of India's unprecedented role in education; fifth, India's 
elementary education system being exposed to international support and interventions (World 
Conference on Education for All 1990; Dakar Framework for Action 2000; Unesco's Global Monitoring 
of Education for All since 2002); sixth, enactment of the landmark legislation - Right to Education 
2009; and seventh, the new-found  commitment of states to basic education. All these developments 
provided enormous impetus to the expansion of elementary education system in the country.

The UEE, as envisaged in the NPE 1986 (modified in 1992), has three distinct but interlinked 
components : access and enrolment, participation and retention, and completion and quality. To put 
it differently, UEE entails quantitative expansion; equity with positive discrimination in favour of the 
deprived and the disadvantaged; and quality and inclusion. Since mid-1980s, the country has 
witnessed massive quantitative expansion of the elementary education system and the UEE in terms 
of provision, access and participation is almost achieved. However, equity and quality still remain 
difficult challenges to be satisfactorily addressed. Therefore, it has been appropriately said that 
India's primary eduction glass is two-third filled and one-third empty (World Bank 1997). As things 
stand now, too many have waited for too long for the promises of UEE (Lewin 2011). Our present goal 
is directed towards inclusive schooling and enhanced learning (Govinda 2014).

The focus of education development has pre-eminently shifted from simplistic linear 
expansion to qualitative transformation. Notwithstanding this shift and planning inputs and 

1.1 Background

1.2 Rationale for Quality Consultation
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interventions for quality enhancement, the concept of quality still eludes precise definition and 
consensual agreement. 'Quality' in education is perceived differently by different people taking 
different perspectives. It has deep socio-cultural roots (Naik 1975). While some lay emphasis on inputs 
(learners, teachers, school infrastructure, textbooks, learning material etc.) as determinants of 
quality, others place premium on the processes i.e. what happens in classrooms and how schools are 
governed? Still others take into reckoning the family's socio-cultural capital the children bring to 
schools. An overriding importance is being accorded to learner's achievement levels as the explicit 
evidence of quality of schooling. Thus, the concept of quality in education appears to have three 
different strands viz. inputs, processes and outcomes. 

When we plan for quality education, we are confronted with several questions that need to be 
answered. Some such questions are : (i) What does exactly quality in education mean? (ii) Are inputs, 
processes and outcomes independent variables? (iii) Do inputs and processes interact in a dynamic 
context or they exist independently and in isolation? (iv) Is quality and quantity antithetical to each 
other? (v) Is quality an abstract concept or it could be broken into small, tangible and implementable 
components? (vi) Can schooling compensate the poor socio-cultural capital the children bring with 
them to schools? (vii) Are costs and quality correlated? (viii) Does quality only refer to systemic 
standards or it is something more expansive? (ix) What does research show about cost-effectiveness 
of inputs? 

Quality in education becomes more problematic poses complex conceptual and practical 
questions in the context of an education ecosystem reeved by several fissures. Faced with such 
questions, it was thought necessary to have a debate on the issue of quality in education. To reap the 
dividends of such a debate it was planned to have a few authorities in education with national and 
international credibility. Therefore, a two-day State Consultation on Quality Education was organised 
on July 10-11, 2014.   

1.3.1 To discuss in breadth and depth the concept of quality in education looked through 
multiple lenses.

1.3.2 To broaden and deepen understanding of the linkages between quality, equity and 
quality in elementary education.

1.3.3 To critically examine the patterns of practice in schools for enhancing learner 
achievement.

1.3.4 To understand and appreciate the importance of early reading for laying foundation of 
a sound system of schooling.

1.3.5 To share institutional initiatives and practices for improving institutional quality.

It is always difficult to leverage the experience and expertise of selected authorities, with 
national and international credibility, for several reasons. However, it was possible to have Prof. R. 
Govinda, Vice-Chancellor, National University of Educational Planning and Administration, New Delhi, 
who as one of the chief architects of the landmark Right to Education Act 2009 and many other 
national level educational policies and programmes. Dr. Dhir Jhingran,  a former civil servant, directly 

1.3 Consultation Objectives

1.4 Resource Persons and Participants

2



associated with programmes such as District Primary Education Programme and SSA both at the 
national and state level. Dr. Ajit Mohanty, Professor, NMRC, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, a 
renowned Psycholinguist was available for both days. Despite his consent to be in the consultation, it 
was not possible to have Prof. Krishna Kumar, Central Institute of Education, University of Delhi. 

Keeping in view the implications of such a consultation in view, it was planned to have 
appropriate representation of members who are engaged with the task of quality enhancement at 
various levels of the system. The participants included: Directors of Education, Project Directors of SSA 
and RMSA, President Board of Secondary Education, faculty members form DIETs, CTEs, IASEs and 
SCERT, DEOs, BEOs, retired educationists and many others. 

The consultation was marked by power-point presentation by resource persons, extension of 
concepts and ideas, ample space for listening and participation with potential pointers for action. In 
fact, the initial observations of Shri Debi Prasad Mishra, Hon'ble Minister, School and Mass Education, 
Government of Odisha, Ms. Usha Padhee, Commissioner-cum-Secretary, School and Mass Education 
Department and Ms. Yumi Bae, State Chief, Unicef, Odisha set the consultation in context for indepth 
and insightful discussion on wide-ranging issues embedded in the concept of quality in education.

Our current concern in curriculum development and reform is to make it an inclusive and 
meaningful experience for children, along with the effort to move away from a textbook culture. This 
requires a fundamental change in how we think of learners and the process of learning. Hence the 
need to engage in detail with the underpinnings and implications of 'child-centred' education. 

       - National Curriculum Framework 2005:13

Time / Date : 9.00 a.m. to 11.00 a.m. (July 10,2014)

Chief Guest : Shri Debi Prasad Mishra, Hon'ble Minister, School and Mass Education, 
Government of Odisha

Guests of Honour : Ms. Usha Padhee, IAS, Commissioner-cum-Secretary, School and Mass 
Education Department

Ms. Yumi Bae, State Chief , Unicef, Odisha

Dr. Dhir Jhingran, Senior Advisor (Education), Unicef, India Country Office, New 
Delhi 

At the outset, Shri Dasharathi Satapathy, 
Director, TE and SCERT and Additional Secretary, 
School and Mass Education Department extended a 
warm welcome to the Chief Guest, Guests of Honour 
and participants. In his welcome address, Shri 
Satapathy briefly outlined the context and contours 
of the two-day State Consultation on Quality 
Education.

Addressing the gathering of academic 

1.5 Consultation Methodology 

2.1 Inaugural Session : Quality Education in which Each Child Matters 

3



community, Ms. Yumi Bae, Sate Chief, Unicef, Odisha said that the 
concern for each and every child- irrespective of who s/he is, where 
does s/he come from, whether a girl or a boy and what language s/he 
speaks – is at the centre stage of schooling. Various input variables 
such as physical and financial resources, learner characteristics, socio-
cultural capital at home etc only represented the proxy indicators of 
quality in education, she said. She stressed the need for dynamic 
interactions among input variables, context variables and process 
variables in order to ensure school effectiveness and quality 

outcomes. These three variables, in the context of enhanced learner achievement, could not work in 
isolation, she added. 

Dr. Dhir Jhingran, Senior Advisor, Unicef, Indian Country Office, New Delhi, dwelt extensively 
on the classroom processes with teacher as a critical facilitator, not a dispenser of knowledge, that 
make children learn. Underlining the significance of a host of humane and intangible variables, he 
observed that 'quality' was not like an oxygen cylinder that enlivened life in the classrooms. What 
mattered most was academically qualified and professionally prepared teacher with motivation and 
commitment to serve children, he noted.    

Ms. Usha Padhee IAS, Commissioner-cum-Secretary, School 
and Mass Education Department, underscored the critical 
importance of every child in the schooling process. Observing that 
every child has a legitimate right to quality education, she said that 
each child was a masterpiece with the inherent capacity to learn. 
What the child needs most is the teacher's love, care and concern for 
effective learning. Emphasising the role of teachers, she observed, 
that it is teachers who make a difference to children and the teaching– 
learning process. None can rise above the teachers, she stressed.    

Inaugurating the consultation, the Chief Guest, Shri Debi Prasad Mishra, Hon'ble Minister 
School and Mass Education, Government of Odisha expressed his concern for the declining quality of 

education, measured in terms of learner's cognitive and affective 
development. In no uncertain terms, he said that levels of learner 
achievement were unacceptably poor, which needed to be 
addressed through innovative and non-conventional pedagogy. 
Drawing facts from the recently published Economic Survey, Shri 
Mishra painfully observed that more than 75 percent of our degree 
engineers and management students were found to be 
unemployable in the job-market. For transforming the poor 
performing education system, Hon'ble Minister stressed the urgency 
and importance of partnership among parents, community 

members, government, corporate sector and the civil society. In his address, he made a poignant 
reference to the Satyabadi Vidyalaya system as a model for school-community partnership. 
Concluding his address, the Hon'ble minister flagged the idea of revisiting Vision 2020 : An Agenda for 
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School and Mass Education (2003) for initiating a sustained reform wave for enhancing the sagging 
quality of school education in the state.

At the end of the session, Dr. Snigdha Mishra, Deputy Director Teacher Education extended 
grateful thanks to the Chief Guest, Guests of Honour and the participating august members. 

Both quantity and equality issues are external to education 
    while quality is totally internal, its very life or soul.

J.P Naik 1975

Time / Date : 11.15 a.m. to 1.30 p.m. (July 10,2014)

Chairperson : Prof. P.C. Mahapatra, Chairperson, ERC NCTE, Bhubaneswar 

Presenters : 

· Shri Tapas Kumar Nayak, Senior Teacher Educator, DIET, Keonjhar 

· Shri Brundaban Satapahty, Deputy Director (Pedagogy) OPEPA, Bhubaneswar

· Prof. Sevak Tripathy, Principal, RNIASE, Cuttack

This session was designed to provide a framework for the subsequent sessions, premised on 
the importance of state of quality education in teacher education institutions (TEIs) and schools of the 
state. Moreover, the succeeding presentations would take cognisance of the institutional initiatives in 
putting the quality issues in education in right perspective. The session included three presentations 
in sequence: DIETs, SSA and CTEs and IASEs. The three presentations had two distinct patterns, viz. 
generic innovations and positive practices, cutting across institutions, and unique practices specific to 
individual set of institution. In a sense, the presentations represented different categories of 
institutions. 

Some of the notable positive practices and innovations, common across institutions, included: 
(i) strengthening the institutional linkage with practice teaching schools for school-based experience 
and exposure for student-teachers; (ii) making the initial teacher education programme more 
effective through the introduction of new D.El.Ed, B.Ed, M.Ed. and M. Phil programmes; (iii) organising 
and monitoring need-based in-service training programmes for school teachers : (iv) strengthening 
research culture; (v) introduction of CCE in schools; and (vi) multilingual education for tribal children.

A number of issues were raised by the participants. A few such significant issues related to the 
theme included : (i) critical importance of the vision and leadership attributes of the institutions 
heads; (ii) sustainability and demonstration effect of innovations and positive practices; (iii) inputs – 
processes – outcomes interrelationship for quality; (iv) non-transfer and non-application of skills 
acquired during pre-service teacher education course; (v) transmission loss inherent in the cascade 
mode of in-service training; and (vi) missing / weak link of teacher education institutions.   

 

Time / Date : 2.30 p.m. to 4.30 p.m. (July 10,2014)

Chairperson : Shri Satyakam Mishra, Former Director, Higher Education

2.2 Technical Session I : Institutional Initiatives for Quality Education –                                                          
Sharing of Positive Practices

2.3 Technical Session II : Early Literacy : Reading and Equity 
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Presenter: Dr. Dhir Jhingran, Senior Advisor (Education), Unicef, New Delhi

Dr. Dhir Jhingran made a power-point presentation on Early Literacy 
: Reading and Equity. Some of the core ideas Dr. Jhingran highlighted 
include: (i) children's right to learn; (ii) reading as a crucial equity issue; (iii) 
concept of reading; (iv) reading related issues; (v) principles for early 
literacy; and (vi) programme for early literacy. (Power-point presentation is 
in Appendix-I & II)   

The presentation was followed by a question – answer session. Dr. 
Jhingran clarified the issues raised by the participants. 

The belief that quality goes with privilege is clearly irreconcilable with the vision of 
participatory democracy that India upholds and practises in the political sphere. Its practise in the 
sphere of education demands that the education available to all children in different regions and 
sections of society has a comparable quality. 

National Curriculum Framework 2005

Time / Date : 9.00 a.m. to 11.00 a.m. (July 11,2014)

Chairperson : Ms. Usha Padhee IAS, Commissioner-cum-Secretary, School and Mass 
Education Department 

Presenter : Prof. R. Govinda, Vice-Chancellor, NUEPA, New Delhi

Prof. S.L Jena, Lead Co-ordinator, Think Tank-TE, Odisha briefly recapitulated the proceedings 
of the preceding day.

Prof. Govinda made a comprehensive presentation on the interrelationship between equity 
and quality. His presentation captured various aspects of equity – quality relationship. He touched 
upon the following critical points: (i) learning and inclusion are inseparably 
linked; they are not two unrelated subjects; (ii) issues of inclusion and 
enhanced learning need to be addressed at both macro-systemic level and 
institutional level; (iii) the brute pedagogical truth is that any child can 
learn, which is often vouched for but rarely practised; (iv) the family's social 
and cultural capital the child brings to the classroom needs to be valued 
and respected; (v) the child's home language, contrary to language of 
instruction, is a decisive factor for learning; (vi) the conventional notion 
that 'their' children are to be blamed for their failure to learn calls for a 
changing mindset; (vii) high-end examination marks, vary often, mask incompetence; (viii) school-
based evaluation needs to be emphasised; (ix) quality includes both cognitive development and 
nurturing of values and attitudes for living a quality life; (x) teacher is the central factor in inclusion and 
quality; and (xi) we should be driven by the agenda: 'every school excels and every child succeeds'.

Prof. Govinda's power-point presentations is in Appendix-III.      

3.1 Technical Session III : Towards Inclusive Schools and Enhanced Learning 
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3.2 Technical Session IV : Bringing about Classroom level Change 

3.3 Technical Session V : Monitoring School Quality 

3.4 Technical Session V : Literacy and Reading – Promoting Early Literacy Engagement  

Patterns of teaching, once established, do not give way easily. They become part of the 
culture of school. The norms of pedagogy that evolved under colonial rule did not weaken with the 
coming of national independence. Sitting in classroom today one can still observe the distinct 
features of teaching that are related to the colonial legacy.

Krishna Kumar 1991

Time / Date : 11.15 a.m. to 1.30 p.m. (July 11,2014)

Chairperson : Prof. S.L Jena, Lead Co-ordinator, Think Tank-TE, Odisha

Presenter : Dr. Dhir Jhingran, Senior Advisor (Education), Unicef, New Delhi

Dr. Jhingran endeavoured to drive home the following facts :(i) change is eminently desirable, 
but is not easy; (ii) change in teaching learning process is crucial; (iii) change is not entirely intangible; 
(iv) shifts in classroom process are explicit and visible; (v) there is a need for continuous classroom 
assessment and monitoring of child's progress; (vi) for sake of accountability, learning outcomes are 
very often stressed as quantifiable indicator; and (vii) change must start from action sites and grass 
roots level actors. He concluded his presentation with an outline of pathways for change.

Dr. Jhingran's power-point presentation is in Appendix-IV.     

Time / Date : 2.45 p.m. to 3.30 p.m. (July 11,2014)

Chairperson : Dr. Mohit Mohan Mohanty, Former Director, SIEMAT

Presenter : Prof. R. Govinda, Vice-Chancellor, NUEPA, New Delhi

The post-lunch session was devoted to monitoring school quality. Prof. R. Govinda made his 
presentation on monitoring quality at different levels of the education system. He started with the 
need and implications of monitoring how schools are functioning. His presentation covered the 
following aspects: (i) varying perceptions about quality in education; (ii) changing policy context for 
improving quality; (iii) indicators of quality in primary schools; (iv) the primacy of teacher- his 
competence and commitment; (v) a functioning school set up; (vi) monitoring of transaction process 
(vii) monitoring outcomes of learning; and (viii) school community partnership for monitoring quality. 
At the end Prof. Govinda discussed the need for making critical choices for improving school quality.

Prof. Govinda's power-point presentation is in Appendix-V. 

Time / Date : 3.30 p.m. to 4.15 p.m. (July 11,2014)

Chairperson : Dr. D.P. Pattanayak, Former Director, Central Institute of 

Presenter : Prof. Ajit Mohanty, NMRC, JNU, New Delhi

Prof. Mohanty's presentation comprised a theoretical framework of reading, literacy 
development, literacy engagement and early literacy methodologies practised in the tribal context of 
the state. A series of visuals depicting the early learning of language by tribal children who are 
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disadvantaged in more ways than one. His focus was on multilingual education for tribal children of 
the state. The power-point presentation of Prof. Mohanty is in Appendix-VI. 

Time / Date : 4.15 p.m. to 5.30 p.m. (July 11,2014)

Chairperson : Shri Narayan Chandra Jena IAS, Former Director, TE and SCERT

This session was intended to provide space for hearing the voices and views of the participants 
on wide-ranging issues related to quality education. Prof. R. Govinda, Dr. Dhir Jhingran and Ms. Usha 
Padhee facilitated the question answer session. This session was marked by insights from the field, 
unknown and unanswered issues and an involved engagement of the field level officers with quality 
related challenges. 

The Commissioner-cum-Secretary, School and Mass Education Department expressed her 
heart-felt thanks to the resource persons and participants who have enormously contributed to the 
proceedings of the consultation. The meeting came to a close at 5.30 p.m. 

3.5 Plenary : Questions and Clarifications 

8



PART II

Readings in 
Quality Education

 (Collection of selected writings) 





Why focus on quality?

Although some of the international treaties, by specifying the need to provide education on 
human rights, reproductive health, sports and gender awareness, touched on educational quality, 
they were generally silent about how well education systems could and should be expected to 
perform in meeting these objectives. This remained true as recently as 2000, when the United Nations 
Millennium Declaration's commitment to achieve UPE by 2015 was directly and simply set out 
without explicit reference to quality (see Box 1.1). Thus, in placing the emphasis upon assuring access 
for all, these instruments mainly focused on the quantitative aspects of education policy.

It seems highly likely, however, that the achievement of universal participation in education 
will be fundamentally dependent upon the quality of education available. For example, how well 
pupils are taught and how much they learn, can have a crucial impact on how long they stay in school 
and how regularly they attend. Furthermore, whether parents send their children to school at all is 
likely to depend on judgements they make about the quality of teaching and learning provided-upon 
whether attending school is worth the time and cost for their children and for themselves. The 
instrumental roles of schooling – helping individuals achieve their own economic, social and cultural 
objectives and helping society to be better protected, better served by its leaders and more equitable 
in important ways- will be strengthened if education is of higher quality. Schooling helps children 
develop creatively and emotionally and acquire the skills, knowledge, values and attitudes necessary 
for responsible, active and productive citizenship. How well education achieves these outcomes is 
important to those who use it. Accordingly, analysts and policy makers alike should also find the issue 
of quality difficult to ignore.

More fundamentally, education is a set of processes and outcomes that are defined 
qualitatively. The quantity of children who participate is by definition a secondary consideration; 
merely filling spaces called 'schools' with children would not address even quantitative objectives if 
no real education occurred. Thus, the number of years of school is a practically useful but conceptually 
dubious proxy for the processes that take place there and the outcomes that result. In that sense, it 
could be judged unfortunate that the quantitative aspects of education have become the main focus 

Education for all : Human Right and 
Catalyst for Development

9

The goal of achieving universal primary education (UPE) has been on the international agenda since the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights affirmed, in 1948, that elementary education was to be made freely and compulsorily 
available for all children in all nations. This objective was restated subsequently on many occasions, by international 
treaties and in United Nations conference declarations.  Most of these declarations and commitments are silent about the 
quality of education to be provided.

Education for All  : The Quality Imperative (Unesco 2005)
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Box 1.1 The Dakar Framework for Action and Millennium Development Goals 

Box 1.2Education quality as defined in Jomtien and Dakar 

nEFA Dakar goals 

1. Expanding and improving comprehensive early 
childhood care and education, especially for the 
most vulnerable and disadvantaged children.

2. Ensuring that by 2015 ail children, particularly 
girls, children in difficult circumstances and those 
belonging to ethnic minorities have access to 
complete free and compulsory primary 
education of good quality.

3. Ensuring that the learning needs of all young 
people and adults are met through equitable 
access to appropriate learning and life skills 
programmes.

4. Achieving a 50 per cent improvement in levels of 
adult literacy by 2015, especially for women, and 
equitable access to basic and continuing 
education for all adults.

5. Eliminating gender disparities in primary and 
secondary education by 2005 and achieving 
gender equality in education by 2015, with a 
focus on ensuring girls' full and equal access to 
(and achievement in) basic education of good 
quality.

In 1990, the World Declaration on Education for All 
noted that the generally poor quality of education 
needed to be improved and recommended that 
education be made both universally available and 
more relevant. The Declaration also identified quality 
as a prerequisite for achieving the fundamental goal 
of equity. While the notion of quality was not fully 
developed, it was recognized that expanding access 
alone would be insufficient for education to 
contribute fully to the development of the individual 
and society. Emphasis was accordingly placed on 
assuring an increase in children's cognitive 
development by improving the quality of their 
education.

6. Improving all aspects of the quality of education 
and ensuring excellence of all so that recognized 
and measurable learning outcomes are achieved 
by all, especially in literacy, numeracy and 
essential life skills.

nMillennium Development Goals 

Goal 2.  Achieve universal primary education 

Target 3. Ensure that by 2015 children every where, 
boys and gilrs alike, will be above to complete a full 
course of primary schooling.

Goal 3. Promote gender equality and empower 
women

Target 4. Eliminate gender disparity in primary and 
secondary education, preferably by 2005, and at all 
levels of education no later than 2015.

of attention in recent years for policy makers (and many quantitatively inclined social scientists).

It should come as no surprise, therefore, that the two most recent United Nations international 
conference declarations focusing on education gave some importance to its qualitative dimension (Box 
1.2). The Jomtien Declaration in 1990 and, more particularly, the Dakar Framework for Action in 2000 
recognized the quality of education as a prime determinant of whether Education for All is achieved. 
More specifically than earlier pledges, the second of the six goals set out in the Dakar Framework 
commits nations to the provision of primary education 'of good quality' (Box 1.1). Moreover, the sixth 

A decade later, the Dakar Framework for Action 
declared that access to quality education was the 
right of every child. It affirmed that quality was 'at 
the heart of education' - a fundamental determinant 
of enrolment, retention and achievement. Its 
expanded definition of quality set out the desirable 
characteristics of learners (healthy, motivated 
students), processes (competent teachers using 
active pedagogies), content (relevant curricula) and 
systems (good governance and equitable resource 
allocation). Although this established an agenda for 
achieving good education quality, it did not ascribe 
any relative weighting to the various dimensions 
identified.
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goal includes commitments to improve all aspects of education quality so that everyone can achieve 
better learning outcomes, 'especially in literacy, numeracy and essential life skills'.

Notwithstanding the growing consensus about the need to provide access to education of 
'good quality', there is much less agreement about what the term actually means in practice. Box 1.3 
summarizes the evolution of UNESCO's understanding of education quality. This effort in definition 
goes beyond the intrinsic and instrumental goals of education mentioned earlier. It seeks to identify 
unambiguously the important attributes or qualities of education that can best ensure that those goals 
are actually met. Similar formulations can be found in documents produced by other international 
organizations and in the vast array of literature dealing with the content and practice of education. 
Although the details differ, two key elements characterize such approaches:

?First, cognitive development is identified as a major explicit objective of all education systems. 
The degree to which systems actually achieve this is one indicator of their quality. While this indicator 
can be measured relatively easily - at least within individual societies, if not through international 
comparison - it is much more difficult to determine how to improve the results. Thus, if quality is 
defined in terms of cognitive achievement, ways of securing increased quality are neither 
straightforward nor universal.

?The second element is education's role in encouraging learners' creative and emotional 
development, in supporting objectives of peace, citizenship and security, in promoting equality and in 

Box 1.3 The evolution of UNESCO's conceptualization of quality

One of UNESCO's first position statements on quality in 
education appeared in Learning to Be: The World of 
Education Today and Tomorrow, the report of the 
International Commission on the Development of 
Education chaired by the former French minister Edgar 
Faure. The commission identified the fundamental goal 
of social change as the eradication of inequality and the 
establ i shment  of  an  equitable  democracy.  
Consequently, it reported, 'the aim and content of 
education must be recreated, to allow both for the new 
features of society and the new features of democracy' 
(Faure et al., 1972: xxvi). The notions of 'lifelong learning' 
and 'relevance', it noted, were particularly important. 
The Report strongly emphasized science and technology 
as well, improving the quality of education, it stated, 
would require systems in which the principles of 
scientific development and modernization could be 
learned in ways that respected learners' socio-cultural 
contexts.

More than two decades later came Learning: The 
Treasure Within, Report to UNESCO of the International 
Commission on Education for the Twenty-first Century, 
chaired by another French statesman, Jacques Delors. 
This commission saw education throughout life as based 
upon four pillars:

?Learning to know acknowledges that learners build 
their own knowledge daily, combining indigenous and 
'external' elements. 

?Learning to do focuses on the practical application of 
what is learned.

?Learning to live together addresses the critical skills 
for a life free from discrimination, where all have equal 
opportunity to develop themselves, their families and 
their communities.

?Learning to be emphasizes the skills needed for 
individuals to develop their full potential.

This conceptualization of education provided an 
integrated and comprehensive view of learning and, 
therefore, of what constitutes education quality 
(Delors et al., 1996).

The importance of good quality education was 
resolutely reaffirmed as a priority for UNESCO at a 
Ministerial Round Table on Quality of Education, held 
in Paris in 2003.

UNESCO promotes access to good quality education as 
a human right and supports a rights-based approach to 
all educational activities (Pigozzi, 2004). Within this 
approach, learning is perceived to be affected at two 
levels. At the level of the learner, education needs to 
seek out and acknowledge learners' prior knowledge, 
to recognize formal and informal modes, to practise 
non-discrimination and to provide a safe and 
supportive learning environment.

At the level of the learning system, a support structure 
is needed to implement policies, enact legislation, 
distribute resources and measure learning outcomes, 
so as to have the best possible impact on learning for 
all.
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passing global and local cultural values down to future generations. Many of these objectives are 
defined and approached in diverse ways around the world. Compared with cognitive development, the 
extent to which they are achieved is harder to determine.

Although opinions about quality in education are by no means unified, at the level of 
international debate and action three principles tend to be broadly shared. They can be summarized 
as the need for more relevance, for greater equity of access and outcome and for proper observance 
of individual rights. In much current international thinking, these principles guide and inform 
educational content and processes and represent more general social goals to which education itself 
should contribute.

Of these, the question of rights is at the apex. Although, as indicated earlier, most human rights 
legislation focuses upon access to education and is comparatively silent about its quality, the 

Quality for whom and what? Rights, equity and relevance

Box 1.4 The aims of education, from the Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 29 (1)

1. States Parties agree that the education of the child 
shall be directed to: 

a. The development of the child's personality, 
talents and mental and physical abilities to their 
fullest potential;

b. The development of respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms, and for the principles 
enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations;

c. The development of respect for the child's 
parents, his or her own cultural identity, language and 
values, for the national values of the country in which 

the child is living, the country from which he or she 
may originate, and for civilizations different from his 
or her own;

d. The preparation of the child for responsible life 
in a free society, in the spirit of understanding, 
peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship 
among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious 
groups and persons of indigenous origin;

e. The development of respect for the natural 
environment.

Convention on the Rights of the Child is an important exception. It expresses strong, detailed 
commitments about the aims of education. These commitments, in turn, have implications for the 
content and quality of education. Box 1.4 summarizes the relevant sections. 

The Convention takes the educational development of the individual as a central aim. It 
indicates that education should allow children to reach their fullest potential in terms of cognitive, 
emotional and creative capacities. The learner is at the centre of the educational experience, in a 
context also characterized by respect for others and for the environment. The Convention has 
important implications for both the content and the process of education. It implies that the learning 
experience should be not simply a means but also an end in itself, having intrinsic worth. It suggests an 
approach to teaching [and the development of textbooks and learning materials) that upholds the 
idea of a child-centered education, using teaching processes that promote - or at least do not 
undermine-children's rights. Corporal punishment is deemed here to be a clear violation of these 
rights. Some dimensions of this 'rights-based approach' to education is evident in the position 
adopted by UNICEF (Box 1.5).

Other international legislation, such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, addresses the principle of 
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Box : 1.5 Unicef approach to quality 

UNICEF strongly emphasizes what might be called desirable dimensions of quality, as identified in the Dakar 
Framework. Its paper Defining Quality in Education recognizes five dimensions of quality: learners, 
environments, content, processes and outcomes, founded on 'the rights of the whole child, and all children, to 
survival, protection, development and participation' (UNICEF, 2000)… Like the dimensions of education quality 
identified by UNESCO (Pigozzi, 2004), those recognized by UNICEF draw on the philosophy of the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child.

equity by stressing government's responsibility to ensure that all children have access to education of 
an acceptable quality. Brazil, Costa Rica and the Philippines provide three examples of countries that 
have constitutional provisions guaranteeing a percentage of the budget for education, in accordance 
with the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Such legal safeguards permit 
stakeholders to hold governments accountable for progressive realization of the right to education 
and for aspects of its quality. (Wilson, 2004)

Where human rights legislation deals with education, its central concern is equity, the 
objective of increasing equality in learning outcomes, access and retention. This ambition reflects a 
belief that all children can develop basic cognitive skills, given the right learning environment. That 
many who go to school fail to develop these skills is due in part to a deficiency in education quality. 
Recent analyses confirm that poverty, rural residence and gender inequality persist as the strongest 
inverse correlates of school attendance and performance (UNESCO, 2003a) and that poor instruction 
is a significant source of this inequality. Quality and equity are inextricably linked.

The notion of relevance has always attended debates about the quality of education. In the 
past, and particularly in developing countries, imported or inherited curricula have often been judged 
insufficiently sensitive to the local context and to learners' socio-cultural circumstances. The 
Convention on the Rights of the Child stresses a child-centered approach to teaching and learning. This 
in turn emphazises the importance of curricula that as far as possible respond to the needs and 
priorities of the learners, their families, and communities.

Relevance is also an issue for national policy. With the acceleration of global economic 
integration, governments have become more preoccupied with whether their education systems 
produce the skills necessary for economic growth in an increasingly competitive environment. 
Increasing mobility has also brought concerns about the extent to which learning, measured in terms 
of qualifications, is transferable. This has led to increased monitoring and regulation of education 
systems and to a flourishing industry of cross-national learning assessment using comparative 
benchmarks. Critics have voiced caution that such studies, may contribute to the standardization of 
cognitive skills informed by a set of culturally exclusive principles and knowledge. Recent research has 
shown that even skills as basic as literacy and numeracy can be conceived and taught in quite varied 
ways and thus run the risk of misrepresentation by culturally insensitive assessment.

As with all aspects of development, a balance should be struck between ensuring the 
relevance of education to the socio cultural realities of learners, to their aspirations, and to the well-
being of the nation.



Education traditions and associated notions of quality

Humanist approaches

When thinking about the quality of education it is useful to distinguish between educational 
outcomes and the processes leading to them. People who seek particular, defined outcomes may rate 
quality in those terms, ranking educational institutions according to the extent to which their 
graduates meet 'absolute' criteria concerning, for example, academic achievement, sporting prowess, 
musical success, or pupil behaviour and values. The standard of comparison would be in some sense 
fixed, and separate from the values, wishes and opinions of the learners themselves. By contrast, 
relativist approaches emphasize that the perceptions, experiences and needs of those involved in the 
learning experience mainly determine its quality. Drawing on a business analogy, 'client orientation' in 
education puts strong emphasis upon whether a programme fits its purposes in ways that reflect the 
needs of those who use it. These different emphases have deep roots, and are reflected in major 
alternative traditions of educational thought.

The ideas that human nature is essentially good, that individual behaviour is autonomous 
(within the constraints of heredity and environment), that everyone is unique, that all people are born 
equal and subsequent inequality is a product of circumstance and that reality for each person is 
defined by himself or herself characterize a range of liberal humanist philosophers from Locke to 
Rousseau. Such principles, where accepted, have immediate relevance for educational practice. 
Learners, for humanists, are at the centre of 'meaning-making', which implies a relativist 
interpretation of quality. Education, strongly influenced by learner actions, is judged central to 
developing the potential of the child. The notion that acquisition of knowledge and skills requires the 
active participation of individual learners is a central link between humanism and constructivist 
learning theory. The latter was influenced strongly by the work of John Dewey, who emphasized the 

Box : 1.6 Quality in the humanist tradition 

?Standardized, prescribed, externally defined or 
controlled curricula are rejected. They are seen as 
undermining the possibilities for learners to 
construct their own meanings and for educational 
programmes to remain responsive to individual 
learners' circumstances and needs.

?The role of assessment is to give learners 
information and feedback about the quality of their 
individual learning. It is integral to the learning 

process. Self-assessment and peer assessment are 
welcomed as ways of developing deeper awareness 
of learning.

?The teacher's role is more that of facilitator than 
instructor.

?Social constructivism, while accepting these 
tenets, emphasizes learning as a process of social 
practice rather than the result of individual 
intervention.

ways in which people learn how to construct their own meanings and to integrate theory and practice 
as a basis for social action. Piaget (1971) was also influential in developing a more 'active' and 
'participatory' role for children in their learning. More recently, social constructivism, which regards 
learning as intrinsically a social - and, therefore, interactive - process, has tended to supersede more 
conventional constructivist approaches. Box 1.6 summarizes the approach to education quality in the 
humanist tradition.
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Behaviourist approaches

Behaviourist theory leads in the opposite direction to humanism. It is based on manipulation 
of behaviour via specific stimuli. Behaviourism exerted a significant influence on educational reform 
during the first half of the twentieth century (Blackman, 1995). Its main tenets were that:

?Learners are not intrinsically motivated or able to construct meaning for themselves.

?Human behaviour can be predicted and controlled through reward and punishment.

?Cognition is based on the shaping of behaviour.

Box : 1.7 Quality in the behaviourist tradition

?Standardized, externally defined and controlled 
curricula, based on prescribed objectives and defined 
independently of the learner, are endorsed.

?Assessment is seen as an objective measurement 
of learned behaviour against preset assessment 
criteria.

?Tests and examinations are considered central 
features of learning and the main means of planning 
and delivering rewards and punishments.

?The teacher directs learning, as the expert who 
controls stimuli and responses.

?Incremental learning tasks that reinforce desired 
associations in the mind of the learner are favoured.

?Deductive and didactic pedagogies, such as graded tasks, rote learning and memorization, are 
helpful.

Although few educationists accept the full behaviourist agenda in its pure form, elements of 
behaviourist practice can be observed in many countries in teacher-training programmes, curricula 
and the ways teachers actually operate in classrooms. Forms of direct or structured instruction, which 
have an important place in this Report, share a key element with the behaviourist tradition: the belief 
that learning achievement must be monitored and that frequent feedback is crucial in motivating and 
guiding the learner. Box 1.7 summarizes the behaviourist approach to education quality.

Over the final quarter of the twentieth century, several important critiques of the precepts of 
humanism and behaviourism emerged. Sociologists had already perceived society as a system of 
interrelated parts, with order and stability maintained by commonly held values. Since the role of 
education is to transmit these values, quality in this approach would be measured by the effectiveness 
of the processes of value transmission. In the latter part of the twentieth century, critics began to 
acknowledge these processes as highly political. Some neo-Marxist approaches characterized 
education in capitalist societies as the main mechanism for legitimizing and reproducing social 
inequality. Others, in the 'new sociology of education' movement of the 1970s and 1980s, focused 
their critiques on the role of the curriculum as a social and political means of transmitting power and 
knowledge. A separate group of critical writers, known as the 'de-schoolers', called for the 
abandonment of schooling in favour of more community-organized forms of formal education. Other 
critiques of orthodox approaches included various postmodern and feminist views.

While the critical approaches encompass a vast array of philosophies, they share a concern 
that education tends to reproduce the structures and inequalities of the wider society. Though many 

Critical approaches
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retain the founding humanist principle that human development is the ultimate end of thought and 
action, they question the belief that universal schooling will result automatically in equal 
development of learners' potential. As a reaction against this, advocates of an 'emancipatory 
pedagogy' suggested that 'critical intellectuals' should work to empower marginalised students by 
helping them analyse their experience - and thus redress social inequality and injustice. Critical 
pedagogy, in this view, is emancipatory in the sense that it lets students find their own voices (Freire, 
1985), frees them from externally defined needs (Giroux, 1993) and helps them to explore alternative 
ways of thinking that may have been buried under dominant norms (McLaren, 1994). Box 1.8 outlines 
the key features of the critical approaches as regards education quality.

Some important efforts to develop alternative educational ideas are rooted in the realities of 
lower-income countries and have often arisen as challenges to the legacies of colonialism. Prominent 

Indigenous approaches

Box 1.8 : Quality in the critical tradition

Box 1.9 : Quality in the indigenous tradition 

Critical theorists focus on inequality in access to and 
outcomes of education and on education's role in 
legitimizing and reproducing social structures 
through its transmission of a certain type of 
knowledge that serves certain social groups. 
Accordingly, these sociologists and critical 
pedagogues tend to equate good quality with:

Challenging dominant Northern ideas about the 
quality of education, indigenous approaches reassert 
the importance of education's relevance to the socio-
cultural circumstances of the nation and learner.

The following principles are implied:

?Mainstream approaches imported from Europe 
are not necessarily relevant in very different social 
and economic circumstances.

?Assuring relevance implies local design of 
curriculum content, pedagogies and assessment.

?education that prompts social change;

?a curriculum and teaching methods that 
encourage critical analysis of social power relations 
and of ways in which formal knowledge is produced 
and transmitted;

?active participation by learners in the design of 
their own learning experience.

?All learners have rich sources of prior knowledge, 
accumulated through a variety of experiences, 
which educators should draw out and nourish.

?Learners should play a role in defining their own 
curriculum.

?Learning should move beyond the boundaries of 
the classroom/school through non-formal and 
lifelong learning activities.

examples include the approaches of Mahatma Gandhi and Julius Nyerere, both of whom proposed 
new and alternative education systems with culturally relevant emphases on self-reliance, equity and 
rural employment.23

Such indigenous approaches challenged the 'imported' knowledge, images, ideas, values and 
beliefs reflected in mainstream curricula. A positive example of the alternatives offered, in curriculum 
terms, is in the field of mathematics. 'Ethno-mathematicians' claim that 'standard' mathematics is 
neither neutral nor objective, but culturally biased and that alternative forms exist that have 
implications for teaching and learning.24 Box 1.9 presents some important features common to 
indigenous approaches. 
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Adult education approaches

A framework for understanding, monitoring and improving education quality 

Adult education is frequently ignored in debates about education quality, but it has its share of 
behaviourist, humanist and critical approaches (see Box 1.10). Some writers, with roots in humanism 
and constructivism, emphasize the experience of adults as a central learning resource. Others see 
adult education as an essential part of social-cultural, political and historical transformation. The 
latter view is most famously associated with literacy programmes and with the work of the radical 
theorist Paulo Freire, for whom education was an intensely important mechanism for awakening 
political awareness. His work urges adult educators not only to engage learners in dialogue, to name 
oppressive experiences, but also, through 'problem posing' and 'conscientizatin', to realize the extent 
to which they themselves have been influenced by repressive societal forces.

Given the diversity of understanding and interpretation of quality evident in the different 
traditions discussed above, defining quality and developing approaches to monitoring and improving 
it requires dialogue designed to achieve:

?broad agreement about the aims and objectives of education;

?a framework for the analysis of quality that enables its various dimensions to be specified;

?an approach to measurement that enables the important variables to be identified and 
assessed;

?a framework for improvement that comprehensively covers the interrelated components of the 
education system and allows opportunities for change and reform to be identified.

As earlier sections of this chapter have indicated, cognitive development and the 
accumulation of particular values, attitudes and skills are important objectives of education systems 
in most societies. Their content may differ but their broad structure is similar throughout the world. 
This may suggest that in one sense the key to improving the quality of education - to helping education 
systems better achieve these objectives - could be equally universal. Considerable research has been 
directed towards this question in recent years. As Chapter 2 shows, however, the number of factors 
that can affect educational outcomes is so vast that straightforward relationships between the 
conditions of education and its products are not easy to determine.

Nevertheless, it helps to begin by thinking about the main elements of education systems and 
how they interact. To this end, we might characterize the central dimensions influencing the core 
processes of teaching and learning as follows:

?learner characteristics dimension;

?contextual dimension;

?enabling inputs dimension;

?teaching and learning dimension.

Box 1.10 : Quality in adult education approaches

In the adult education tradition, experience and critical reflection in learning is an important aspect of quality. 
Radical theorists see learners as socially situated, with the potential to use the experience and learning as a 
basis for social action and social change.
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?outcomes dimension.

Figure 1.1 illustrates these dimensions and their relationships, and the following subsections 
discuss their characteristics and interactions.

How people learn - and how quickly - is strongly influenced by their capacities and experience. 
Assessments of the quality of education outputs that ignore initial differences among learners are 
likely to be misleading. Important determining characteristics can include socio-economic 
background, health, place of residence, cultural and religious background and the amount and nature 
of prior learning. It is therefore important that potential inequalities among students, deriving from 

Learner characteristics

gender, disability, race and ethnicity, HIV / AIDS status and situations of emergency are recognized. 
These differences in learner characteristics often require special responses if quality is to be improved.

Links between education and society are strong, and each influences the other. Education can 
help change society by improving and strengthening skills, values, communications, mobility (link with 
personal opportunity and prosperity), personal prosperity and freedom. In the short term, however, 
education usually reflects society rather strongly: the values and attitudes that inform it are those of 
society at large. Equally important is whether education takes place in the context of an affluent 

Context
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Enabling inputs 

Learner
characteristics 

Teaching and learning materials 
Physical infrastructure and facilities 
Human resources : teachers, principals,
inspectors, supervisors, administrators
School governance

Literacy, numeracy
and life skills
Creative and 
emotional skills
Values
Social benefits

Teaching and Learning 

Learning time
Teaching methods
Assessment, feedback, Incentives
Class size

Outcomes

Aptitude
Perseverance
School readiness
Prior knowledge
Barriers
to learning 

Economic and labour
market conditions in
the community
Socio-cultural and religious
factors
(Aid strategies)

Educational knowledge
and support infrastructure
Public resources available
for education
Competitiveness of
the teaching profession
on the labour market 
National governance and
management strategies 

Philosophical standpoint
of teacher and learner
Peer effects
Parental support
Time available for 
schooling and homework

National standards

Public expectations

Labour market demands

Globalization

Context 



society or one where poverty is widespread. In the latter case, opportunities to increase resources for 
education are likely to be constrained. 

More directly, national policies for education also provide an influential context. For example, 
goals and standards, curricula and teacher policies set the enabling conditions within which 
educational practice occurs. These contextual circumstances have an important potential influence 
upon education quality. International aid strategies are also influential in most developing countries. 

Other things being equal, the success of teaching and learning is likely to be strongly influenced 
by the resources made available to support the process and the direct ways in which these resources 
are managed. It is obvious that schools without teachers, textbooks or learning materials will not be 
able to do an effective job.

In that sense, resources are important for education quality - although how and to what extent 
this is so has not yet been fully determined. Inputs are enabling in that they underpin and are 
intrinsically interrelated to teaching and learning processes, which in turn affects the range and the 
type of inputs used and how effectively they are employed. The main input variables are material and 
human resources, with the governance of these resources as an important additional dimension.

Material resources, provided both by governments and households, include textbooks and 
other learning materials and the availability of classrooms, libraries, school facilities and other 
infrastructure.

Human resource inputs include mangers, administrators, other support staff, supervisors, 
inspectors and, most importantly, teachers. Teachers are vital to the education process. They are both 
affected by the macro context in which it takes place and central to its successful outcomes. Useful 
proxies here are pupil / teacher ratio, average teacher salaries and the proportion of education 
spending allocated to various items. Material and human resources together are often measured by 
expenditure indicators, including public current expenditure per pupil and the proportion of GDP 
spent on education.

Enabling school-level governance concerns the ways in which the school is organized and 
managed. Examples of potentially important factors having an indirect impact on teaching and, 
learning are strong leadership, a safe and welcoming school environment, good community 
involvement and incentives for achieving good results.

As Figure 1.1 indicates, the teaching and learning process is closely nested within the support 
system of inputs and other contextual factors. Teaching and learning is the key arena for human 
development and change. It is here that the impact of curricula is felt, that teacher methods work well 
or not and that learners are motivated to participate and learn how to learn. While the indirect 
enabling inputs discussed above are closely related to this dimension, the actual teaching and learning 
processes (as these occur in the classroom] include student time spent learning, assessment methods 
for monitoring student progress, styles of teaching, the language of instruction and classroom 
organization strategies.

Enabling inputs

Teaching and learning
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Outcomes

Using the framework

The outcomes of education should be assessed in the context of its agreed objectives. They are 
most easily expressed in terms of academic achievement (sometimes as test grades, but more usually 
and popularly in terms of examination performance), though ways of assessing creative and 
emotional development as well as changes in values, attitudes and behaviour have also been devised. 
Other proxies for learner achievement and for broader social or economic gains can be used; an 
example is labour market success. It is useful to distinguish between achievement, attainment and 
other outcome measures - which can include broader benefits to society.

This framework provides a means of organizing and understanding the different variables of 
education quality. The framework is comprehensive, in that the quality of education is seen as 
encompassing access, teaching and learning processes and outcomes in ways that are influenced both 
by context and by the range and quality of inputs available. It should be remembered that agreement 
about the objectives and aims of education will frame any discussion of quality and that such 
agreement embodies moral, political and epistemological issues that are frequently invisible or 
ignored.

While the framework is by no means the only one available or possible, it does provide a broad 
structure which can be used for the dual purposes of monitoring education quality and analyzing 
policy choices for its improvement. In Chapters 2 and 3 of this Report, the determinants of education 
quality are analyzed according to the extent to which variables from different dimensions result in 
improved learning outcomes (measured primarily in terms of cognitive achievement). Chapter 4 then 
adapts and modifies the framework to facilitate a more holistic discussion of policy strategies for the 
improvement of education quality. It focuses on the central teaching and learning dimension of Figure 
1.1, placing the learner at the core.

Source : EFA Global Monitoring Report 2005 : Education for All - The Quality Imperative (Unesco) 
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The Question of Quality

While one should appreciate the strides made in provision of primary education in 
quantitative terms, our understanding of the quality parameters of primary schooling has remained 
poor. It is not uncommon to blame quantitative expansion for the deterioration of quality, even 
though there seems to be no hard evidence to support this position. Further, one wonders whether it 
is justified to view quantitative expansion and qualitative improvement as mutually contradictory 
goals. In fact, in the pursuit of the goal of universalisation, quantitative expansion leading to universal 
access and participation becomes a prerequisite. It is in this context that the National Policy on 
Education, 1986 emphasizes that the objective should be not only to provide access to schooling but 
also to ensure success: success for all children in satisfying their basic learning needs irrespective of 
their caste, creed, religion, language or geographical location. Needless to say that developing a few 
islands of excellence in the name of qualitative improvement does not meet the demands of 
universalisation. The effort should be to achieve a minimum level of quality in all institutions 
imparting primary education.

There is no consensus among educationists as to what constitutes quality in primary 
education. It is generally agreed that the quality of education can be more objectively and concretely 
seen in terms of the quality of primary schools. However, what should one look for in assessing the 
quality of a primary school? Should one look for the level of material and human inputs available? This 
is what many researchers on the subject have been doing. But many others consider that this is very 
narrow in its scope and need not be really related to the quality of the processes that take place in the 
school and the effects they produce on the learners. Discussing this problem of defining 'quality' in an 
acceptable manner, Beeby (1979) suggests that 'quality' may be viewed as 'qualitative change' which 
can be defined as “a simple linear expansion or diminution of current practice, more or less, of what 
already exists: more buildings, more students and teachers, fewer examinations of the present type 
and standards.” The 'qualitative change' is further differentiated in terms of (a) qualitative change in 
the classroom - what is taught and how it is taught; (b) qualitative change in the flow of students - who 
Is taught and where he/she is taught This conceptualization of Beeby defines 'school quality' in a 
dynamic perspective focusing on the actors and actions involved in school functioning rather than the 
passive material inputs available in the school. However, many argue that 'quality' has to be seen with 
specific reference to the objectives of primary schooling which delimits the scope of activities carried 
out in the school. Viewing from this angle many researchers tend to equate 'school quality' with 
'school effectiveness' and bring learner achievement to the centre stage as the overarching basis for 
assessing school quality. An advantage of this approach is that it allows for more objective 
measurement of 'school quality' as reflected in the learning outcomes effected by the various inputs 
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and processes provided in the primary school. Yet, is it not obvious that not all the effects of 
schooling be measured in terms of learning outcomes in school? Is not the very experience of 
participating in the learning activities and interaction processes a valuable one? Perhaps for 
understanding school quality, each aspect of schooling, namely, the material and human inputs 
available, the teaching-learning processes in the school and the learning outcomes, needs to be 
viewed in an independent fashion as well as together in an interactive framework.

It may further be noted that all concepts of 'quality' have deep sociocultural roots. As has 
been pointed out by Naik (1975), “ ... quality ca be defined both on an egalitarian and an inegalitarian 
basis, according to the value premise one adopts.” Viewing quality from this perspective will have 
definite implications for the measures to be adopted for evaluating the quality of the system as well 
as for evolving strategies for further improvement in their quality status. In the context of an 
egalitarian society, all practices of schooling which are likely to lead to greater inequality in the 
society become less desirable. The approach has to be to evolve strategies that combine quality and 
equity. Achievement of individual and institutional excellence by themselves do not signal quality 
improvement in the system in an equitable manner. It needs to be examined whether the present 
policies and practices in primary education are in tune with this value premise,

Another pertinent question is whether there is adequate empirical data on the quality status 
of primary schools in the country. At present, school-wise data on the learners, teachers, facilities 
available in the school, etc are regularly collected by various state governments and compiled at 
state - as well as national levels. Also, all-India surveys are periodically conducted by the National 
Council of Educational Research and Training. These data bases provide a picture of the overall status 
of schools in the country and the various states as well. For instance, the recent survey conducted in 
1986 reveals that about 27 per cent schools in the country are single teacher schools and in more 
than three fourths of the schools multi-grade teaching has to be adopted. Similarly, about 9 per cent 
schools have no building at all and another 34 per cent function in one room structures. As 
mentioned earlier, such single factor descriptions provide an overall estimate of the magnitude of 
problems involved at the system level. But they do not give any indication of the school quality per se. 
School quality will have to be understood in terms of a conglomerate of factors which can together 
provide a characterization of what do schools consist of, how do they function, and what results do 
they produce. It is necessary not only to delineate each of these characteristic at the individual 
school level but one has also to analyze the dynamics of interrelationships among them. In fact, the 
data collected on school characteristics help only to describe the input factors and do not provide 
any understanding of the performance of the system in terms of the learning outcomes they 
produce; nor do they reflect the quality of the processes that take place in the primary schools. 
Further, primary schools in the country function in varying contexts which make their own impact on 
the processes that take place in the school and the outcomes they lead to. In sum, it may be said that 
while the macro-level databases available provide global descriptions of the status of primary 
school, it is necessary to carry out micro level in-depth studies for getting a holistic understanding of 
school functioning and evolve concrete strategies for effecting improvement in school quality.

What are the factors determining the quality of primary schools? A number of researchers 
have tried to answer this question by reviewing the studies carried out on quality of primary schools. 

Researches on school quality
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Some of the authors have tried to draw a general description of the factors influencing the quality of 
primary school education. Quality of primary education has invariably been viewed as effectiveness 
of the primary schools.

In one of the fairly exhaustive reviews of the school effectiveness studies, Purkey and Smith 
(1983) distinguished between 'organization / structure variables' and 'process variables'. In the 
former they included eight variables: emphasis on autonomous management at the school level; 
assertive instructional leadership; low turnover of staff; shared goals; emphasis on staff development 
across the school; concern for academic success; effective use of time, and central office support 
Despite a lack of empirical evidence, they appended a ninth variable - supportive parents. The process 
variables identified are: collegial relationships and collaborative planning; a feeling of community; 
clearly defined goals and high expectations; and 'order and discipline' with little noise, distraction and 
risk. Purkey and Smith concluded that organizational variables provide the context within which 
process characteristics operate and create an atmosphere that leads to increased student 
achievement and school success.

In a more recent review on the same subject, Weindling (1989) identifies eight factors that 
seem to be related to effective schools. The effective or high attaining schools tend to be 
characterized by the following: (1) Academic emphasis which refers to such aspects as high 
expectations by teachers, a belief that all students can learn and a belief that teachers can teach; 
regular setting and marking of homework; and visible rewards for academic excellence and growth. 
(2) Classroom management in terms of high proportion of lesson time spent on the subject matter of 
the lesson (as distinct from setting up equipment, dealing with disciplinary matters, etc.); high 
proportion of teacher time spent interacting with the class as a whole as opposed to individuals; 
lessons beginning and ending in time; clear and unambiguous feedback to students on their 
performance and what is expected of them; and minimum disciplinary interventions. (3) Keeping 
good order and maintaining appropriate rule enforcement in the school. (4) School management in 
terms of the attention the head pays to classroom instruction and learning and the amount of 
classroom observation by the head. (5) Clear goals and continual monitoring of students' progress. (6) 
Staff development programme which is school-wide rather than specific to individual teachers and 
closely related to school curriculum. (7) Support from the district authorities. (8) Parental 
involvement and support. In another review of researches on effective primary schools, Johnson and 
Holdaway (1990) conclude, “ ... the more effective primary schools tend to have the following 
characteristics: a positive, supportive climate; high staff and student morale; sound leadership; 
shared decision making and administration; competent teachers whose lessons are focused, 
structured, purposeful, challenging and varied in approach; an emphasis upon student achievement, 
including record keeping; and parental and community interaction and support.”

It may be noted that most of these reviewers have been able to collate research evidences 
emerging from studies carried out in developed countries. Evidences on primary school quality in 
developing countries are not quite systematically available and the available evidences reveal that 
factors related to school quality in developed and developing countries need not be same. Based on 
the experiences and evidences acquired under various World Bank projects related to primary 
education in developing countries, Heyneman (1983) concludes, “Typically, primary school teachers 

Some international evidence
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in developing countries have few teaching tools, and even these are of poor quality. Their own salaries 
absorb most available funds. Not surprisingly, despite common objectives in teaching mathematics, 
reading, and science, their pupils leave school with far fewer skills than do their counterparts in the 
developed world, who are exposed to schools of substantially higher quality. ... Analysis that attempts 
to isolate those factors that have the most effect on a pupil's achievement in developing countries 
shows conclusively that better quality teaching and teaching tools, particularly more and better 
textbooks, have a substantial effect.”

Continuing the argument on the same lines, Fuller (1990) observes that for industrialized 
countries, variations in school factors explained small portions of variance in achievement, after 
controlling the parents' social class. However, in developing countries the block of school factors 
explained significant portions of variance in achievement. Reviewing around 60 school effect studies 
that have been completed in Third World countries, Fuller finds that: (1) The majority of these 
multivariate studies have found significant achievement effects from school factors, net the influence 
of pupils' social class background. “... material inputs are related to achievement in the Third World. 
Very few studies from the USA or the United Kingdom find effects from the level of material inputs. 
Effects from school's social organization and teaching practices appear stronger. In developing 
countries, however, simple inputs - especially those directly related to the instructional process - are 
consistently associated with higher achievement.” (2) Qualities of Third World teachers are related to 
achievement, particularly years of tertiary and teacher (raining. The teacher's own social class 
background and verbal proficiency also are associated with higher student performance. (3) The 
evidence suggests that some costly inputs are not related to higher levels of achievement, including 
class size, teacher salary levels, and science laboratories. (4) The positive impact of instructional 
materials - especially those directly related to reading and writing - is consistent across several 
studies.... The influence of textbooks appears to be stronger within rural schools and among students 
from lower-income families. (5) Desks in classrooms represent another material input to the 
instructional process. All the analyses of this factor have found significant achievement effects. In a 
recent policy paper on primary education issued by the World Bank (1990) it is highlighted that 
children's learning is a function of family background and school inputs. Family background 
characteristics that enhance children's teachability are investments in health, nutrition, and pre-
school experience. The school-related inputs are curriculum, learning materials, instructional time, 
and teaching methods which have been found to have the most significant effect on student learning.

Also, a reasonably large amount of research evidence on the quality of primary education, 
specifically in terms of factors related to academic achievement have been accumulated in India. 
Buch and Buch (1983) have reviewed more than 200 studies carried out at various Indian universities 
and other research institutions focusing on the determinants of learning outcomes at the first level of 
education. The correlates of the pupils' performance are classified into three groups as family 
characteristics, school characteristics and individual characteristics. Among the various family 
characteristics examined, parents' social class, education and occupation, and family environment 
are found to be significantly correlated with academic achievement. School characteristics that are 
having significant influence on pupil learning cover a broad range of factors. Facilities and equipment 
in the schools seem to have a positive relationship with the learning levels of the children. The studies 
highlight the need for having a school nearer to the place or residence of the children in order to 
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discourage irregular attendance and consequent low achievement levels. Institutional climate and 
leadership behaviour of the principal also emerge as significant determinants of learning outcomes. 
Teacher qualification and training coupled with a high morale and positive perception of the academic 
ability of the learners constitute a powerful set of factors determining the learning levels of the 
children. Single teacher schools and double-shift schools are less effective as compared to schools 
with a full contingent of teachers and running under a single-shift. Under pupil characteristics, the 
reviewers have bunched a number of socio-psychological variables such as adjustment, anxiety, self-
concept, intelligence, achievement motivation and so on. Four variables, namely, bilingualism, social 
adjustment of children, family size and class size are found not to be significant in determining pupil 
achievement

Other studies carried out in more recent years also reinforce the above findings of the review 
highlighting the significant role played by school factors in influencing learner achievement. 
Chakrabarty (1988), in a study covering a number of urban and rural schools conclude that academic 
achievement of children from socio-economically disadvantaged families is adversely affected when 
they are admitted to poorly equipped schools. Many rural schools are found to be neglected even with 
regard to minimum facilities like blackboard, teaching aids and drinking water arrangements. Having 
closely examined the causes of learning disabilities among primary school children, Desai (1985) 
observe that the abolition of examination based promotion system at Grades I and II has negatively 
affected the learning levels of the children. Mali (1984) conducted a detailed diagnostic study of 98 
single teacher schools and reported that there were 160 blackboards in the 98 schools studied; of 
these, only 80 were in usable condition while six schools had roll-up boards. Teachers were not 
adequately equipped to manage such schools effectively; they were not aware of suitable teaching 
methods; they were unable to give appropriate assignments or keep others gainfully occupied while 
handling one group. Teachers were also not able to prepare a proper timetable for the four grades they 
were teaching.

Several home factors are also found to be significantly influencing learning. Malik (1984) found 
that even after controlling for socioeconomic status and intelligence levels children of illiterate parents 
showed significantly lower academic achievement than others. In another study Sarkar (1983) has 
reported that home variables, such as educational environment, income, social background, provision 
of facilities and parent- child relationship showed a significant difference between high and low 
achievers.

Under a major curriculum project of the National Council for Educational Research and 
Training, Dave and others (1988) conducted a mass scale evaluation involving nearly 300,000 primary 
school children drawn from 2,480 schools all over the country. The purpose was to ascertain the extent 
to which the pre-specified minimum learning competencies could be developed in the pupils as a 
result of a special curriculum renewal programme initiated on a national basis. The data indicated that 
there was a sudden slump in the achievement levels of children in all subjects as they entered Class III, 
which continued through Class IV to Class V. However, the comparison between project and non-
project schools indicated the possibility of raising the attainment level of children through better 
classroom transaction and improved curricular inputs as revealed by the performance of the project 
schools. In another evaluation survey, although on a much smaller scale, Gogate (1984) administered 
achievement tests in language, numeracy and general knowledge to a large number of learners who 
had completed five years of schooling. The tests consisted of four parts, one each corresponding to 
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Standards. I, II, III, and IV. It was found that the average performance of learners in rural and urban 
schools did not differ significantly. In all the subjects, considering the average performance levels, 
students of Standard V had shown achievement which was barely equivalent to the level of Standard II.

Some specific observations on the focus of the studies reviewed would be pertinent. First of all, 
they do not seem to be based on a clear perspective of what constitutes 'quality of primary education' 
even though each study, in its own way, reflects essentially on this aspect. It is, of course, true that the 
researches do not make any explicit reference to 'quality of primary education' and instead refer to 
'school effectiveness'. A number of studies deal with the question of material inputs provided to the 
school and their importance or the teachers and their qualification and training. Several others give 
overriding importance to learning outcomes in basic school subjects as the main criterion for assessing 
school effectiveness. What one finds missing is a comprehensive conceptualization of the quality or 
effectiveness of primary schooling which brings together various material and human input factors 
along with factors characterizing the instructional process for analysing their interplay with and impact 
on student learning. As succinctly put by Fuller (1990), “Research to date has been limited in two ways. 
First, policy-makers and scholars continue to be preoccupied with the large question: Do schools make 
a difference in boosting achievement...? ...Large surveys are mounted that focus on easily counted 
material inputs and yield generalizable findings. Second, the school process is represented by the 
production-function metaphor. A variety of material and human 'inputs' are tossed into the classroom 
where they magically coalesce into some kind of instructional process, resulting in varying levels of 
pupil achievement.” Further, most studies tend to treat the primary education system operating in a 
country in a monolithic fashion as consisting of homogeneous units; it is important to recognize, 
particularly in developing countries, that the school system is severely fissured consisting of dual or 
even multiple layers of schools which are fairly well defined or at least definable in the respective 
countries in terms of internal structure, resources and styles of functioning. Referring in global terms 
to the primary education system in a country without reference to these internal anomalies blurs the 
vision for developing a realistic picture of the quality of the schools and the steps to be taken for 
improving them.

Also, primary schools function in specific social and developmental contexts drawing their 
resources from and serving the children of certain specific communities. The 'quality of a school' is 
definitely linked in an organic manner with this socio-developmental context in which it is functioning. 
Therefore, investigations into school quality or effectiveness have to be contextual and generalizations 
drawn with regard to the parameters of school quality have to be necessarily context specific. 

Source : Qaulity of primary schooling in India - a case study of Madhya Pradesh (1993). International 
Institute for Educational Planning, Paris and National institute of Educational Planning and 
Administration, New Delhi
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Better Institutions, Better Education
Usha Padhee IAS 

Commissioner-cum-Secretary, 
School and Mass Education Department

[The State currently feels the need of restructuring the existing education system. Usha Padhee (IAS) 
maps the heights of the different aspects of education and what to expect in the days to come- The 
Times of India, Bhubaneswar, November 29, 2014].

Through education we visualise to fully harness the nation's human potential. But, to have 
quality education, the country should have 'good institutions' that create an enabling education 
system. Experts though, have different views on the quality of education. The factors most discussed 
are about promoting strong and effective institutions. When we describe institutions, they are not 
only organisations but are defined as laws and practices that motivate people to work hard to enrich 
them and the nation. Therefore policies, norms and rules are components of institutions.

In India, the strengthening of institutions has been very challenging. Since independence 
various policies and programmes have been implemented, though they could not rise to the level of 
the game changers. The pace of change is very slow. Even now, we have a lot of unfulfilled objectives 
in providing access, quality and equity to every child as far as education goes. The Right to Education 
Act is a major landmark that has the potential to achieve the dream of universalisation of elementary 
education.

In Odisha, the scenario has seen an increase in schooling and the number of schools. There is 
even a growth in the number of teachers. Due to the difficult terrain and scattered habitations, 
especially in tribal areas, many small schools have been the integral part of the education system. 
The socio-cultural fabric of 'the state is also reflected in these schools. Therefore, the educational 
institutions established through the 'inspector raj' of circles, educational districts, etc are found to be 
ineffective. Valuable educational administration is the need of the hour. In an era of knowledge, we 
understand that the educational administrator is to be a mentor, manager and planner. The control 
model will not promote sustainability. Many states have gone ahead with efficient governance 
system by restructuring the hierarchical education system where the local self-governance 
promotes local initiatives.

In these changed circumstances, Odisha has felt the need for effective governance and 
restructured the educational administrative system. The block educational officers (BEOs) have 
replaced the district inspector of schools (DIs) in primary education in each block. The district 
education officers (DEOs) have been appointed in each district to do away with the circle inspectors. 
Though the state is yet to have the BEOs in all the blocks, it has already brought the administration 
closer to schools. Dual authority at block and district has been replaced by a single line 
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administration. Educational administrators too have been promoted to all relevant project posts to 
enhance the capacity and ownership. Through the new recruitment and quality induction training 
programmes, we have got a lot of young and committed people as educational administrators. 
Similarly, district offices have been strengthened by enabling circulars and infrastructure. In the long-
run, these measures will certainly bring better governance. The State Institute of Educational 
Management and Training (SIEMAT) has been activated to keep the training program for new and in-
service people. It is perhaps for the first time in India that Odisha got notified its training policy for 
educational administrators in the line of All India Administrative Service with the approach of 'Training 
for All'.

But the way forward is still long. The merging of various Directorates and the educational 
administration system has to be strengthened. Major flagship programs like Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 
and Rastriya Madhyamika Shiksha Abhiyan are supposed to strengthen the system, but they seem to 
have created a parallel system of administration. This anomaly is to be rectified and the existing 
institutions to be revamped and strengthened to meet the emergent challenges. This area of good 
governance and building institutions needs continuous nurturing and guidance from the policy-
makers. Short-term actions of 'transfer and postings' may not help in improving the education in the 
State.

I am happy that Odisha is taking a major stride in restructuring and reforming the system of 
education through policies, programs, norms and standards. Restructuring the educational 
administration system, career progression policies for teachers, amendments in the Odisha Education 
Act to streamline GIA schools, efforts to bring in parity among teachers, teachers transfer policy, 
merging of different Directorates and allowing recruitments for the crucial positions, etc are a few 
examples where dividends will be harnessed in sustainable manner. I feel this is the area of focus to 
achieve our vision. 

(Source : The Times of India, Bhubaneswar, November 29,  2014)
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Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 
should be phased out ASAP

Fifteen years on, Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) has outlived its utility.  In most states today, the 
programme is doing more harm than good to the education system. I make this strong statement 
responsibly as someone who has helped conceptualize and implement SSA for many years and 
studied SSA implementation in several states over the past five years. 

SSA has contributed remarkably to improving school infrastructure, establishing new schools, 
and appointing new teachers, and these achievements have come at a much quicker pace than they 
otherwise would have. That said, SSA is not an appropriate vehicle to meet the critical challenges of 
revitalizing teacher education institutions and improving student learning, which should be our focus 
now. My arguments below highlight the urgent need to phase out the SSA programme. 

Eight years ago, the Working Group of the Ministry of HRD for the Eleventh Plan (of which I was 
the member-secretary) strongly recommended that the focus of SSA should change completely from 
2007 onwards. The Working Group had recommended that 'the focus should now be on complete 
integration of SSA with the mainstream education department and targeting of key reforms that could 
help institutionalize project level gains. Unless there is a strong effort to address systemic issues of 
strengthening of teacher education institutions, regular functioning of schools, strengthening of 
school supervision, accountability of educational administrators, teacher transfer policies and service 
conditions and effective decentralization of school management, the gains of SSA will not sustain.'

Eight years later, we have made no corrections whatsoever to the design or implementation 
arrangements of SSA in the ways recommended by the Working Group in 2006. SSA continues to 
function as a stand-alone project with no focus on systemic or institutional reform. 

SSA implementation over the past decade, through a set of parallel structures, has 
systematically eroded the authority and capacity of mainstream educational institutions like the 
Directorates of Education and SCERTs. This has happened in several ways. Most importantly, SSA has 
usurped core functions of these institutions such as teacher training, curriculum development, 
compiling educational statistics, and monitoring of the RTE. When SSA is actually phased out, these 
institutions will be far weaker than they were at the beginning of the programme. This process of 
emaciation of mainstream education institutions must stop now.

SSA works on an annual work-plan basis, where the focus is on implementing a set of activities 
approved for one year and on spending the funds allocated for that year.  This short-term approach 
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has undermined perspective planning and development of a long-term vision for change in classroom 
teaching practices as well as other systemic reforms. Because funds are available, and there is little 
accountability, SSA State Project Directors (SPDs), who often have no experience of working in the 
education sector, prefer to implement short-term projects designed to show quick results. These 
interventions change almost every year with changes in SPDs. The school system and teachers are at 
the receiving end of this 'tyranny of innovations' unleashed by bright, well-meaning young officers 
who are in a hurry to show results during their short tenures. This precludes any consistent and 
sustained effort at improving the quality of education. 

Like most other centrally sponsored schemes, SSA follows a uniform, 'one-size-fits-all' 
normative approach to funding state and district annual work plans. Because the needs of states and 
districts are very different, uniform, norm-based funding is wholly inappropriate to meet these 
diverse needs. The centralized review and approval of annual plans for the country's 600-plus districts 
should be replaced with a decentralized arrangement for assessing needs and providing 'untied' funds 
based on contextual needs. 

The short-term outlook of SSA has had a deleterious effect on formulating a long-term 
strategy for teacher professional development.  The short duration in-service teacher training 
programmes that SSA has conducted over the past few years have been of indifferent quality, and 
resource centres at the block and cluster level responsible for providing regular academic support to 
teachers have been largely converted to centres for data collection and administrative reporting. 

The State SSA offices were registered as 'government societies'. The main rationale for 
creating the alternative 'SSA society' mechanism for implementing education programmes was that 
departmental structures like Directorates and SCERTs were weak and inefficient. However, over the 
past decade and a half, SSA's mission mode of execution has given way to a routinized departmental 
mode of functioning, rendering the main argument for continuation of the parallel SSA arrangement 
pointless. The secondary rationale was that the society arrangement allowed funds to be transferred 
directly from the central government to the SSA society bypassing the state budget and the time-
consuming fund release processes linked to the state treasury system. However, from 2014 onwards, 
SSA funds will be transferred through the state budgets and subject to the same delays and 
inefficiencies as are all other state plan funds. With this change in the fund transfer arrangement, the 
paramount reason for creating state SSA societies parallel to the mainstream education department 
institutions will no longer exist. This should be a clear signal for the bloated and unaccountable SSA 
society structures to be wound up with a sense of urgency.

Corruption in SSA is deep-rooted and pervasive in many states. Every aspect of the 
programme, including purchase of school uniforms, teacher training, printing of textbooks and other 
materials, construction of school buildings, and hiring of vehicles, is steeped in irregular practices. In 
several states, SSA has lost the moral authority to lead any serious education change. Of course, this is 
true of most other government offices including the mainstream education structures. But, then 
there seems to be no logic in continuing with a set-up that reproduces the same corrupt culture and 
results in emaciation of other legitimate institutions. 

In most states, SSA has been designated as the nodal agency for RTE implementation. Actually, 
RTE goals can never be achieved if SSA is charged with this responsibility. Achieving RTE goals requires 
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perspective planning. Bold administrative decisions are needed for teacher rationalization and 
redeployment. Serious systemic reform and a strong vision for change at the school and classroom 
level are required. SSA, with its limited agenda of spending allocations sanctioned under an annual 
work plan, cannot provide the leadership, vision and roadmap necessary for achieving RTE goals. The 
responsibility for implementing and moving toward RTE objectives has to vest with the education 
department and the mainstream institutions.  

We are running out of time. Educational administration and teacher education institutions 
have suffered administrative apathy and neglect in the past two decades. The efforts to improve 
school quality, inclusiveness, and student learning outcomes have been erratic and inconsistent. 
Bringing about change in classroom culture and teaching practice requires a clear vision and 
consistent sustained effort. The vision for change should be shared throughout the system. This 
requires state commitment and initiative. A uniform set of SSA activities implemented through parallel 
structures bypassing state institutions cannot bring about any real change.

Phasing out the current model of SSA programming and implementation is urgent. We could 
begin with a few quick changes to kick-start the phase out. First, states could identify their three- to-
five-year needs for infrastructure and teacher recruitment to meet RTE norms. The central 
government should commit to transfer these funds over the three- to-five-year period based on 
availability. The rest of the funding should be transferred as 'untied' funds to be allocated at the state 
level based on a perspective plan or roadmap drawn up by the state. Second, the responsibility for 
implementing various components of infrastructure and quality should be transferred to the 
mainstream educational structures and institutions such as the Directorates of Education and SCERTs. 
In the interim, the SSA society could take up some activities that cannot be immediately implemented 
by any other agency. Third, personnel that have been brought on deputation or contract to the SSA 
offices should be redeployed to these state institutions. Fourth, the focus of the central government 
and national institutions should shift from day-to-day monitoring of expenditures and SSA 
implementation to strengthening of teacher education institutions, setting standards for curriculum, 
school quality, teacher performance and student learning, strengthening institutions responsible for 
monitoring the RTE Act, facilitating cross-state sharing of best practices, and promotion of research 
and innovation. This will increase the accountability of state governments to achieve objectives of 
universal elementary education of high quality. 
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Quality Education Matters

Lalita Pattnaik
 Education Specialist, Unicef, Odisha 

Every child, girl or boy, in India has the fundamental right to enjoy eight years of quality 
education. This education should provide them with basic literacy and numeracy skills, learning 
without fear and feeling of being valued and included, regardless of where they come from and who 
they are. The goal of quality education is to shift from the right of access to education to the right to 
learn, from pre-school through elementary and secondary education.

Given its complex and multifaceted nature, there are many definitions of ‘quality’ in 
education. It is often used interchangeably with the terms efficiency, effectiveness and equity.

The generally agreed definition of quality education refers to learners who are healthy, well-
nourished and ready to participate and learn and are supported in learning by their families and 
communities in an environment that is healthy, safe, protective and gender-sensitive, with adequate 
resources and facilities. The content of such an education is made up of relevant curricula and 
materials that help the student acquire basic literacy, numeracy and life skills, and knowledge in such 
areas as gender, health and nutrition through processes in which trained teachers use child-centred 
teaching approaches in well-managed classrooms and schools and skillful assessment to facilitate 
learning and reduce disparities.

This definition allows us to see education as a complex system, which is set in a political, 
cultural and economic context and where these aspects depend on and influence each other. 

According to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), ‘all children must have an 
opportunity to survive, develop, and reach their full potential, without discrimination, bias or 
favouritism and that all children are guaranteed their fundamental rights regardless of gender, race, 
religious beliefs, income, physical attributes, geographical location or other status.' 

To be equitable, education needs to be inclusive and take into consideration the fundamental 
rights of the child. In India, unfortunately, certain sections of children are excluded from education, on 
the grounds of gender, ethnicity, religion, class and geographical access, which violates their 
fundamental right to an education. Today, although the country has made tremendous progress in 
providing access to education for all, education is not necessarily of the same quality across various 
geographies and demographic groups. Hence, India grapples not only with the equitable access to 
education but also in ensuring that the education is of equitable quality. The inter-relationship 
between quality and equity has deep implications for policy, planning and implementation of 
universalized education.

What does quality in education mean? 

Learning is forever
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 Right to Education (RTE)

An estimated eight million six to fourteen year-olds in India were out-of-school in 2009. The 
world cannot reach its Millennium Development Goal to have every child complete primary school by 
2015 without India.

The Indian Parliament enacted the Right to Education Act in 2009, to provide free and 
compulsory education to all children in the age group of six to fourteen years. The Act notifies that it is 
the legally enforceable duty of the Centre and the States to provide free and compulsory education to 
all children aged six to fourteen years.

The Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act came into force on April 1, 2010. 
The implementation of this Act is to address issues of school dropout, out-of-school children and 
quality of education 

Snapshot of the Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education (RCFCE) Act, 2009

Realizing RTE in Odisha

Enacted on April 1, 2010, this Act serves as a building block to ensure that every child from six to 
fourteen years is given his or her right to get quality elementary education, and the State, with the help of 
families and communities, fulfils this obligation. The Act has been described as a model for countries in the 
region because it goes beyond ensuring only access to assuring good quality education.

March 31, 2013 represented an important milestone, as it was the agreed deadline for meeting 
most of the targets set by the Act. Three years since its enactment, there have been significant resource 
allocation to the education sector, substantive structural reform as well as countless stories of hope from 
the field. There remains, nonetheless, much to be done in order to achieve quality education with equity 
for every child across India.

Important facets of quality education in the context of the Right to Education (RTE) are:

Schools as inclusive spaces: A key RTE mandate is for schools to become child-friendly and inclusive 
spaces where all children from diverse backgrounds are welcomed, treated kindly and encouraged 
to actively participate in learning through child-centred activities.

Teachers as key change agents: Another important RTE goal is to empower teachers as key change 
agents in schools, ensuring their competence as professionals able to reflect on and improve their 
own practice. Beyond ensuring an acceptable Pupil Teacher Ratio, RTE mandates that all teachers are 
professionally trained and supported to continuously assess and improve children's learning.

Role of the community: Another key mandate of RTE is empowering communities to take ownership 
in the effective running of schools through School Management Committees.

Strengthened institutions and governance: While there are one time investments that will make a 
significant difference in achieving targets in such areas as ensuring a library or a functional toilet in 
every school, much of the pedagogic transformation mandated by the RTE will necessitate 
substantive institutional reform.

Odisha was one of the first states to initiate the implementation of the Right of Children to Free 
and Compulsory Education (RCFCE) Act, 2009 and notified the RCFCE State Rules in 2010. In the three 
years since the enactment and adoption of the Act, the state has made tremendous strides in 
implementing its provisions across the state.
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Odisha has the third largest tribal population and the second highest proportion of Scheduled 
Caste and tribals in India. Nearly half the blocks in the state have been identified as educationally 
backward. 

In 2009, 6.3 percent of Odisha's children aged six to fourteen years were out of school. Only 71 
percent of the children were attending school, as against the national average of 73.5 percent. The 
state also lagged on infrastructure indicators, including drinking water, common toilets and girls' 
toilets in schools. From 2010 to 2013, there has been an increase in the number of schools in the state 
along with an increase in enrolment and decrease in out of school children. There has also been 
significant improvement in access and participation of children in elementary education, particularly 
in lower primary schools.

From 6814 primary and 286 upper primary schools in 1948, Odisha in 2012 has 61,771 
government or government aided schools across the state. Of these, 92 percent are government-
managed and the remaining balance eight percent are private. A vast majority of the schools, (93 
percent), serve rural areas. The government initiative in elementary education is thus visible and has 
resulted in very high enrolment for both boys and girls at the elementary level.

Although India has achieved close to universal enrolment at the primary level, children 
continue to drop out before reaching classes five, eight and ten. These figures are higher for children 
from Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. In Odisha, the Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) among 
children aged six to 11 years in 2012-13 is 100.0. The Net Enrolment Ratio (NER) stands at 93.6. (DISE 
2012-13).  There are variations in both ratios across different districts. 

How well children are retained in schooling depends on how well they start. Uneven coverage 
and poor quality of pre-school is leading to higher drop out and lower learning levels in subsequent 
schooling years across the country. Even so, the percentage of children aged three to six years, out of 
pre-school and school in Odisha witnessed a significant drop between 2009 and 2012. This drop was 
particularly pronounced for children aged three and four years. (ASER 2012) 

In India, identification and tracking of out-of-school children back into age appropriate classes 
through special training remains a challenge. Poor quality of education is leading to substandard 
learning outcomes, pushing these children out of the education system and leaving them vulnerable 
to child labour and marriage, abuse and violence. Many classrooms continue to be characterised by 
teacher-centred rote learning, corporal punishment and discrimination. Between 2009 and 2012, 
dropout rates of children declined in the six to fourteen age group in Odisha. There was, however, a 
rise in dropout rates between 2011 and 2012, with the exception of girls aged seven to ten years.

Development and strengthening of the mandated School Management Committees (SMC) 

Odisha's performance on key RTE indicators

School Enrolment

Early Childhood Education

Out-of- School Children

School Management
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District wise percentage of children aged 5 to 14 years engaged in work in Odisha

District wise percentage of girls married below the legal age in Odisha

across India to ensure RTE compliance and grievance redressal for violations of the Act is a challenge. In 
Odisha, SMCs are constituted of 75 percent parents and guardians and the balance 25 percent of local 
authority elected members, teachers and students. Around 97 percent schools in the state have a 
SMCs. A significant rise in the percentage of schools with SMCs was recorded between 2011 and 2013. 
(DISE 2012-13) 

As per the RTE norms, there should be one teacher for every 30 students at the primary level 
and one teacher for every 35 students at the upper primary level. Across the country, 41 percent of 
primary schools have a Pupil Teacher Ratio (PTR) of more than 30 and upper primary of more than 35. 
About 80 percent of regular teachers and 72 percent of contractual teachers are professionally 
qualified. In Odisha, 17 percent of schools have only one teacher and 46 percent have just two 
teachers. Thirty-two percent of schools in the state do not have a female teacher. (DISE 2012-13) 

In Odisha, around 19.5 percent of the primary schools have a School Classroom Ratio (SCR) 
greater than 30, while 14.9 percent have an SCR greater than 35. (District Report Cards 2012-13, School 
and Mass Education Department). In the state, around 80 percent of schools have girls' toilets and 
nearly 95 percent have drinking water facilities. Less than 10 percent schools have a boundary wall and 
approximately 22 percent of schools have playgrounds. (District Report Cards 2012-13, School and 
Mass Education Department).  There is still much ground to cover to ensure a child-friendly learning 
environment where all children benefit from gender sensitive and inclusive classrooms as well as the 
availability of improved water, sanitation and hygiene in the state.

Teachers

School Infrastructure
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Finance and Activities

Learning levels

India's average per student allocation 
in 2012-13 is INR 11,509. Odisha's allocation 
stands at INR 8794 per student. (PAISA 2012) 

Odisha's school infrastructure received 
the largest share of the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 
resources between 2010 and 2013, followed 
by teachers and children. (PAISA 2012)

In terms of expenditure as a percentage 
of allocation in Odisha, the highest percentage 
was in the areas of quality and miscellaneous 
and the least percentage was spent was on 
management and teachers. (PAISA 2012) 

The activities undertaken by the largest 
percentage of schools from April 2011 to 
November 2012 included painting of 
blackboards and whitewashing of buildings. 
However, activities related to bill payments, 
toilet repair, electrical fitting purchase and 
boundary wall repairs were taken up by the 
least percentage of schools. (PAISA 2012) 

Learning assessments across the 
country show that many of the children who 
remain in school are not learning the basics of literacy and numeracy or the additional knowledge and 
skills necessary for their all-round development, as specified under the RTE Act. Across the country, 

Samiksha

In November 2010, the Department of School and Mass Education in Odisha initiated a unique 
process for monitoring schools. – Samiksha. Under this, a team of implementers, including the state, 
district and block level officials, track the performance of more than 50,000 schools across the state on 
identified indicators on a monthly basis. The data generated from these schools is massive, authentic, 
reliable and quite different from other monitoring systems, which are primarily based on sample studies.

The system involves not only data transmission from the school to the state level but also a 
process for spot checks.

However, despite improvement in monitoring, large gaps still exist. Sixty percent of the schools 
have not been inspected at all in 2011-12. This number is higher for urban than rural schools: 66 percent 
and 59 percent respectively. On the other hand, three percent of schools, both rural and urban, have been 
visited 12 or more times during the same period.
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less than half of Grade-V students can read class two text. Between 2009 and 2012, learning levels in 
Odisha saw a decline. Both language and maths skills of students in grades III and IV witnessed a 
decline. At the district level, Bhadrak performed the best in reading and math and Bolangir performed 
the worst. (ASER 2010)

Odisha has taken significant steps to strengthen the infrastructure and inputs such as school 
finances and facilities. However, improvements are required in terms of outcomes like learning levels. 
Hence, aspects of quality like training of teachers, development of appropriate teaching learning 
materials and creating a conducive learning environment for students, especially in backward 
districts, need special attention.

The Government implements the RTE Act through its flagship scheme, the Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan (SSA). The SSA is a nation-wide campaign to provide eight years of elementary education to 
all children in the age group of six to fourteen years. The SSA mainly focuses on increasing access, 
enrolment and retention of all children in addition to improving the quality of education. Goals 
related to universal enrolment and retention have nearly been achieved under SSA. However, 
universal quality education remains a major challenge in many states in the country.

Several components of education service delivery can impact quality of education in schools. 
These include teacher development and support, performance assessment, educational 
administration, programme evaluation, research and inputs like textbooks, uniforms and training, in 
addition to the curriculum, teaching, teaching-learning materials and resources, classroom 
organization, lesson planning and student learning.

In the context of enhancing quality of learning, the  Right to Education Act mandates a shift in 
the entire curriculum, teaching and assessment to ensure conformity to constitutional values, 
learning through activities, discovery and exploration in a child-centred and child-friendly manner, 
and to ensure all-round development of the child in an environment free from fear, trauma or anxiety. 
This will require integrated efforts to bring attitudinal and behavioural shifts in the entire system.

In 2011, the Department of School and Mass Education, Odisha initiated a Quality Schools 
Initiative in 6000 selected schools across the state to demonstrate components of quality pertaining 
to the school environment, curricular and co-curricular components and the links between school and 
community. The objective of this initiative is to demonstrate the Right to Education compliance in 
selected schools, define standards and enabling activities across all schools in the state through a 
comprehensive need-based programme. The state now plans to expand this initiative to an additional 
6000 schools in an effort to eventually scale up to more schools in Odisha.

To improve the quality of education and ensure equity for all, it is important, particularly in 
Odisha's context of a large tribal population, to address the problems of 'pockets of deprivation.' 
However, inequity in education is not limited to the exclusion of Adivasi and Dalit children. It can affect 
all school going children by limiting equitable access to and quality of education through schools that 
are ill-equipped, irregular teacher attendance, poor materials and resources, curriculum overload, 
lack of female teachers and language barriers. A major problem concerning the delivery of equitable 
education is that some issues, such as disability, migration, social discrimination and language barriers 

Focusing on Quality in Education

The case for equity
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remain invisible to policy and practices.

There is strong evidence to show that educational outcomes like learning levels and the 
ability to use the skills learnt in the classroom are not confined to schools, but are influenced by 
other factors as well, including parental background, area of residence, economic class and social 
differences. In the context of equity, schools then become spaces where these barriers do not 
influence children's basic education and equip them with the skills to make and have choices in life, 
irrespective of their gender, caste, class or ethnic background.

To realize the goal of equitable universal elementary education, the issues the children face 
have to be seen through the lens of the right of every child to access education and to learn.

It is important to shift the discussion on policy and programmes and RTE implementation 
from the right to access education to the right to learn and focus on quality education with equity 
from pre-school, elementary up to secondary education. This can be achieved by enhancing the 
capacity of the education system in the state to deliver quality education, empowering 
communities and by creating awareness.

Odisha has yet to attain many of the progressive parameters of the RTE Act.  The three -year 
period for achieving and operationalizing the key provisions of the Act ended in March 2013. It is 
now time for the state to take stock of the landscape and see what can strengthen the 
implementation of the Act.

?Facilitate processes for establishing child-friendly schools and systems.

?Place thrust on improving learning levels. Conduct rigorous baseline and subsequent 
evaluations to track improvements in both learning outcomes and scholastic outcomes of 
children.

?Formulate regular attendance strategy for in- school and out- of- school children.

?Strengthen special training and bridging programmes for out-of-school children. Develop a 
design or framework for the curriculum for special training that is innovative, adaptable, 
contextualized and has flexible delivery strategies.

?Build capacity of SMCs to understand their roles and responsibilities, track budgets, develop 
child-centred school development plans and redress grievances.

?Strengthen real time monitoring of RTE compliance. 

?Ensure proper infrastructure is in place, including measures to avoid teacher transfers and 
absenteeism and to ensure an adequate pupil to teacher ratio, infrastructure and resources 
are available.

The Way Forward

Recommendations

Increase capacity of government and partners to implement RTE and create child-friendly schools
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Enhance the capacity of teachers  to deliver quality education with equity.

Encourage social and behavioural change in consonance with the values enshrined in the 
Constitution, and change prevailing norms and gender attitudes related to child marriage, violence 
against children and child labour.

Build aspecific roadmap for reaching the ‘last mile’ children.

?Provide on-site academic support to teachers through BRCCs, CRCCs and Block Resource 
Persons.

?Partner with organizations and resource agencies to develop packages for capacity building and 
resource support to teachers.

?Plan for teacher recruitment gaps and teacher support mechanisms.

?Build system of child and community participation in school management.



Perspective...
The Quality Dimension 
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Even as the system attempts to reach every child, the issue of quality presents a new range of 
challenges. The belief that quality goes with privilege is clearly irreconcilable with the vision of 
participatory democracy that India upholds and practises in the political sphere. Its practise in the 

sphere of education demands that the education available to all children in different regions and 
sections of society has a comparable quality. J.P. Naik has described equality, quality and quantity as 
the 'elusive triangle' of Indian education. Dealing with this metaphorical triangle requires a deeper 
theoretical understanding of quality than has been available. UNESCO's recently published global 
monitoring report discusses systemic standards as the appropriate context of the quality debate. 
From this point of view, the child's performance needs to be treated as an indicator of systemic quality. 
In a system of education that is divided between a fast-growing private sector and a larger state sector 
marked by shortages and the uneven spread of resources, the issue of quality poses complex 
conceptual and practical questions. The belief that private schools have higher quality treats 
examination results as the sole criterion for judging quality. This kind of perception ignores the ethos-
related limitations of the privileged private schools. The fact that they often neglect the child's mother 
tongue warrants us to wonder about the opportunities that they are able to provide to the child for 
constructing knowledge in meaningful ways. Moreover, the exclusion of the poor from their 
admission process implies the loss of learning opportunities that occur in a classroom with children 
from diverse socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. 

Physical resources by themselves cannot be regarded as an indicator of quality; yet, the 
extreme and chronic shortage of physical resources, including basic infrastructural amenities, in 
schools run by the state or local bodies does present a serious quality constraint. The availability of 
qualified and motivated teachers who perceive teaching as a career option applies to all sectors of 
schools as a necessary precondition for quality. Recent suggestions for the dilution of standards in 
teacher recruitment, training and service conditions articulated in the NPE, and before, it, by the 
Chattopadhyaya Commission (1984), arouse anxiety. No system of education can rise above the 

Democracy is based on faith in the dignity and worth of every single individual as a human being. …The 
object of a democratic education is, therefore, the full, all-round development of every individual's 
personality. …i.e. an education to initiate the students into the many-sided art of living in a community. It 
is obvious, however, that an individual cannot live and develop alone. …No education is worth the name 
which does not inculcate the qualities necessary for living graciously, harmoniously and efficiently with 
one's fellow men. (Secondary Education Commission, 1952 – 53, P. 20)



quality of its teachers, and the quality of teachers greatly depends on the means deployed for 
selection, procedures used for training, and the strategies adopted for ensuring accountability.

The quality dimension also needs to be examined from the point of view of the experiences 
designed for the child in terms of knowledge and skills. Assumptions about the nature of knowledge 
and the child's own nature shape the school ethos and the approaches used by those who prepare the 
syllabi and textbooks and by teachers as well. The representation of knowledge in textbooks and other 
materials needs to be viewed from the larger perspective of the challenges facing humanity and the 
nation today. No subject in the school curriculum can stay aloof from these larger concerns, and 
therefore the selection of knowledge proposed to be included in each subject area requires careful 
examination in terms of socio-economic and cultural conditions and goals. The greatest national 
challenge for education is to strengthen our participatory democracy and the values enshrined in the 
Constitution. Meeting this challenge implies that we make quality and social justice the central theme 
of curricular reform. Citizenship training has been an important aspect of formal education. Today, it 
needs to be boldly reconceptualised in terms of the discourse of universal human rights and the 
approaches associated with critical pedagogy. A clear orientation towards values associated with 
peace and harmonious coexistence is called for. Quality in education includes a concern for quality of 
life in all its dimensions. This is why a concern for peace, protection of the environment and a 
predisposition towards social change must be viewed as core components of quality, not merely as 
value premises.

Source: National Curriculum Framework 2005. NCERT, New Delhi
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?The Problem
?The Best of Times, the Worst of Times
?Is it Really Possible?
?In Search of Quality
?Beyond Resources

These papers, first published in Seminar-536, April, 2004 : 
'Are We Learning?', have been included in this publication, 
with permission from appropriate authorities, for reference 
by a wider academic community. The papers cover an 
extended spectrum of quality education : concept, 
challenges, correlates, processes, learning outcomes, etc.  
Though published in 2004, barring relevance of data, the 
papers still have freshness of ideas and insights of the 
authors.

Quality Primary Education





It is hardly surprising that accounts and assessments of India's educational performance, in 
particular meeting the constitutional mandate to provide 'free and compulsory education to all 
children upto the age of 14 years,' remain deeply divided. Even as officials of the Ministry of Human 
Resources Development underscore the tremendous progress of the last five decades despite the 
scarcity of resources and the immensity of the task inherited at independence, critics continue to 
focus on the many gaps and unfinished business, citing among other, the most recent Unesco report. 
They also remind us that the constitutional commitment, despite being included in the Directive 
Principles of State Policy and not the Fundamental Rights chapter, came accompanied by a target 
date, 1960, and how this date has been pushed back every decade, currently standing at 2015.

We are also reminded of the vast number of children who continue to remain out of school, 
that many who do join dropout, and that significant numbers learn little even after completing the 
primary cycle. As if this was not sufficiently depressing, detailed research indicates that the picture 
varies across class, caste, gender and locality with those on the margins faring significantly worse than 
the better-off. Finally, to underscore the lack of political will among the governing classes and 
continuing apathy marking the elite, are accounts about the questionable state of the government 
primary school- the woefully inadequate infrastructure (school buildings, toilets, playgrounds, even 
drinking water), absence of teaching-learning materials, and the shortage of trained and motivated 
teachers. Evidently, dozens of reports – from the Radhakrishnan to the Kothari Commission and most 
recently the National Education Policy – have failed to make quality education for our children a 
compelling enough priority.

If official statistics are to be taken at face value, this description no longer holds true. The 
decade of the nineties seems to have witnessed a dramatic increase in literacy levels, school 
enrolment and retention rates, decline in dropouts, increase in the number of teachers and schools 
and a major escalation of public funding for education. With the state shedding its earlier unease 
about external assistance in elementary education, this phase has seen a plethora of donor-assisted 
programmes, both bilateral and multilateral. In addition, the last few years have also drawn in the 
corporate sector. This collective endeavour has even nudged the political class into moving a 
constitutional amendment for declaring education as a fundamental right, incidentally approved by 
the Rajya Sabha.

So, are we finally on the right track? Is it likely that the lessons from many researches, 
experiments and innovations, both in the official system and outside, will finally bear fruit? Such 
exuberance may, in all likelihood, be somewhat premature. True, the educational discourse has 
moved away from the earlier lament about an insufficient demand for schooling and learning, 
particularly among the poor, socially marginalized and girls, Nevertheless, the disquiet with what 

The Problem
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children actually learn remains deep. It is also evident that a crucial reason why, despite an eagerness 
to learn and even a willingness to pay, children dropout of school or attend irregularly is because they 
find the experience in schools deeply dissatisfying.

Only in part is this due to inadequate infrastructure or the shortage of teachers, particularly 
women teachers, pushing student-teacher ratios to unacceptably high levels and forcing schools into 
multi-grade classes. It is equally because the school environment remains iniquitous and 
discriminatory vis-à-vis both the socially marginal communities and girls. Above all, is our collective 
failure to engage pedagogically with the child. This despite all educational documents being peppered 
with politically correct and evocative phrases like joyful and child-centered learning.

There is another problem, inadequately addressed both in research and policy. Today we have 
a wide variety of schools that have come up not merely as a response to a differentiated market 
demand, but policy. Forget for a moment the schools for the elite. For the common citizen we have the 
government primary schools, alternative (shiksha karmi, education guarantee) schools, aided and 
unaided private schools and so on. The stratification in schools both mirrors and further entrenches 
social stratification such that different schools, instead of catering to a heterogeneous group are 
dealing with cohesive groupings defined by income, caste and ethnicity. One implication of this 
'hierarchies of access' is that the most deprived, and thus the most in need for the best education, 
usually end up receiving the least attention. A far cry from the common school system recommended 
both by the Radhakrishan and Kothari Commission.

Equally disingenuous has been the obsession with targets and statistics. For years now, the 
provincial Governments responsible for elementary education have remained resource strapped, 
with well over 90% of their budgets devoted to meeting teacher salaries, and this too haltingly. 
Innovations and improvements were possible only as a result of central, and of late, external donor 
assistance. This created not only the problems associated with a donor-driven agenda and policy, but 
a fracturing of the effort with different funds pushing their favoured solutions. It simultaneously led to 
increasing pressure to report compliance on targets, most of which incidentally relate to inputs not 
outcomes, Possibly this is why, dispite a multiplication of schemes addressing diverse problems 
through different agencies, it has proved difficult to focus on the simple and obvious task- that of 
generating and nurturing an environment which helps the child to learn.

In a vast and diverse country such as ours, it is not difficult to discover positive and success 
stories. The involvement of non-officials-community groups, NGOs, corporate – and the comparative 
experience made available through the participation of external donors, has clearly energized the 
once dispirited government primary school system. The introduction of bridge courses and rapid 
learning programmes designed specifically for dropouts and the never-enrolled children have 
undoubtedly helped, as have new and better textbooks and workbooks. Regions with active 
involvement of panchayats and community groups (parent-teacher associations, mother\s groups) 
have increased participation with school management, improving accountability and performance-
be it mid-day meal schemes, school repair and building programmes or arranging supplementary 
learning and extra-curricular activities for children. Examples can be multiplied. The concern is 
whether our system(s) are willing and able to draw upon these lessons and translate the many but 
scattered efforts into better quality education.

Basic education is a necessity, not just instrumentally, but in itself. It can, and must be, a fun, a 
joy. It would indeed be tragic if once again we let time slip by or let decision-makers off the hook. This 
issue of Seminar debates what is involved. 
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The Best of Times, the Worst of Times

These are the best of times and the worst of times, times when we are presented drastically 
different scenarios and hear sharply contrasting stories. Pouring over educational statistics from a 
variety of sources-Census and Sample Surveys (NFHS, NSSO)-one feels upbeat about the progress in 
literacy levels and primary school enrolment in the decade of the 1990s. So too when we read 
government documents that bestow elementary education as a fundamental right, allocate 
substantial funds to elementary education and reiterate commitment to close all gender and social 
equity gaps in accessing quality education. All seems to be on track with Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan. Yet, if 
one travels around the country, in rural hamlets and urban slums, the ground situation seems a far cry 
from national or even state level statistics.

Let me start with the more promising areas of the country. During a visit to EGS (Education 
Guarantee Scheme) and government primary schools in Raiser district of Madhya Pradesh (November 
2003), I found a lot of children in school, packed to the brim in a brightly coloured building. Teachers 
were having to manage over 50 children of different classes in the same room, trying to maintain some 
semblance of order. Browsing through their notebooks and observing their work it was obvious that 
many of them - even in class III and IV - could barely read and write. Yes children are definitely coming 
to school and yes the teachers are also present, but one is left wondering how many will actually 
complete the primary cycle with requisite skills. 

Similarly, I made a surprise stopover in a few government primary schools in Banswara district 
of Rajasthan in February 2004. Again, government primary schools were functioning, children were 
there in full force, and teachers were present, yet it is difficult to say if learning was happening. Parents 
lamented that in the old days even a class V child could read newspapers, but now even a metric pass 
could not do so! The scenario in Babu land was no different enrolment of children between the ages of 
6-14 stands at 96%; the state dropout rate is as high as 72% between classes l-X. 

Given the multi-grade teaching situation in a majority of primary schools, especially in rural / 
backward areas, the actual teaching time is fairly low. Single and two teacher schools are more 
prevalent in areas where literacy levels are low and where most of the children are first generation 
school goers. In some states like Rajasthan, the number and intensity of non- teaching duties of 
teachers (oversee self-help groups, surveys and campaigns, human and cattle census) has increased 
in the last five years. Teachers in Ajmer (August 2003) admit that actual teaching is as low as 140 days 
in some schools. The tragedy is not that there is no demand for education or that people do not 
recognize the value of education in the overall growth and development of their children. Rather that 
children who do enroll are pushed from one grade to the next, thanks to the no-detention policy. After 
five years, they emerge with rudimentary skills, if at all.

Vimala Ramachandran
Director, Educational Resource Unit, New Delhi 

and  Member Think Tank-TE, Odisha 
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Let us turn to a region that has seen many innovative efforts in the last 15 years. I visited a 
number of schools and alternative educational programmes in Korta block of Udaipur district of 
Rajasthan in August 2003. The Lok Jumbish Parishad has been working in this block for several years, 
running a number of alternative education centers (Sahaj Shiksha Kendra, Balika Shikshan Kendra). A 
few well-known NGOs of Rajasthan (Astha, Sewa Mandir) also work in this area. Yet, nearly all social 
development indicators-immunization, child mortality, infant mortality, and maternal mortality - are 
well below state average. Korta is remains one of the most backward blocks of Rajasthan, recording a 
dismal literacy rate of 37.55% for males and a shocking 11.44% for females (Census 2001) .

The education department and Lok Jumbish project personnel admit that many formal 
primary schools do not function as teachers are either not available or absent. What is worse is that 
the actual teaching time is abysmally low in schools we visited, each group of children (in a multi-grade 
situation) were taught for as little as 25 minutes a day and 140 days in the year. The worst were the 
night schools that officially run for two to three hours in dim light. We were informed that over two-
thirds of children attending night schools are girls! Discussions with women in the area revealed that 
they want to send their children - girls and boys - to school, but are at a loss in a situation where schools 
are dysfunctional. As a result of the 'political correctness' associated with women's empowerment, 
there is a tremendous push for residential bridge courses for girls and parents ask why such residential 
camps are not being organized  for boys. All this in an area where we are often told that poverty, 
children's workload and social barriers come in the way of enrolment and regular participation.

In a recent study analyzing the factors that facilitate or impede successful primary school 
completion among children in diverse poverty situations in Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and Uttar 
Pradesh, we observed that most children in classes III, IV and V were neither able to read fluently from 
their textbooks, nor could they solve simple addition or subtraction sums. Most children in class II 
were unable to recognize alphabets or numerals; children in class III were also unable to read, write or 
count, though they knew certain lessons by rote.

'Earlier class II pass students could read postcards, now they can't even write their names,' 
complained a father during the focus group discussions (FGD) in urban Sitapur district of Utter 
Pradesh. 'What is the use of sending him to school? I pulled him out after class IV and he now helps me 
with my work.' The situation was not dramatically different in Karnataka or in Andhra Pradesh. Yes, a 
few more could read, but on further investigation we realized that children with literate parents 
(especially mother) or those who attend private tuition classes were the ones most able to read. 

Children who are first generation school goers barely manage to recognize alphabets and can, 
at best, read a few words. Group discussions in the community revealed that parents feel that the 
quality of teaching has declined, that the community teachers do not really care if the children of the 
poor learn to read or not. Also, teachers are not made accountable for learning outcomes of children, 
especially in the primary and middle schools where there are no board examinations. 

The NFHS data reveals that overall 79% of children in the age group of 6-14 were attending 
school in 1998-99, up from 69% in 1992-93. School attendance varies across states-more than 90% 
attend school in Himachal Pradesh and Kerala, while the figure stands at less than 60% in Bihar in the 
6-14 age groups (NFHS II, 1998). Attendance rates too vary across different age groups – they decline 
as we move towards higher ages. This is more marked for girls in rural areas, where they decline from 
75.1% for 6-10 years, to 61.6% for 11-14 years, and 32.8% for 15-17 years.
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This is symptomatic of not only the traditionally backward states like Bihar, Rajasthan, Madhya 
Pradesh, and Utter Pradesh, but also for Gujarat, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu. This highlights yet again 
the problematic nature of transition and retention in higher classes for girls, especially in rural areas. 
(NFHS I and II). The situation is particularly bleak in tribal areas, in urban slums and for children of 
communities who are at the bottom of the social ladder. The situation in these areas is fairly 
predictable-extreme poverty, low investment in primary education, low adult literacy, dysfunctional 
or poorly functioning schools, low learning achievements and high dropout rate.

There are wide discrepancies between the percentage of boys and girls completing primary 
school – according to NFHs II data, 100% enrolled children completed primary school in Kerala, 82% in 
Maharashtra and 86% Tamil Nadu as compared to 28% in Bihar, 30% in Rajasthan and 26% in West 
Bengal. Slightly more than a third of the population in the age group of 9-11 (or in some states 10-12) 
has completed primary school. Moreover, for girls, socially disadvantaged groups, and those in rural 
areas, completion rates are lower. The Select Educational Statistics (GOI, 2002) reveal that 59 million 
children in the 6-14 age group are still out of school, out of which 35 million children in the 6-14 age 
groups are still out of school, out of which 35 million, i.e. approximately 59% are girls. Equally 
disturbing is the distribution of out of school children by social group and by location. According to 
NFHS II, rural girls belonging to disadvantaged groups like SC and ST are perhaps the worst off with a 
staggering 50% and 56% respectively having dropped out. Male-female differences are highest 
among the poorest quintiles of our population in both rural and urban areas.

Recent studies point out that schools located in different localities in the same village are 
endowed differently in terms of infrastructure, teacher-pupil ratio, training and capacity building of 
teachers. There is also a significant difference in the quality of schools that come directly under the 
education department and those run by social or tribal welfare departments and more recently 
alternatives schools that come under the purview of panchayats. For example, the primary schools 
that come under the Adi Dravida Welfare Board in Tamil Nadu do not get the same inputs as those 
under the education department. Similarly, the Rajiv Gandhi Pathashala schools (Rajasthan) run in a 
single rented room while the regular primary schools may have up to four rooms! Thankfully, 
residential schools run under social welfare and tribal departments in Andhara Pradesh are well 
endowed, Investment in infrastructure, teacher-pupil ratio, academic inputs (teacher-pupil ratio, 
academic inputs (teacher training, teaching learning material) for alternative programmes like EGS, 
Rajiv Gandhi Pathashala, and Shishu Shiksha Kendra is appreciably less than the regular primary 
schools.

It is not that the situation is uniformly bad across the country or even for different social 
groups living in the same area. The real problem is that as we go down the social and economic 
pyramid, access and quality issues become far more pronounced. The vast numbers of the very poor 
in rural and urban India have to rely on government schools of different types. The relatively better off 
in rural and urban India either access better-endowed government schools or opt for private aided 
and unaided schools.

Let us look at the education scene in the capital, New Delhi. While municipal schools in the 
resettlement colonies have run-down buildings or are housed in torn tents, unmotivated teachers 
and an indifferent educational environment, special municipal school like Navyug schools / NDMC 
schools are better endowed and closely monitored. Almost all government employees – especially 
class IV and III – send their children to Kendriya Vidyalayas or NDMC schools. Equally, those working in 
the armed forces too access better-run government schools.  As a result, people who have the ability 
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to demand and ensure the proper functioning of ordinary municipal schools have no stake in it. As we 
go slightly higher in the bureaucracy, officials in government and related agencies send their children 
to private aided schools that offer reasonable quality education. The cr?me de la cr?me opts for elite 
schools; the government subsidizes some like Sanskriti School by allocating prime land in the heart of 
the city!

As a result, children at the bottom of the pyramid who enroll in poor quality primary schools 
have a slim chance of competing with their peers from the higher echelons of society. They drop out 
earlier and even if they continue, barely learn anything. As a result they are either pushed into lower 
paying jobs or into the informal sector. Education does not really add much value to their overall 
development or life skills.

Schooling is fast emerging as a social norm across the country. There is a hunger for education. 
Uttar Pradesh and Bihar (low literacy areas) have seen an exponential growth in the number of private 
schools–almost every village / hamlet now boasts of some kind of teaching shop. First generation 
school-goers, who account for an overwhelming proportion of the poorest of the poor, have really no 
choice. They either have to supplement their education through private tuition or make do with what 
they learn or, more often, do not.

There is another insidious pyramid in education. A cursory look at educational statistics of 
2001-02 reveals a disturbing picture. There are 6,64,041 recognized primary schools, 2,19,626 upper 
primary schools and 1,33,492 high schools in India. As we go higher, there are only 8737 colleges for 
general education, 2409 professional institutions and 272 institutions of national importance! (GOI, 
Department of Education, MHRD website). This essentially implies that there is only one upper 
primary school for three primary schools and one high school for approximately five primary school. 
Since these figures do not include alternative / EGS primary schools, the situation may actually be 
more alarming. Given that the competition to enroll at higher levels is tougher, children from poor 
quality government formal and alternative schools are the ones who are left out almost as if by design.

Opportunities for post-middle school or post-secondary vocational/ technical / para-
professional courses (public health, auxiliary nurse-mid-wife, animal husbandry, agriculture, child 
development) are limited(there is no comprehensive information on the number and spread of such 
institutions). Children who complete middle or even high school are left with almost no opportunity 
for continuing their education or acquiring employment or self-employment skills that could enable 

them to eke out a livelihood. Worse, there is no comprehensive policy to 
address the educational and training needs of educated youth.

The prognosis is clear. Ordinary middle and high school education is not 
enough. Given the changing scenario in the country especially with respect to 
the educational aspirations of people, we have to seriously think about and 
plan for post-middle school and post-secondary education and training 
opportunities. Equally, linking education to empowerment (self-esteem / 
self-confidence), survival (for employment / self-employment), awareness of 
social, political and community issues and rights as citizens can yield 
handsome results for a country that is experiencing unprecedented social as 
well as economic transformation. However, instead of addressing real issues 
that confront us in a changing world, our educational planners and 

administrators are still caught in a time warp.
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It is indeed the best time to make a decisive shift in the way education is envisioned - the 
demand side has never looked more promising. The overwhelming evidence emanating from studies 
done in the last 10 years clearly demonstrates that there is a tremendous demand for education - 
across the board and among all social groups. Wherever the government has ensured a well-
functioning school within reach, enrolment has been high. 

What is the way forward? First, access without quality is meaningless and quality is the 
essence of equity. There is little point in pushing children into schools if we cannot simultaneously 
gear the system to ensure children acquire reading, writing and cognitive skills appropriate for each 
level of education. This necessitates a multi-pronged strategy of bringing about changes in 
curriculum, class-room transactions, teacher training, classroom environment, teacher attitudes and 
school-community linkages. Working on any one these without addressing related issues does not 
lead to significant improvement in the learning outcomes of children.

Second, create multiple exit points, from high school onwards whereby children can access a 
wide range of technical / Vocational skills (including agriculture, horticulture, public health, nursing, 
infrastructure development, credit and banking, natural resource management and so on). Careful 
context specific planning has to be based on rigorous exploration of employment or self-employment 
opportunities and the natural resource base in the region. This is essential if we are to link education 
and training to productive work.

Such programmes have to be rooted in the knowledge about their area, economic 
opportunities and social and cultural life of the community. Forging forward linkages is critical because 
this will act as a suction pump propelling the community to invest in the education of their children. 
Conversely, an absence of forward linkages could lead to disappointment and disinterest in education 
per se. A lot more planning is necessary to cater to the varied educational needs of a growing number 
of elementary school students. Equally, such planning is essential to meet the demands of a fast 
changing economy.

Third, the challenge before us is so enormous that people in government have to work closely 
with the business and development community. Strategies have to be context specific–the basket of 
programmes that may be appropriate for Tamil Nadu or Andhra Pradesh may not work in Bihar and 
Rajasthan. Current approaches to district planning are woefully inadequate-the State Government 
and district administration need far greater autonomy to tailor the education system- especially the 
post-elementary education and training programmes – to the specific social and economic 
opportunities of the area. 

While affirmative action by way of reservations and special provisions does have a role to play, 
it is more than evident that in the last 55 years people from socially deprived communities (except for 
a tiny section) have remained at the bottom rung of the economic ladder. Indifferent educational 
institutions ensure that their literacy, numeracy, cognitive and critical thinking abilities remain poor. 
They enter adolescence and adulthood with little hope and are quickly sucked into a battle for survival 
that leaves little room for self-development. This reinforces prevalent ambivalence about 
appropriateness of formal education beyond the elementary level. India cannot hope to make a 
break-through unless the entire chain that binds education is addressed in totality. Piecemeal 
approaches have not worked in the past and are unlikely to do so in the future. Can the government 
and leaders in civil society meet the challenge? 
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Is it Really Possible?

Amarjeet Sinha IAS
Principal Secretary, School Education, 

Govt. of Bihar, Patna

'It is noteworthy that among the several Articles in Part-lV, only Article 45 speaks of a time 
limit, no other article does. Has it no significance? Is it a mere pious wish, even after 44 years of the 
Constitution?' asked the judges, while declaring education up to the age of 14 years to be a 
fundamental right in the J.P. Unni Krishnan Case 1993. The judges agreed with the statement in the 
Bandhua Mukti Morcha case that 'right to education is implicit in and flows from the right to life 
guaranteed by Article 21.' 

This landmark judgement transformed an incremental developmental goal set by the National 
Policy of Education 1986 of 'universal elementary education of satisfactory quality by the turn of the 
century', into an entitlement of all children up to the age of 14 years. By clearly rejecting economic 
capacity arguments for elementary education, the Supreme Court demanded a sense of urgency from 
the state, defined in Article 12 of the Constitution as 'the national, state and the local government'. 
The Tapas Majumdar Committee (1999) reiterated that the financial implications of a fundamental 
right to elementary education is well within the national commitment of 6% GDP for the education 
sector.

What has happened since then? Have things really moved? Is it really possible to make 
elementary education a fundamental right? Do we have the political will to have adequate number of 
publicly funded, well-equipped schools that are more accountable, attractive and autonomous? Does 
not the rise of large scale privately funded schools tell a tale of the decline of the public system and the 
growing inequalities in society? 

Do we really reflect on the learning needs of the diversity of under 14 children and provide for 
a range of interventions to meet their learning needs? Are we doing enough to improve the health of 
children and reduce the poverty of households to improve the successful completion of schooling by 
poor children? Are girls really welcome in schools and have parents accepted their right to basic 
education? Can mindsets of teachers that poor children will never learn, ever change? Does a 
constitutional amendment making elementary educational right really alter anything?

How will a central legislation help? Isn't the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan's goal of eight years of 
elementary schooling for all by 2010 an ambitious one? Will we ever encourage education for life in 
schools? What about the difficult regions like Bihar, UP, Orissa, with their large out of school children? 
Can the success of Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Andhra Pradesh be replicated in these backward 
regions as well? Will we ever succeed in improving the management of education by making it 
transparent, effective and efficient? Will teachers finally stop running after postings.
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We are in 2004, a year after 2003 when all 6-14 age children were to be in school-education 
guarantee schools / alternate schools/back to school camps / bridge courses had Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan goals been achieved. Information gathered from states as well as independent studies does 
suggest a significant decline in the number of out of schoolchildren, that the number of 6-14 age out of 
school children is down to 10 million from nearly 40 million in 1998-99. The evidence about children in 
school and learning, however, is still unsatisfactory, as demonstrated by weak reading and writing 
skills even in classes III and IV.

Has something happened over the last decade to change our perceptions, to indicate that it is 
possible to honour the right to elementary education? Is there an emerging political will pushing for 
universal elementary education? Do politicians consider quality basic education important to their 
vote gathering agenda? Has basic education begun to be understood as the only sustainable way of 
promoting social justice? Will the learning aspirations of 200 million children in the 6-14 age group be 
honoured? Is the quest for schooling going to translate into education, learning and completion for all? 

As recently as 1998-99, only 43% girls and 56% boys completed elementary education in the 
15-19 age group. Clearly, there is some distance to be covered if the goal of eight years of successful 
completion of elementary education by 2010 is to achieved. The large inter-state differences in 6-14 
age girls attending schools(54.1% in Bihar in 1998-99 as compared to 97.4% in Kerala in the same 
year), the gaps in performance of children belonging to SC / ST families as compared to others (NSS 
1997), makes SSA goals appear daunting indeed.

For a country that as recently as 1986-87 (42nd Round NSS) had 42% of its children in rural 
areas that never enrolled in school, 7-8% enrolled but discontinued and only 50% currently enrolled, 
the failure of basic education in the first four decades of freedom is shocking. But is the state of affairs 
really so dismal so as to kill all hope? Has something changed in the latter half of the 1990s that 
generates some hope?

The regional differences begin to blur on the issue of learning achievements. Children are not 
learning enough even in the so-called educationally better off states like Kerala, Himachal Pradesh and 
Tamil Nadu. Studies on completion. on learning and figures of children securing more than 60% at 
class V level continue to be a serious challenge for the schooling revolution. There is a long way from 
school going to translate into effective learning. This calls for an even more serious assessment of what 
we want children to learn and to assess whether the formal schooling system builds on or breaks the 
context of learning from the natural, cultural and social environment of the children. Learning can only 
be reinforced by the use of greater flexibility in curriculum, language, diverse learning materials in 
local cultural contexts and most of all, greater focus on individual learning needs of children with a 
framework that allows them to develop at their own pace with additional support when required.

The issue of relevance of basic education has also been highlighted by many critiques of 
universal elementary education. The principle of samanvaya (integration of mental and physical 
development) so critical to the Gandhian basic education system, needs to be revisited, especially in 
the light of a common perception that links education to a narrow pursuit of white collar employment. 
The failure of basic education to develop respect for physical/manual labour is a serious one as it 
interferes with the notion of education, not only for learning skills but for life. Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan is 
an opportunity to revisit the issue of relevance, especially at the upper primary level.
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The last decade has seen a strong articulation for education from the poorest households. 
Even low cost, functional initiatives have attracted children in large numbers, despite a series of bad 
rain-fall years. Poor parents perceive value in education and are willing to make adjustments to 
support their children, including girls, in schools. The demand for basic education facility in every 
habitation has become a symbol of social assertion with hitherto unprivileged communities 
demanding a school of their own, however under-funded it may be.

Travelling in the remote corners of Madhya Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh, Rajasthan, Orissa or 
Jharkhand, one is struck by the enthusiasm in the com- munity for local education, low cost, local 
teacher run facility. Tribal girls in a Balika Shikshan Shivir in Baron district of Rajasthan, tribal girls from 
the KBK districts of Orissa in low cost hostels, child labour in back-to-school camps of MV Foundation 
in Andhra Pradesh, the community enthusiasm for special summer camps for reading skills for urban 
deprived children by Pratham in Mumbai, Delhi and other cities, all tell a tale of community assertion 
for quality schooling. Is the state responding adequately? Are mindsets changing? Are adequate 
resources being provided and matched with effective decentralization and school autonomy? Are the 
demands of poor people for quality education being reflected in national and state level resource 
allocation? Do poor people really matter?

Clearly, the formal system is taking a long time to improve its account- ability. Education 
administrators are still grappling with effective and efficient management of schools, reluctant to 
shed powers to elected representatives and school committees. Transfer of teachers, deployment of 
teachers against fake enrolments, non-accountability of school systems to local people, continue to 
be in the mystified domain of powerful bureaucracies. Decentralization is paid lip service when it 
comes to shedding powers over teachers and schools. Transparency is shunned and corruption reigns 
supreme in many states in matters like teacher appointment and deployment. Teachers continue to 
dodge processes of local accountability and sarpanches manage to keep communities away from 
exercising greater control over schools.

Parent teacher associations and elected school education committees have stepped in to 
demand improved schools, but their voice is often drowned in the fathomless educational 
bureaucracy. Teacher development and establishment of institutions of excellence to support this 
process at cluster, block, and district and state levels is still weak in many states. These institutions are 
often seen as a dumping ground for those unwanted as education administrators or preferred options 
for those teachers not wanting to teach in remote locations.

Will we ever achieve the goals of SSA if we do not focus on the reform and decentralization 
agenda, school autonomy and institutional development thrust? The answer is an emphatic no. But 
then, this is what the framework of SSA expects states to initiate and adopt. The challenge of SSA is to 
change the mindset of education bureaucracies and teachers, to make them responsible for meeting 
the learning needs of ail children after providing the resources at their command to do so. The 
challenge is to create basic minimum learning conditions for all children in all schools / learning 
centers / all habitations.

The apathy of the state reflects in the slow pace of effective decentralization and community 
control for local level accountability of the school system. With the proliferation of private unaided 
schools and the parental preference for such schools, government-funded schools today are catering 
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largely to the poor. Any significant improvement in their performance, therefore, will have positive 
consequences for poverty reduction. The withdrawal of children of the elite from government schools 
has also led to their decline as those charged with maintaining government schools do not suffer if the 
school functions irregularly or ineffectively.

Given the political clout of the teaching community in many states, efforts at making them 
locally accountable are fiercely resisted, often with success. The choice before the political and 
bureaucratic elite today is whether to side with an unaccountable school system or to ensure that 
poor children get quality education through well-endowed and effectively managed government 
schools. The Kendriya Vidyalayas, the Navodaya Vidyalayas, the specially endowed schools in some 
states, are examples suggesting that government-funded schools can also be properly endowed and 
well run.

The starting point for SSA has been an intensive habitation based household survey to 
ascertain where the under 14 children are. These household survey forms, stitched together, are 
expected to form the Education Register, to be available in the local school. This register, prepared in 
collaboration with local communities, has to be updated annually to record the progress of children in 
the school system. Community owned school registers are already being maintained in Madhya 
Pradesh with effective outcomes under the supervision of the Rajiv Gandhi Mission. 

 Habitation planning is a reality in Andhra Pradesh. Periodic household surveys are the norm 
undeer Rajasthan's Shiksha Aapke Dwaar programme. Many Chief Ministers have expressed a strong 
political will to honour the right to education through community contact programmes, special 
interventions and over all support for universal elementary education. The constitutional 
amendment making elementary education a fundamental right and the comprehensive SSA 
programme is an opportunity for states to move towards honoring the right to elementary education. 
It is not simply a resource issue; it is equally important a reform issue as well, as no amount of 
resources will be a substitute to a fundamental change in the mindsets of those who currently control 
and manage the school systems

There surely are many signs of hope. Involvement of elected representatives of panchayats 
and parents of children in schools has increased in most states. The Supreme Court's intervention for 
hot cooked meals in schools had an impact with more states complying with its instructions. There are 
more resources available at school level to meet the contingent needs of teaching/learning materials, 
school repairs and maintenance, and petty grants. New textbooks are available to most students, 
generally on time. School facilities have improved with the thrust on VEC-led school construction 
efforts.

 Government and local body schools look more attractive these days on account of school 
maintenance support and large scale, low cost teaching materials that have been developed, though 
not adequately used, in many schools through teacher and school grants. Teacher development 
programmes have increased and in many states, block and cluster resource centres are functioning 
effectively for teacher support. Household and school surveys have generated enthusiasm in teaching 
the out of school children. A diversity of interventions like residential and non-residential bridge 
courses for 9-14 age children have made it possible to provide for age specific mainstreaming of older 
children who are out of school. Education guarantee schools and other forms of alternate schooling in 
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unserved habitations has led to an access revolution of sorts, however ill-equipped and under-funded 
the initiative may be.

Large scale recruitment of locally selected but generally Higher Secondary pass teachers, at 
lower than pay scale, has become a reality even in states like Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, even though 
teacher vacancies continue to be staggering in some of the educationally backward states. While there 
can be no alternative to a well paid and well trained teacher in the long run, the short run evidence 
indicates that low emoluments are not coming in the way of teacher effectiveness. SSA norms of a 
teacher for a group of 40 children, primary schools where numbers justify their conversion from 
alternative forms, upper primary schools as per need, possible interventions for disabled children 
preparation of ten year perspective district elementary education plans reflecting the uncovered gaps 
in universalization, are sending strong messages of the right to elementary education.

Surely, we live in times of change: times of demand for quality elementary education from the 
poorest households. While SSA is a minimalist programme for guaranteeing basic learning conditions, 
nothing prevents the central government and states from adding onto the frame-work in the context 
of special needs. Even when the bulk of expenditure under SSA is for improving the formal school, a lot 
of the criticism is about promoting alternative under-funded learning centres. There are instances 
where SSA funds are actually being used to strengthen the alternative learning centre and develop it 
into a well-endowed formal school.

The sobering thought is that on both reform and resource, we need to move much faster. The 
government's own assessment of resources in the financial memorandum to Parliament for the 
constitutional amendment bill to make elementary education a fundamental right was Rs.98,000 
crore over ten years. Even this commitment is not being honoured in the annual allocations, significant 
increases notwithstanding, and is a serious cause of concern as the Parliament had approved the 
amendment, including the financial memorandum. 

All arguments of fiscal constraints vanish into thin air as ultimately it is a matter of priority, a 
question of whether elementary education of poor children really matters. Given that it is mostly poor 
children who throng government / local body schools, any effort at their improvement is directly pro-
poor. For a nation striving for global eminence, eight years of quality schooling for all is the minimum 
requirement for sustainably enhancing human capital and banishing poverty.

Resources alone, however, are only part of the solution. Equally crucial are reforms to 
effectively decentralize down to school level, allow for local initiatives, make communities manage the 
affairs of the school, encourage transparency and social audit, focus on institutional capacity 
development for quality and excellence, and most of all, develop an accountable public system of 
schooling. Effective decentralization is inconceivable without a strong emphasis oil micro-planning 
and habitation based planning. Communities ought to have the right to plan for the educational needs 
of their children.

Broad norms would be acceptable but denying the community a role in planning interventions 
and expecting it to play a limited role in execution is not the way in which school autonomy and 
effective decentralization can be nurtured. Much greater investment on developing skills among 
teachers and community leaders for effective management of schools is required for effective 
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decentralized management. Forms of social audit that allow full transparency in maintenance of 
school records will be needed if schools have to acquire autonomy in real terms. The SSA framework 
provides the space for many such efforts, only  if reform is at the top of the agenda of states.

The challenge of seeing all children in school, children learning and completing eight years of 
elementary schooling by 2010, is indeed a daunting one. It not only requires major resources, but 
moor reforms as well. Reforms necessarily question existing power relations. If schools are to exercise 
more autonomy, others above in the chain must be willing to shed power. Similarly, for institutions 
(CRC, BRC, DIET, SCERT) to develop as centres of excellence, the selection criteria must be transparent 
and clear responsibilities earmarked. Large bureaucracies often cover up non-performance as the 
outcome orientation is weak. The challenge, therefore, is to look at changes in power relations in the 
school system.

The poor are demanding education. The fact that hungry, malnourished faces throng in 
schools, both in rural and urban areas in enrolment drives gives reason for hope. Not doing enough to 
keep them in schools will become ground for despair. Hope never dies in a democracy. Political 
democracy has taken great strides in independent India with the poor participating in large numbers, 
during elections at all levels. Leaders from hitherto unprivileged communities are today in positions of 
power. It is an opportunity for them to honour their commitment to social justice.

Remember, the children who are not in school are from poor families in rural and urban India, 
mostly girls and children from dalit, minority and tribal households, eking out a living as agricultural 
labourers, migrant laborers construction workers, as destitute women, or as lowly paid seasonal 
labourers. Even they have demanded quality schooling for their children Let democracy not fail them.
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In Search of Quality

Sharada Jain
Director, Sandhan, Jaipur,

and Member, Think Tank-TE, Odisha

‘We have addressed the issue of (universal) access with a fair degree of success. The problem 
of quality remains… it is indeed a very complex problem.' Why is quality seen as a 'problem'? Is it 
because we do not understand the exact implications of a composite concept- 'quality education'? 
This would basically make it a conceptual issue. Or is it a case of inability to design and handle an 
implementing mechanism? This can be termed a functional inadequacy. The problematic character of 
quality education may either be attributed to obscurity at the level of understanding of to an inability 
to handle a strategic challenge, or both!

While the issue of quality has been worrying educational managers just as much as 
philosophers of education, a closer look at the above questions reveals that the problem is neither 
new nor unique to the educational context. It is essentially another manifestation of complexity 
generated by a mix of the tangible and intangible in a single concept. Similar complex concepts such as 
'development', 'progress' and 'health' figure frequently in development discourse. They too present 
the tangible-intangible complexity very similar to that in education. 

All these concepts derive their meaning from a core qualitative component. As supportive 
features, some tangible components also get fused in the totality. However, given the emphasis on 
visibility and measurability, it is the scaffolding dimension which is seen as the dominant feature of 
the concept, almost creating a synonymity with the totality of the concept.

Evaluation, like 'access' in education, captures the visible and measurable and that sets the 
agenda for what functionaries feel comfortable with, while the intangible, though constituting the 
core of the conception, acquires a problematic character.

Historically, this complexity has been addressed by many thinkers. Their deliberations can 
broadly be captured in two sets of approaches-the management and the analytic. These two 
frameworks effectively represent two ends of the spectrum. Analytic philosophers perceive the 
challenge at the conceptual level and focus on clearing the logical geography around the terms that 
figure in the discourse. They shift the inquiry to a more basic concept of 'good', and dig at its roots and 
manifestations to arrive at an understanding of related concepts like 'excellence', 'quality' and 
'improvement'.

At the other end is the management approach which finds the second set of questions as basic 
or worth addressing. This group deals with working out a systematic strategy to capture and control 
the elusive character of quality. 'If we want quality output, we must know what it entails and what it 
looks like. 'Deliberations around the above two frameworks have displayed a great deal of diversity, 
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but their verdict with respect of the problematic nature of quality has been fairly clear and in 
harmony.

Beginning with the latest and most familiar management approach-simplified to its basics-the 
first step is to dissolve all complexity at the conceptual level. Begin with a clear definition. 'Quality is 
that which meets the requirement'. 'Focus, therefore on identifying, listing, arranging and 
understanding the requirements'. Two propositions follow from this axiom. First, if the requirements 
can b delineated with clarity, then they can be met satisfactorily. Second, the more detailed the 
specification, the greater is the possibility of optimizing quality. A rider is that all this deliberation / 
action is, of course, to be conducted in a realistic framework that is clear about the constraints which 
need to be specifically dealt with.

From the two basic propositions listed above, follows the notion of quality control which 
essentially is a technique of monitoring. The steps involved are fairly straight-forward. Break the 
intangible concept into small observable, measurable tasks which can be planned, budgeted, check-
listed, implemented and monitored systematically.

Take a simple example. If one is looking for a quality cup of tea, the first step should be to 
specify the requirement – Chinese tea? Darjeeling tea? Masala tea?... and so on. Next, break the 
operation into small steps, each measurable, e.g. procure clean water, ensure boiling point, ensure 
required tea leaves, follow instruction to the detail…. milk? sugar? Equal? The expectation is that after 
all these details are taken care of, the tea would be to satisfaction. And if we still have customers who 
say, 'Well! something is missing, it is not like the tea my mother makes,' just remember to overlook 
with a smile.

Offering an analogy as argument is rarely considered acceptable in a long debate, but the 
above illustration provides a simple way to explain the approach which addresses quality in a 
framework which treats measurability as a principal key to control. Quality is not something which is a 
matter of intimate experience or individual perception. It can be obtained with a clear principle 
guiding the process – discipline of the detail.

This basic technique of breaking a complex whole into small, simple and manageable parts 
and converting them into doable tasks has produced outstanding results in commodity production. 
Wherever sameness, predictability and scale are prime concerns, this approach works. It is not only in 
automobile manufacture or branded consumer items but also in hotel management and cooking 
recipes that one finds an operational vision of the range of activities that follow this strategy.  

But areas where our preoccupation is not with products but process, where we are not 
looking for repetitive sameness but an exploration of new possibilities where the unusual, creative, 
exclusive is a value, is it possible to follow the same strategy? Does the educational agenda fall in the 
former or the latter frame? Or both?

Some leading education activists strongly argue that there is much in education which needs 
to be tackled in the framework designed by quality managers. We have to evolve techniques which 
can handle the learning needs of large numbers. And these techniques have to be detailed and 
monitored effectively in order to give results.
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An outstanding success story can be seen in the Pratham Read India programme. They have 
firmly and squarely adopted a limited agenda and chalked out systematic steps to give results. Can a 
similar strategy be followed in basic mathematics? The outcomes have yet to be evaluated but the 
acknowledgement of a possible approach cannot be denied. The questions that remain are: Does 
learning to read make a person a 'learner'? Can the issue of quality in education be handled by merely 
extending this approach or does it need making many more choices besides this basic ground 
preparation?

Before deriving final conclusions, let us examine what the philosophers have to say in this 
context. Their starting point is an examination of the concept of 'good'. The approach is to take the 
issue as it is identified in common language and analyze its intent. For the common person, the issue is 
to ensure the qualitative dimension by giving it the label 'good'.

This, in simple terms, means 'to-satisfaction' or what has 'high quality'. This adjective 'good' is 
used in various contexts – good food, good friend, good house, good employee…. Good education also 
falls in this series. Analyzing the range where this term is used in a meaningful way, all that emerges is 
that good is a unique adjective which does not denote anything by itself in terms of content. It gets 
qualified by the noun it relates to. It would be the concept of a friend which would give meaning to our 
usage of good house. And our concept of food would tell us whether a specific serving can be labeled 
good food. Hence, by itself good only stands for meeting the standard set by the noun it qualifies. 
Following this line of argument, the concept of education would define what good education is.

But what is 'education'? And here the complexity deepens. There are two possible routes to 
understanding education as a concept. It can either be understood by its current usage or by what 
people feel it 'ought to be'. Both these approaches reveal a good deal of diversity and unresolved 
differences.

The 'usage' route reveals that 'education', linguistically is an inflated word. It encompasses a 
range of meanings, stretching from anything that happened to 'enhance the wisdom' of a person, to 
only the formalized training which is received is an institution. We find a purely descriptive, value-
neutral usage in statements like 'funds have to be allocated for primary education' just as often we 
have heavy, value-loaded usage as in 'nothing can succeed (democracy) unless people are educated', 
or 'education is the answer to health problems.' There is seldom a conscious spelling out of the links 
between 'education', 'information', 'knowledge' and 'wisdom' though some implicit relationship of 
overlap is often assumed. If education is seen as an instrumental value for equipping a person for a 
'better life', then our confusion about what constitutes a better life reflects upon the preliminary 
discourse on educational issues in a significant manner.

What education 'ought' to be doing has possibly elicited an even greater range of diversity? 
Policy in India ostensibly declares investments in education as a means for a larger goal, i.e., 'good of 
the people'-more specifically the marginalized groups. In contrast to government policy, which 
envisages education as the means of empowerment of deprived groups, i.e. primarily as a social good, 
the lay person perceives education as something which ought to give power at an individual level. 
Most parents feel that education, by providing access to the mainstream service system, ought to 
enhance upward social and economic mobility. The need to receive education for most people rests on 
the possible capacity to secure a job or earn a 'good living'   
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For many development interventionists, education is a means of upgrading the productivity of 
the people and a necessary component of economic improvement. They resist the tall claims of the 
educationist for changing attitudes, preferring more modest terms like 'extension' and 'training' to 
education. It is the acquisition of 'skills' which is expected to bring about a change in the lives of 
people. This understanding of the role of education is generally woven into all development schemes.

What, then, can inform policy as well as people about the core 'intent' of education around 
which quality issues can be made more comprehensible? This issue becomes crucial in view of the fact 
that educational discourse has finally been placed in the framework of Rights. Not only should the 
planners have a clear logic for the choices that are made in educational management, but these 
choices have to be articulated in a manner which are lucid enough so that people understand and 
support them.

Given the above backdrop, we may have to start afresh and approach the question of quality 
education, working backwards, from a basic consensus on who we can call an educated person. This 
seems to be a less trodden path and therefore simpler.

Two distinct features surface here-one, which gives it a cognitive dimension and the other which is 
derived from what 'rights' are all about. First, the educated person despite belonging to diverse 
contexts must be able to move with growing ease in the world of knowledge.

With the information explosion and fast changing texture of society, the expectation from 
education has shifted from creating a well-informed person to one who has the basic tools and skills 
for accessing and absorbing a growing body of knowledge. This is the cognitive dimension of 
education. It is self-evident that a person who is incompetent to access knowledge at any basic level is 
not educated. This also eliminates rote-learning from educational expectations.

Second, it is also clear that a truly educated person should have the discretion and habit of 
using the knowledge within a framework of justice. This is the value dimension of education. The 
legitimacy for accepting this as a core assumption rests on the understanding that education is 
stationed within the framework of rights, which acquires legitimacy from a larger framework of 
justice. If educational processes are not promoting and strengthening a just social order, then 
education should not be placed as a fundamental right.

If the above position is rationally justifiable, the notion of quality education becomes clear. 
Quality education is a process of initiating and strengthening the two strands of cognitive enterprise 
within a framework of justice. This process needs to be carried on steadily and harmoniously in school, 
at home, at work, and throughout the life situation.  
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Beyond Resources

Dhir Jhingran
Former civil servant, and educationist 

Achieving universal elementary education is not merely a function of availability of additional 
resources or even an expansion of the school infrastructure. These are necessary but insufficient 
conditions for making universal elementary education a reality.

After the launch of the Sarva Shiks ha Abhiyan (SSA), the debate on the Right to Education has 
focused. I believe erroneously, on the inadequate budgetary allocations available for this scheme. 
Such a lopsided debate detracts from the major issues that need to be addressed for a sustained and 
result oriented effort for providing quality elementary education. Under the District Primary 
Education Programme (DPEP), which was the biggest initiative in primary education, spending had 
been much lower than the allocations in the annual work plans each year for the past 7-8 years. This 
clearly shows that serious issues relating to policy, planning and implementation are constraining the 
UEE (Universalization of Elementary Education) effort.

It is also a matter of grave concern that during 2003, almost every state seemed to be in a big 
hurry to demonstrate that it had virtually eliminated the 'menace' of 'out of school' children. The 
claim of certain states, viz., Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Orissa, of such drastic reduction in the number of out 
of school children is blatantly incorrect. The sad part is that the states are themselves undermining 
their efforts of achieving UEE and trivializing the daunting task of ensuring regular participation of all 
children in schooling. Apart from fudging of figures, mere entry of the names of children in the school 
admission registers is being treated as 'children attending school'. The problems of irregularly 
attending children, those who have dropped out, elder children, especially girls in the 10+ age group 
has been glossed over in the hurry to be first past the post of 'near universal' enrolment.

Since the state governments have the major responsibility for providing education and, 
therefore, securing the right to quality basic education, I would confine my analysis to the functioning 
of government programmes. For this purpose, I mainly draw upon my experience of several years of 
working with DPEP and SSA and the mainstream education department in the Government of Assam.

The context of elementary education in Assam is similar to that of several other educationally 
backward states like Orissa, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, West Bengal, Madhya Pradesh, parts of the 
Northeast and disadvantaged (pockets in the economically or educationally better off states.

Educational planning in Assam has been very' weak and the provision of school infrastructure, 
location of new schools, school buildings and additional teachers was not based on actual need. 
Teacher recruitment, placement and transfers have also been guided by political considerations. 
Thus, there are serious disparities in school facilities and the quality of schooling in areas which are 
remote or inhabited by marginalized groups like tea garden workers, santhalis, certain other tribal 
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groups and the Muslim pockets in riverine areas is very unsatisfactory. These are also the areas and 
social groups among whom the commitment to education is weak and which have the highest 
proportion of out of school children.

Thus, the areas where the highest numbers of children need to be brought into and retained in 
schools, have schools with the poorest provisioning. Reserve forest areas and flood affected riverine 
islands have their own peculiar problems that make the task of UEE more difficult. There is not enough 
political commitment to a progressive agenda for education. The panchayat system has only recently 
been established. In many areas, schools do not function regularly and the learning levels of students 
are low.

It is in this context that the work for UEE had been undertaken in Assam. This paper will only 
highlight a small part of the work with a limited objective of drawing out the major issues and 
opportunities in reforming elementary' education.

I present here four aspects of our work that are crucial to any government effort to provide 
quality basic education to all children, especially in the context outlined above: evidence and norm-
based planning and implementation; ensuring basic learning conditions in all schools; strong 
commitment to equity that is reflected in policies, fund allocation and implementation; and 
decentralization of decision-making and accountability' at all levels, including schools.

The absence of any evidence-based planning in the mainstream education system meant that 
there were serious disparities in education provisioning. For long, the principle of allocation of 
resources had been an equal distribution of funds to each block or legislative assembly constituency, 
irrespective of real needs. This 'equality' in fund allocation had heightened the existing inequalities.

A participatory mapping and micro-planning exercise that included village mapping, group 
discussion, house-to-house surveys and school surveys was conducted in early 2002. This was 
followed by a technical survey of school space and building conditions. During visits of cluster and 
block level academic personnel, school-wise records of students' attendance and achievement levels 
(in quarterly tests) were generated.

The analyzed databases were used extensively for sensitizing the education bureaucracy and 
political executive by highlighting the disparities across social groups and geographical areas in school 
facilities, enrolment rates, teacher availability, linguistic diversity and the disadvantages for some 
groups of children, incidence of migration, and soon. This set the tone for making equity the central 
focus of the UEE programme.

A four-step process followed: 

i. All the databases were made public through newspapers and small booklets distributed to 
schools, villages and panchayats.

ii. Clear criteria or norms were defined for several interventions, e.g. when does a school become 
eligible for a bridge course? Which habitation qualifies for a community school? Which school 
is eligible for a para teacher?

iii. These norms were given wide publicity by printing leaflets, discussion in meetings at village, 
panchayat and block levels.
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iv. Databases were regularly updated at village, school, block and district levels. Thus, the 
information was not 'one time' but dynamic in nature. The Village Education Registers 
became the basis for planning at the village level.

The well publicized norms and databases were used for several interventions including 
selection of schools for repair and construction, identification of schools that qualified for additional 
teachers, gradation of schools for providing additional academic support, identification of 
disadvantaged areas that would be eligible for special compensatory packages, and so on. School and 
village education committees also made demands for bridge courses and 'remedial support' teachers 
based on these public databases.

Apart from ensuring better targeting of interventions and funds, this strategy had three other 
benefits. First, the transparency in decision-making and adherence to norms created a trust or faith in 
the UEE programme among people-teachers, parents, panchayat representatives and even 
educational administrators-who were totally disillusioned with the functioning of the education 
system.

Second, it helped to create entitlements or rights to certain benefits which were brought into 
the public domain. Thus a village with 20 non-school going children in the age group 7-9 years knew 
that it was entitled for a short term bridge course centre and could start planning for it as soon as the 
guidelines were issued. Similarly, schools with a paucity of teachers knew their deficit which had been 
published (school-wise) in all local newspapers. They also knew which schools had surplus teachers 
and would have to surrender them or at least not be eligible for any additional teachers.

Third, a clarity in the norms meant that decision-making could be decentralized to the district 
and block levels. In government, the basic problem is that, lower levels are never trusted with 
decision-making that has financial implications. Here, since the criteria were so clear, block level 
teams headed by the block education officer could take the final decision on several interventions. 
This strategy completely overturned the traditional system of allocating equal funds and facilities to 
all blocks within a district.

While under DPEP a lot of work was undertaken for pedagogical renewal of teaching learning 
practices, it had not been possible to address the problems of disparity in the 'basic learning 
conditions' in schools which we defined as essential prerequisites (necessary, but not sufficient) for 
learning to take place. We identified the following minimum requirements for a school in Assam:

i. Adequate number of teachers (as per norm, i.e. a minimum of two teachers and additional 
teachers for every 40 students).

ii. A minimum usable space per child (based on usable plinth area and 'real enrolment').

iii. Textbooks for all children (which are distributed free of cost).

iv. Drinking water and toilets. 

v. A small school library with at least 100 books meant for children at the primary level.

vi. A minimum set of identified TLMs (teaching-learning aids).

vii. Exercise books and pencils, pens, erasers for every child.
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viii. A hot, cooked mid-day-meal.

ix. Minimum instructional lime in terms of teaching hours and prescribed school days.

Information on the number of teachers, building conditions and space available per child and 
the availability of drinking water and toilets was readily available and regularly-updated. But the 
information on the number of appropriate library books and TLMs was not accurate. We decided to 
work on the minimum requirements of a library and TLM during the year by documenting the gap 
through regular visits of cluster and block academic personnel and include the requirements in a 
school-based plan that could be supported through the annual teacher and school grants under SSA. 
Regarding exercise books and writing materials, we could not finalise a mechanism of funding and 
appropriate targeting of children.

The cooked, noon-meal scheme had not taken off in Assam and, therefore, we could not 
operationalize it as an essential condition. A series of initiatives were taken to maximize the ins-
tructional time in schools. This could not be monitored on a school wise basis to include, it as a 
minimum operational standard. The initiatives arc listed in the section on accountability. However, our 
team was clear that all the nine conditions be retained as the ideal minimum conditions for a primary 
school.

We were pleasantly surprised to learn that the Fundcscola programme in Brazil has adopted a 
similar approach of defining and ensuring minimum operational standards of schools. We wanted to 
take up operationalisation of minimum standards of only three items that could be easily measured 
and achieved in a years time: (a) adequate teachers, (b) usable space per child, and (c) drinking water 
and toilets.

For drinking water and toilets a separate action plan was drawn up by converging funds 
available under SSA, swajaldhara scheme, public health engineering department and Unicef. This 
ensured that every primary school would have adequate drinking water and toilet facilities by the end 
of 2004.

Based on the latest figures of enrolment and children actually found attending school and the 
teachers actually in position, a list of requirements of additional teachers was drawn up for schools 
that had a deficit. The schools with surplus teachers were also identified. The lists were printed and 
published widely, but the rationalization (redeployment) process of shifting the surplus teachers did 
not make much headway. Community teachers (with the same qualifications regular teachers) were 
then recruited for these schools by the school managing committees and panchayats. Also, transfers 
from any school that had a deficit of teachers to any school with a surplus were disallowed.

Similarly, for school buildings, a transparent process of selection of schools was followed to 
ensure every school had at least seven square feet space per child in the first phase. This target is likely 
to be completed by March 2004.

To summarise, the following steps were followed: (i) define the minimum standard for teachers 
(number) and the space available per child; (ii) analyse available, verified data to identify schools that 
fell short of these minimum conditions; (iii)  ensure that construction grants and additional teachers 
(regular or community contractual) were provided to these schools on a priority basis: and (iv) keep a 
constant check to ensure that all schools continue to remain at the minimum levels defined for the 
above two conditions. Thus, monitoring is to be done on a regularly basis.
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Since the poorly provided schools were mostly located in remote, disadvantaged areas, often 
inhabited by tribal or other marginalized groups, this strategy contributed immensely to our thrust on 
equity.

The reason for discussing this strategy in detail is to highlight that appropriate and need based 
targeting of resources is still not a reality in most states. Most programme in-charges in the states feel 
that such decisions are often taken by public (political) representatives and it is difficult to implement 
objective, criteria based policies in such matters. Without these learning (prerequisite) conditions, it 
is inappropriate to talk about better teaching-learning processes and increased learning achievement 
levels in educationally disadvantaged areas.

Fortunately, education programmes (mainly DPEP) in Assam had developed a sensitivity 
towards the basic inequities in school quality and the socio-economic background of children. The 
evidence and norm based decision-making process for select ion of schools and villages for construc-
tion grants, setting up of bridge course and placement of additional teachers had an inbuilt equity 
orientation.

Our commitment to work preferentially for the disadvantaged took us on a collision course 
with the tea industry which was partly responsible for the sorry state of primary education within the 
tea estates. Through tortuous negotiations over a year and threat of legal action, an agreement was 
arrived at with the tea garden managements to ensure that all facilities as per norms would be 
provided in tea garden schools through SSA funds. Also, all quality improvement initiatives including, 
teacher training, cluster and school based academic guidance, regular evaluation, free textbooks and 
soon would be extended to these schools.

Special initiatives were also implemented for char (riverine islands/ banks mostly inhabited by 
the Muslim community) and interior forest areas. SSA Assam also identified deprived urban children 
like rag pickers, domestic servants and children employed in shops, hotels and garages, children of 
construction and quarry workers, contractual agricultural child labour and children affected by 
insurgency/ethnic conflict as priority groups for inclusion in formal schooling or alternative stra-
tegies.

In the past two years the entire approach for affirmative action in favour of underprivileged 
areas and groups was formalized and a flexible menu of interventions was developed to choose from 
for designing 'compensatory packages' for specific situations and social groups. Three types of 
disadvantaged areas and social groups were identified and formally notified. These included remote 
and inaccessible areas, tea gardens, and educationally backward villages and panchayats with at least 
35% children not attending school. These areas were identified based on the available data and fine-
tuned in consultation with block and district teams.

Some of the special privileges for such areas were: (i) flexible norms for setting up of bridge 
courses or community schools (e.g. a village in any of the above areas would qualify for a centre even 
if there were only 15 out of school children as against the usual requirement of 25 children); (ii) 
engagement of local community resource persons or motivators for mobilization activities and 
specific drives; (iii) a special scheme for assistance to NGOs willing to work in such areas for 
mobilization and school improvement; (iv) a major portion of the Innovation Fund interventions 
under SSA was earmarked for these disadvantaged areas. A total amount of Rs.50 lakh is allowed to 
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be spent for each district annually for innovative activities; and (v) ensuring intensive monitoring and 
supervision through regular and mandatory visits of programme and education department 
personnel to such areas.

In some areas of 'deep poverty, with difficult livelihood situations and low parental 
commitment for schooling, more holistic interventions including formation of women's self-help 
groups, literacy, health and micro-credit have been planned as small sub projects. Special 
programmes for supporting second language (which is the medium of instruction) acquisition 
through bridging strategies using primers, workbooks and teachers sensitization have been initiated 
in tea garden, tribal and some Nepali speaking areas.

Decentralization was pursued in two separate dimensions. First, certain powers were vested in 
school committees, village education committees and panchayats for specific activities under SSA. 
These included the power to select teachers for community schools, bridge courses or contact teachers 
in formal schools. Funds for school improvement, running of bridge courses and alternative schools 
were also transferred to these people's committees. In almost all activities the gram panchayat was 
given a special role. It was heartening to see the initiative taken by a large number of gram panchayats in 
implementing enrolment drives, bridge courses, organizing summer camps, and so on.

Second, significant administrative decentralization was introduced in the implementation of 
the UEE programme including financial delegation and powers of taking decision. Thus, the district 
and block education officers were given responsibilities to approve location of schools, bridge 
courses, selection of schools for constructions, preparing proposals for disadvantaged areas etc. This 
was possible because the norms and criteria for various activities were well defined and there was 
considerable transparency in the whole system, One result of such delegation is that the lower 
education bureaucracy has become responsible, with a feeling of self-worth absent so far, since the 
education department functions in a completely top-down, instruction-based approach where most 
approvals are centralized at the state level.

The unfortunate part of the effort was that the entire thrust on decentralization remained 
programme-driven and we could only decentralize activities which were a part of the UEE mission. 
The state government did not transfer any powers to the panchayats as mandated by the 73rd 
Constitutional Amendment. Therefore, it was a case of the cart trying to drive the horse. Our 
initiatives did not have legislative backing. This is a reason why sonic progressive decisions can be 
reversed, though the panchayats and school committees will resist any move to withdraw powers 
already delegated to them. The MLAs of course opposed such decentralization as they saw their 
disempowerment (informal powers of teachers' selection, selection of schools for construction 
grants) as a corollary to the empowerment of panchayats and other people's groups.

Another key dimension of our work was to make the elementary education system, from the 
state to the school level, accountable to the people. This meant changing mindsets, which was not an 
easy task and we made limited progress. A three-pronged strategy was used for this purpose:

a. Sensitisation of education personnel from the Directorate to the school level on the right to 
education and its implications. Issues of equity, right to learn of all children, answerability to 
the parents and community were discussed and debated in orientation programmes.

b. Transparency in programme implementation: For every activity, detailed information was 
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provided through meetings and distribution of leaflets, radio and newspapers, 
advertisements, so that the panchayats, school committees and village education committees 
were clear about their role, the norms and funds to be released to them or spent by the block 
or district office. Such measures also helped to check misuse of funds, which was a common 
practice in education department programmes. Since the guidelines were well known to the 
community at large, the panchayats could not take arbitrary decisions.

c. Making reporting and collection of feedback from the field units including peoples' bodies 
mandatory: The schedule for such meetings was fixed for the entire year. Also the discussion 
on the feedback received and the meetings held was made an essential part of the review at all 
higher levels. Every district was ranked every- month on a set of pre-defined indicators which 
included a few that related to their performance on sharing of information and meetings with 
panchayats, school committees, etc.

The UEE mission in Assam functioned with a set of non-negotiable principles that were binding 
on the mission personnel. These non-negotiables reflected the commitment to transparency, bottom-
up approach, concern for the disadvantaged and the importance of people's involvement. There has 
been a distinct shift in the working of the district and block education offices who now feel more 
accountable to show results to people rather than merely reporting to their superior officers. Some of 
the measures of transparency, the decentralization of decision-making and empowerment of school 
and village based people's groups to incur expenditure for purchases and recurring expenses for 
schools and bridge courses also helped in reducing misutilisation of funds.

At the school level, the thrust was on emphasizing accountability of the school for learning by 
all children. The first step was to ensure that schools function regularly for the prescribed number of 
hours and days so that the instructional time is increased. This was a crucial intervention in remote 
and educationally backward areas. For this purpose, a series of steps were initiated' (i) Intensive 
school supervision and academic support visits through block and district level core groups which 
included inspecting and academic resource persons. (ii) Officials of the district administration and 
other development departments started visiting schools to observe teacher and student attendance, 
classroom teaching and to meet parents. (iii) A significant role was assigned to the school mapping 
committee and village education committee in the affairs of running the school, (iv) All government 
orders regarding school timings, holidays, teachers' responsibilities were printed in local language and 
discussed in the SMC/VEC meetings, (v) Shiksha Nyaya Manch (Shiksha Adalat), a quasi-judicial forum 
has been initiated as a grievance redressal mechanism for people's complaints relating to functioning 
of schools, (vi) Teachers' orientation on the issue of fundamental right to quality education. The 
teachers' associations were also involved in this effort.

To actually promote accountability for children's learning the Learning Assurance Programme 
was initiated with the twin objectives of: (a) involving parents in issues related to learning of children 
and (b) getting teachers to frequently evaluate and analyse children's performance with the objective 
of taking remedial measures to support the weaker children. As a first step, a Reading Guarantee 
Campaign was launched to assure the community that each child would develop the basic skills of 
reading with comprehension in the next one year.

For this effort to succeed, the focus on learning has to be gradual and relentlessly pursued. 
Such accountability will lake a long time to establish, its success related to the extent of involvement 
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and demand generation among (he parents and the response of the education system. It would 
require a sustained effort over several years with a 'rights based' perspective. Also, unless the quality 
of governance improves across all sectors and arms of (he government, it will be wishful thinking to 
assume that radical and sustainable changes can be brought, about in the education system alone.

If the UEE effort has to succeed in such states or areas where the quality of educational 
governance is presently unsatisfactory, there is a need for a long term vision and sustained action to 
promote people's involvement. Equity must be the cornerstone of the entire effort since, in most 
states, the challenge is to work with the most disadvantaged groups and areas and reduce inequalities 
in school quality.

Our effort in Assam to ensure regular attendance and continuation of children in formal 
schools after completion of bridge courses, made us realize the intensity of community and school 
based effort that is required to help such children and parents adjust to the demanding and rigid 
school system. The education system has to be sensitized to understand the nature of the 
comprehensive process required to ensure regular participation of children.

Devoluation of powers to panchayatraj institutions and also to people's groups like village 
education committees and school committees is the key to ensuring greater involvement of people 
and accountability of the education system. Alongside, it is important to develop and publicize clear 
norms and criteria for implementing various programmes to ensure that resources are used 
efficiently and the worst off area s, groups and schools are benefited on a priority basis.

During the past two years, the education system in Assam has been slow to respond to the 
rights based approach and the emphasis on accountability for results and to people. Transparent and 
equity oriented action is yet to become well established as a usual way of work. Currently, there is 
great pressure from the overall spirit and dynamism of the mission and the response of the people 
which will need to be sustained. The education system at various levels also lacks the managerial 
capacity to carry out a large number of activities and spend the huge amounts allocated to each 
district under the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan.

Corruption, which is rampant in the education system, needs to be checked. The pursuit of a 
norm based approach and effective decentralization requires a high level of political commitment on 
a sustained basis to weather the opposition to change and build consensus. Our effort in Assam failed 
to reach the next level of consolidation because the consensus for these changes was lacking amongst 
the political executive and legislators. While the panchayats, peoples' committees and a large part of 
the education bureaucracy felt exhilarated and were greatly supportive of the thrust on improved 
functioning of the system and the measures for decentralization, transparency and accountability, the 
political system felt threatened. The legislators saw their formal and informal powers of arbitrarily 
doling out largesse that they have enjoyed for decades being eroded.

We need to appreciate that universalizing quality basic education is a huge challenge which 
will not succeed unless far reaching systemic changes that question the present pattern of work and 
distribution of powers are introduced. The biggest disservice to the cause of the right to education is 
to trivialize the challenge to one of merely providing more resources and 'swelling up' the number of 
children who are receiving basic education.
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Unpacking the 'quality' of Schools
Anita Rampal

Maulana Azad Centre for Elementary and Social Education, 
Department of Education, Delhi University

What lies 'Beyond Access'? Why is it that increasingly we allude to access as the basic issue, 
while the 'quality' of education is relegated to the so-called second level of problems or priorities? 
What is implied by the term quality of education, especially when it is perceived either chronologically 
or even financially as something that can be tackled once the primary problem of getting children to 
school has been resolved?

Moreover, this ostensible dichotomy between 'access' and 'beyond', or between the 'basic' 
provision and its 'quality ', seems to have been amplified more recently, largely in the last decade, to 
somehow justify not being able to do both simultaneously, as had earlier been assumed. The world-
over, universal elementary education has been achieved principally through state provision of 
compulsory schooling, where quality was not differentially reserved to be doled out either 'later' or 
'only to some'.

The question of quality was first  raised in policy debates in India around 1929 in connection 
with the Hartog Committee Report, which concluded that 'expansion had been gained at the cost of 
quality' and that 'consolidation should be adopted in preference to diffusion' of mass primary 
education. These recommendations had then been strongly opposed by several national leaders, who 
saw in this deliberate dichotomy between quality and quantity a discriminatory colonial policy for 
India.

In fact, once the Compulsory Education Act was passed in Britain in 1870 there was a 
vociferous demand by Indian leaders for state provision of mass schooling and similar legislation here, 
compelling the first Indian Education Commission in 1882 to seriously deliberate on these issues. 
Indeed, for the next 70 years, through the struggle for an independent nation and the making of its 
Constitution, this commitment to provide 'free and compulsory education' to every child was 
tenaciously reiterated.

However, soon after the first decade of independence was over and it was clear that 
commensurate financial commitments to ensure the constitutional promise were not forthcoming, 
state policy strategically shifted focus from compulsion to persuasion (Juneja, 2003). This consciously 
promoted the belief that only some genuinely wanted education while most others, who also contri-
buted to the high levels of 'wastage' by dropping out of schools without learning much, were 
unwilling. J.P. Naik, former Educational Advisor to the Government of India, candidly wrote about the 
vested interests demanding greater financial allocations and subsidies for higher education meant for 
the privileged social groups at the cost of funds for mass primary education. 'We were in fact called 
fools who try to educate those who do not come to school and do not want to learn. The 'first duty of a 
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government, we were told, was to educate those who were willing to learn. The task of those who do 
not even want to learn should come later' (Naik, 1982).

The above remark openly reflects the 'first' and 'later' dichotomy, between competing 
priorities for government funds, deliberately divided between those who are 'willing' and others who 
'do not want to learn'. In fact, this myth of the unwilling masses has continued almost unchallenged for 
several decades, and has been debunked only in the last few years by several studies, including the 
Public Report on Basic Education (Probe Team, 1999). The disadvantaged are increasingly looking 
towards education as a possible way out of their condition and are, in fact, dropping out of school only 
because they learn nothing and have lost faith in the ability of the state system to provide quality 
education. Professor Yashpal had highlighted this in his preface to the report 'Learning Without 
Burden' (MHRD, 1993) when he wrote that those who dropped out were probably superior to those 
children who continued in the system because they had not 'compromised with non-comprehension', 
with the meaninglessness of what they were being compelled to do in school.

With the myth of the unwilling masses fast losing ground, it is becoming con venient to 
articulate competing priorities for funds in terms of other dichotomies, such as 'access first' and 
'quality later'. Unfortunately, several well-meaning initiatives are also taking this line, mobilizing 
tremendous efforts to enrol children into schools without simultaneously demanding that these be 
restructured for better quality. With increasing internal and external pressures to show results, the 
state is advocating all means of cutting costs through what it calls 'alternative arrangements' such as 
the Education Guarantee Scheme (EGS) Centres or other such 'alternative' schools.

Various euphemisms have been used to denote these alternatives, ranging from Shishu 
Shiksha Kendras to Rajiv Gandhi Pathshalas or Vaikalpik Shalas, and hundreds of thousands of para-
teachers, variously called achcirya, guruji, sahayika or shiksha mitra, are perfunctorily trained and 
employed as contract workers for a fraction of the salary of a regular teacher. State provision of 
schooling has now been starkly stratified, and the poor are offered a low cost and low quality version in 
keeping with their position and capacity to pay. Ironically, these poor communities are asked to 
arrange for the space or even build a structure themselves. More significantly, the Constitution has 
been amended to allow for this dilution, and the proposed Free and Compulsory Education Act (draft, 
January 2004) is now trying to create further inequalities and institutionalize dichotomies between 
those who can or cannot pay for their schooling.

The 93rd Amendment bill (passed by the Rajya Sabha in 2002 as the 86th Amendment Act) had 
allowed the spirit of the original Article 45 of the Constitution to be radically altered. 'The State shall 
provide free and compulsory education to all children of the age of 6 to 14 years, in the manner as the 
state may by law determine.' This additional clause allows the state to get away with whatever 'quality' 
it deems fit, for those who actually need much more investment and affirmative action. It also 
abandons its commitment for 'equality' and 'removal of disparities' through the common school 
system, upheld by the National Policy on Education.

In fact, the proposed Free and Compulsory Education Act, meant to serve as the central 
legislation for the 86th Amendment Act, is diluting even the notion of a school or teacher to justify a 
discriminatory system introduced through a differentiated typology of government schools, such as 
the 'approved', 'recognized fee-charging', and 'transitional schools (defined as an EGS centre or 
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alternative school)', etc. The proposed act states that for those habitations or groups of children for 
whom the establishment of approved schools or alternative arrangements is not immediately 
feasible, the government may cause transitional schools to be established. It is indeed ironical that 
more than half a century after the Constitution had envisioned 'free and compulsory education for all 
children until they complete the age of fourteen years', the proposed act will legally wash its hands off 
this basic responsibility on the grounds of what is not immediately feasible.

In some recent studies the 'quality' of education is mentioned superficially by looking at 
parameters such as the attendance of children or the actual time spent in school without classroom 
observations. For instance, the Pratichi Education Report from West Bengal presents a rather cursory 
comparison between the quality of primary schools and the alternative schools-the Shishu Shikha 
Kendras (SSK). The overview of the report rightly stresses that the 'poor quality of teaching not only 
makes the children learn poorly, but also widens the gap between the two classes - one which can buy 
education, and the other, which cannot. It is the poor quality of teaching that forces children to seek 
private tuition (an issue of major concern in WB). ' However, the analysis fails to go beyond surface 
perceptions. Moreover, the section on 'private tuition and quality of education' draws conclusions 
about quality from whether children can write their names or not, thereby trivializing the issue.

Having termed SSKs as 'great achievers at extremely low cost', the report further compares 
how parents of these children seem 'less dissatisfied' with the quality of provision than those of 
children studying in formal primary schools. Satisfaction is clearly a relative notion and is crucially 
linked to expectations and aspirations. Poor parents may have good reasons to be satisfied with a 
school where the teacher comes regularly and does not discriminate against their child, irrespective of 
what goes on in the name of teaching and, more crucially, of the quality of learning. However, a school 
that functions as minimally as most 48 SSKs (or for that matter even formal primary schools) do, 
cannot qualify as a great achiever, even if the extremely low-cost is what makes it attractive to policy-
makers.

The SSK is anchored problematically on a 'retired' structure, with women teachers who are 
selected only when they are over-age and therefore unqualified to demand a regular job. The 
sahayikas are 'aged women over 40,' in the words of the programme officials, who even justify the 
need to select not 'caring young women' but 'aged' ones for their 'motherly' qualities! The trainers are 
retired officers and inspectors from the Education Department, usually in the age group of 65-75 
years, and the training is gender-skewed, with old male veterans often patronizingly lecturing to the all 
women cadre of diffident housewives.

These personnel bring with them not only limited resources of energy, but more significantly, 
traditional mindsets conditioned by the existing hierarchical system. This political economy of 
selecting retired teachers and trainers, who would by their very nature not make any demands on the 
system, is at the heart of its low quality potential. It needs to be underscored that to provide good 
quality education to those consistently excluded by the system requires an expanded vision, that 
voices a demand for change, both within and outside the system.

The SSK has provided access to education to children in remote, school-less habitations or in 
areas where schools are overcrowded. A reasonable teacher-pupil ratio of 1:30, adequate space for 
each child and the involvement of the community in ensuring regular attendance of the teachers and 
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children are some of the factors that have contributed to its functioning relatively better than many 
dysfunctional primary schools. However, the classroom interaction was no different, often worse, 
because these sahayikas, older and not having been well-trained seemed understandably more 
insecure and heavily dependent on the textbook. Many sahayikas talked in a self-conscious, loud and 
high-pitched voice, and expected loud answers in chorus from the students. There was a lot of 
mindless repetition, often to the point of utter distraction, reminiscent of similar 'drilling' sessions we 
had witnessed during their training programme.

We all know of multiplication tables that children are heartlessly made to learn 'by heart', but 
at an SSK training we saw the use of addition tables, unflinchingly repeated over and over and over 
again. 'Ek jog ek dui, dui jog ek teen, teen jog ek...' (One plus one two, two plus one three, three plus 
one four, and so on). In addition, there was an absurd attempt to render it 'joyful', with little 
understanding of how children learn concepts of 'number' or addition. All kind of cosmetic padding 
was added to the exercise (literally so!) which resulted in the 70-plus trainer hopping single-legged, 
perilously unsteady, while chanting the addition tables.

The same mantra continued unabated through several mindless exercises which generated a 
lot of noise and energy - a dramatically loud and breathless ek, ek, ek, ek, ek jog ek dui ending with a 
wobbly jump. But that was all. No concepts of arithmetic got reinforced through all this rigmarole, 
though it is another matter that seeing a teacher wobble and warble through much skip and song may 
indeed be joyful for children, and may help the school system unlearn some of its traditional notions 
of authority.

Choosing local women from the community, as had been done for the remote and 
underserved habitations under the Shiksha Karmi programme in Rajasthan, has its advantages, but 
only when the selection and orientation processes ensure that the teachers are geared for this 
challenging task. In this case, the fact that SSK sahayikas were locally recruited from the same 
community did not mean that they had a close relationship with the children. Being from the same 
social class may preclude blatant discrimination, but much more is required in the student-teacher 
interaction to ensure that children do learn better.

A matter of serious concern is that the SSK model, instead of being acknowledged as an 
interim short-term measure for disadvantaged children, before being accommodated in the formal 
mainstream schools, is now being formulated as the alternate mainstream model in West Bengal, 
even for the middle school. With about 15,000 SSKs or more already, it is now envisaged that through 
the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan these would be extended into an MSK for children up to class VIII, so that 
there is no need to plan for their 'mainstreaming'.

This last section attempts to unpack what happens within classrooms, to allow readers to look 
for the 'quality' of children's schooling in the differentiated provision doled out to them. We present 
selected excerpts from three types of government schools - a 'model' school, a single teacher school 
for the OBCs, and an alternative or 'community based school' from Nalanda district of Bihar, which 
have been part of a programme for quality improvement.

Case 1: The 'Model' School? The Residential Model Middle School (RMMS) has an imposing 
double storey structure and 1700 children enrolled, though only 1200 were present on the day of the 
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visit. The head teacher is normally on his toes, supervising students on 'cleaning duty', and the running 
of classes (including the running mass of students, pummelling each other and rushing to get seats in 
crowded rooms). He is under pressure to enrol even more, but the space is constrained and classrooms 
are already overcrowded. He takes pride that despite being surrounded by so-called 'English medium' 
schools, parents still prefer his school. 

All classes look alike - bursting at the seams, children sitting on benches as well as on, over and 
under the desks, with some sprawled on the floor. Teachers have identical teaching styles and they 
read from the textbooks or give instructions. There are no teaching learning materials, the 
methodologies are far from joyful or even meaningful, and children have understandably learnt very 
little. Then why are parents so satisfied with this model school?

Class I Teacher: Ms. Asha Kumari, Number of children: around 100/140. Grade I has 140 
children on roll but fortunately for those present about 30-40 children are absent. Almost 25 children 
squat on the floor, while boys and girls sit on benches in separate rows. The class teacher starts calling 
out the roll numbers, repeating names of those absent - 'Terah, Rajesh Kumar, Rajesh Kumar, nahi hai 
kya re? (Number 13? Is Rajesh not there?) A good 20 minutes are over by the time she finishes. All 
along she demands complete silence, which never happens, despite her repeated shouting 'ai halla, ai' 
(why this noise?) and the brandishing of her stick.

She writes the alphabets 'ka, kha, ga…' and instructs the children to copy, sitting down with 
their scholarship forms. The noise level picks up. They have done this task earlier and are not 
interested in repeating it. One child writes the English alphabets instead. Others prefer chatting. Asha 
tries to reach some children but can never get close enough to look into their copies. 'Padhna aata hai 
re? Padho to, nahi aata hai to dekho' (Do you know how to read? Read, if you cannot then look here). 
She starts reading loudly from the blackboard. Children follow her in chorus 'ka, kha, ga, gha' Reading 
aloud of alphabets is the only way of engaging the children. After it is over, the noise continues and she 
yells, 'aihalla, arre!' hey, no noise!) again and again, but to no avail. The bell rings.

In the next period she asks them to open a chapter 'Saahasi Balak' from the Hindi textbook for 
reading aloud. The response to this command is mixed. At a point there is complete chaos, and she 
seems in a fix, embarrassed at her own helplessness as she spots the researcher taking notes. She has 
another trick up her sleeve. She draws pictures of a mango, a pencil, a glass, a leaf, etc. Children look up 
with curiosity and suddenly it is quiet. (Now, this is a new task!) She points at the objects one by one 
and asks 'ee kya hail (what is this?) She gets a loud choral response. It has worked! One more way of 
engaging the attention of the full class. Satisfied, she goes back to the first picture and repeats again, 
and again. The responses get weaker as the novelty wears off.

Class II Teacher: Mohammad Atiqueddin, Number of children: 65. Atique has a commanding 
voice and anticipating 'halla' during the roll-call, he announces, 'Koi halla karega to bahut pitega!' 
(Those who make noise will get beaten hard!). It has its effect. Once the ritual is over, Atique's table is 
flooded with scholarship forms and he takes his time collating those.

He then turns towards the blackboard and instructs students to copy the three headings - 
shabd (words), ling nirnay (gender determination) and wakya (sentence). He writes under the 'words' 
category the following: daihi (curd), sadak (road), moti (pearl), tamasha (circus), aag (fire), baat (talk / 
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issue), raat (night), din (day), etc.

He announces the task - 'Inka ling nirnay karna hai aur wakya banana hai, kya karna hai?' (The 
gender has to be specified and sentences have to be made. What has to be done?). All say in chorus, 
'Wakya banana had (Sentences have to be made). 'Boloto 'ling' me kya likhoge?' (Say, what is to be 
written under gender?) All quiet (naturally!). A little annoyed, he then says, 'Bataya tha na ki jis se 
purush jati ka bodh hota hai usko puling kahte hain' (Hadn't I said that the word that signifies the male 
is termed as the masculine gender). He knows that children will have difficulty in doing the task, as it 
has been framed. So he proceeds to make sentences himself, with each word one by one, saying - 'rod 
jal gayee' (the roti got burnt), 'raatho gayee' etc. Not once does he ask them to provide further 
examples, even though these are simple sentences from the children's own repertoire.

He keeps moving in the room, brandishing the stick and asking them to complete the task. 
Children try to write but none of them manages to correctly note down what he is dictating. The bell 
rings and Atique gestures to 'correct' the exercise, by peering into their copies before leaving for 
another class.

The teacher assumes that the 'exercise' cannot be done by children, and soon proceeds to 
supply the answers. This is the typical style of conventional teaching - to first mystify the task, as done 
here by framing it in awkward words that deliberately distance it from the children's experience, and 
to then assume the role of the knowledge giver! Children by this age speak their language perfectly 
and are well aware of sophisticated rules of grammar. If only they were allowed to speak and 
participate in class. They would laugh if we spoke to them with genders reversed or with any of the 
rules used incorrectly; they need to be encouraged to see the patterns of their own speech and to 
articulate the rules for themselves.

However, the formal language of the classroom usually alienates the child (Rampal, 2003) 
even though she may fluently speak in her first language. Indeed the hegemony of such sanskritised 
Hindi, in its 'standard' or manak form, needs to be interrogated and discussed with teachers. This is 
critical in the case of tribal children, who speak languages which teachers do not understand, and are 
considered much lower in the hierarchy of status.

The hegemony of English is, of course, another matter, and has given the additional edge to 
the marketable 'quality' of private schools. As the head teacher had mentioned, parents preferred 
this model school to the English medium schools in the vicinity. Is their level of satisfaction a good 
indicator of its high 'quality'? Or does it only show that the school manages to function, no matter how 
ritualistically? 

Case 2: A Lone Shuttling Teacher - A 'model' for the OBCs? This school is over 30 years old and 
serves the predominantly Other Backward Caste (OBC) communities of the village (Kanchanpura). Of 
the three rooms, one is reserved for the Cluster Resource Centre (CRC) meetings and materials. The 
headmaster and effectively the lone teacher of the school tells us that there are 169 children enrolled, 
of which 127 are in classes I, II, III, while 42 are in classes IV and V. A community member tells us that 
the second teacher hardly ever comes.

Classes: I, II, III: Teacher: R.P. Sinha; Number of children present: 40/127. The room is well 
ventilated but not clean. Alphabets and numerals are painted on the walls. The children all sit mixed, 
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neither in graded groups nor class wise. He brings a pocket board and asks them what it is. Then he 
himself answers and mechanically shows each alphabet card, asking only the class I children to 
respond. There is a lot of noise and he scolds them again and again. He holds a bamboo stick and uses 
it to point to the cards. Children continue chatting as he leaves for class IV and V. Soon he returns, and 
this time addressing class II, he picks up a few plants and asks their names, for which they give the local 
names.

He continues his monologue, asking and immediately answering his own questions.

Name some flowers.

Have you seen a lotus flower?

It grows in a pond, no?

What is the colour?

It is red, no?

How does it look?

Lotus floats in water, no?

Now write the word (lotus).

Then he switches to class I children and asks them to identify the alphabets from a chart 
brought from the CRC room. The chart is hung high up, from where most children cannot read. Next he 
turns to the class III students and asks them what they are to do today. Before they reply, he himself 
names some fruits. Not surprisingly, any question that demands more than a 'yes' or 'no' seems 
difficult for them to answer. Class III students can 'read' only the poems they have learnt by heart, but 
no other text.

Classes IV, V: the same teacher, shuttling in and out; Number of children: 10/42. Most benches 
are empty and the children say this is generally so, since some have joined the nearby private school, 
while others have chosen to play and not attend school. They are asked to read a chapter on rural life 
from the Hindi textbook. They read haltingly. He asks one girl to stand up and read till he comes back 
from the next room. In response to every instruction, the children say 'yes sir'. On his return, he asks 
them to do the question- answers, given after the lesson. When a girl writes a long answer he says she 
could have written a simple, shorter one. He then dictates all the answers. 

Case 3: 'Community Based Schools' - more euphemisms for the poor: Village Kharjamma has 
about 80-90 households and a community based school (the name for the EGS centre in Bihar) runs in 
the house of the teacher, Renu Kumari. About 20 children sit in two rows in the passage of the house, 
with boys and girls facing each other. There is neither a blackboard nor any other material. In the 
courtyard three male members of the family are busy chatting, including Mr Pandey, the husband of 
the teacher, and begin to leave on seeing a visitor. Mr Pandey goes out to fetch more children and the 
strength soon rises to 30. The boys are younger than the girls, as the older boys move to the 
government school or to a private school located in Maghra.

Children have been asked to write tables as far as they 'remember'. The atmosphere is quiet. 
Renu Kumari shouts at one child, in Magahi (the local dialect), 'Chhav ke teen kar delhin; ab na hatayee 
galti na? Kal se pitaibe' (You wrote three instead of six. If you repeat the same mistake, you will get a 
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beating). Some boys are writing ginti from 1 to 10, while others are writing Hindi alphabets. She starts 
dictating the table of 22 to Guddu. She proudly declares that this student is ahead of all as he can even 
'read' the tables he has crammed, up to 'baaiska' (table of 22). 'Beeska tak to kaigo janta hai' (many 
know up to 20). She moves to Kaju to dictate the table of six – 'Chhav ka pahara likh to Kaju; jaldi, jaldi, 
thoda teji me' (quick, write the table of 6).

Grade III girls have been instructed to read the chapter titled 'Chatur Lomdi' (clever fox). They 
have difficulty and haltingly speak aloud separate syllables. Since reading and writing cannot be done 
simply by copying or through memorization, none of the children here have acquired even the most 
rudimentary of these skills. 'Sir, dekhin na' interrupts Kaju with all the tables he has written (he 
addresses her as 'Sir'). She corrects what she had dictated and pats his back, instructing him to next 
dictate the table of 10 to Pooja.

Sulekha has finished writing the multiplication table of two. Renu instructs a senior girl to 
recite the table and Sulekha follows. Sulekha, like most others, has scripted the numerals as if drawing 
a rangoli pattern, but cannot read anything, and like most others is waiting for someone to come and 
recite what she has 'written'.

It is now two hours since 'teaching' began. Mamta, after enthusiastically drawing some 
pictures is yawning and lying prostrate on the floor. She refuses to write despite Renu's instructions. 
Most of the children are by now in no mood to continue. Guddu Kumar has progressed further today. 
He is doing 'taeiska' (table of 23) without being able to recognize any alphabets. He cannot read and 
only guesses from the photographs. In fact, most children 'read' only through memory, holding the 
book as a prop in the act. Within two hours they have all reached saturation; the teacher is tired and 
the children visibly bored.

'Teaching' tables up to 40 in class I, which they cannot even read? The instructor had no plan in mind 
and continued to assign tasks haphazardly, moving randomly from child to child, without realising 
what they were or were not learning. She had slotted children purely in terms of the tables they had 
memorised, since most had not learnt anything else, even after two years. The teacher was also 
terribly insensitive to the children's emotions (making the whole class publicly humiliate late-comers, 
calling them names), and clearly needed intensive training.

Renu has evolved a style according to her particular conditions and concept of 'teaching', with 
no understanding at all of children's learning. Tables were convenient as an unguided 'writing' task, to 
keep them busy, and she was proud that she remembered hers up to 30. Many regular school teachers 
too were found to be aiming for this feat, even to go up to 40 in the first year! Anyone who casually 
peeps inside the classroom may even get impressed. In any case, who really cares to look beyond the 
facade of what is popularly called 'access'?
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The other day, we got our Annual Work Plan and Budget (2014-15) approved for Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan (SSA) by the Project Approval Board (PAB) of the Ministry of Human Resources Development, 
Government of India for Rs.1592 crores. Funds for SSA are approved on the basis of a critical appraisal 
of the performance of states against a set of pre-determined parameters. Our presentation in the PAB, 
to be candid enough, included areas where we have made substantial progress, areas where our 
progress has just been moderate and areas where our performance has plummeted. To put it straight, 
it was a presentation of light and shade of our performance. In spite of impressive improvements in 
school infrastructure, providing access to children from the disadvantaged groups and bringing out-
of-school children to the fold of schooling, learner achievement levels have consistently refused to 
nudge up, or even, over the years, have declined.  This has inexorably led us to subscribe to the view 
expressed by Prof. Yash Pal : “A lot is taught but very little is learnt or understood”. Odisa’s 
performance in this respect is not an isolated case,  rather it is a part of the larger reality of Indian 
states.

Whenever Pratham’s Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) is released, concerns are 
expressed in many quarters over the unacceptably low levels or declining performance of our 
students in basics of Language and Mathematics. The ASER-2012 deals with learning levels among the 
students in primary schools. If I discuss the performance of our state, it is noticed that the learning 
levels in schools, over the years, are not only poor but declining. Only around 50 percent of children of 
Standard  III and IV can read Standard I text or more. About 43 percent  of children of Standard III and 
IV can do subtraction or more. Situation is no better in many other states. Rapid expansion of program 
for access is blamed, unsupported by empirical evidence, for decline in quality. Both expanding access 
and enhancing quality so go hand in hand. Attempting quantity, quality and equity, what J.P. Naik 
(1975) terms it ‘ an elusive triangle in Indian education’, simultaneously  is the only way to universalize 
elementary education. In essence, universalisation of elementary education (UEE) entails universal 
access and participation, universal retention and completion and more importantly, universal 
achievement of pre-determined standards. In other wards, UEE is a composite concept comprising 
quantity, quality and equity. Quality of learning is inclusive : rooted in the firm conviction that all 
children can learn. 

Though ASER has some limitations relating to sample size and methodology, the study, never-
theless, indicates the trends. Without such scientific survey, it becomes difficult to quantify and 
analyse the situation though the problems seem to be quite obvious and disturbing . We can find 
solutions only when we acknowledge the problems. Recognizing the importance of learning 
outcomes we have done an achievement survey through our own teams. Though the findings are a 
little better, the fact that the concern for learning has become the back-burner is evident.
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After having spent a few learning months in the Department, I am overpowered by the 
comments from multiple quarters about the poor quality of learning in our schools.  It's a fact that 
infrastructure-wise we have improved substantially. If we compare the figures with other states, 
Odisha has been the front- runner. For example, Pupil Teacher Ratio (PTR) is 27 in Odisha whereas it is 
28 in Tamil Nadu and  29 in Gujarat, the two educationally and economically advanced states. This 
indicates that we have one teacher to every 27 students and at par with the progressive states (All 
India average being 30). Student Class-room Ratio (SCR – class room availability for students) is 28 in 
Odisha, whereas 33 in Gujarat and 41 in Bihar.

Resource-wise also we are better. Out SSA budget has increased from around Rs.72 crores in 
year 2001 to Rs.1592 crores in the current year. Then, what ails our system and why is quality 
deteriorating? Why is the ultimate outcome, viz. learning not achieved among the children? Answer 
lies within the programs and teaching learning approach adopted by us. Of course, commitment and 
skills of teachers are the critical issues. In the Department, we have been monitoring learning 
outcomes through indicators like school environment, classroom transaction, curriculum coverage 
etc. But such proxy indicators do not reveal the impact of classroom teaching. When we assessed the 
learning outcomes through scientific survey, the results are not encouraging.

This paper is not intended to assess the students but to assess the teachers, as well as the 
system. Few argue that some children by nature are dull-headed and no amount of sincere effort can 
make them learn. This is a myth which our system is exploiting to cover its inefficiency. Every child has 
an ability and aptitude to learn, may be he/she needs more time, more care and more support. For 
enabling him/her to learn, the teacher has to do different things, or even to do the same thing 
differently. Activity-based learning enables every child to participate in activities, games, songs, to 
interact with teachers and peers to ensure progress. If these pedagogical strategies / tools are utilized, 
we can ensure that the students will learn. Teachers are the professionals and they should possess a 
wide repertoire of skills to become teachers. Regular trainings programs are organized in our state for 
teachers to hone their skills. These constitute the supreme art of the teachers to awaken joy, creative 
expression and thirst for knowledge.

I believe, in spite of all the constraints and odds, the teachers can make the students learn. This 
has been proved by many committed teachers. During my field visit, I have seen that teachers who go 
beyond the normal routine way of teaching, make learning reflective and interactive. If teachers have 
a will to do, then the constraint of resources or infrastructure will not come in their way. During the 
children festival organized by the Department, many districts proudly displayed the Teaching Learning 
Materials (TLMs) which are made locally and with almost negligible cost. But it is a matter of pity that 
too only a few of our teachers use TLMs effectively.

Many argue about having at least one teacher in each class for better quality. Considering the 
Pupil Teacher Ratio (PTR), and RTE norms, it will not be possible now or in days to come. It is imperative 
that teacher has to deal with multi-grade and multilevel contexts in the classrooms. Even in a 
progressive states like Kerala, Tamil Nadu or Karnataka, they do not have one teacher in each class. 
Above mentioned quality pedagogical tools like activity-based learning, active participation of 
students allow our teachers to cope-up with such situations. The helplessness only shows our attitude 
to choose the easiest path. Involving students directly and actively in the learning process itself will 
enhance the creativity, motivation and confidence among them. Such child-centric approach will free 
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the child from fear of classroom and encourage them to be part of learning process.

Results of our internal assessment reveal that a good percentage of students are weak in 
reading, writing and understanding of mathematical concepts. To address the problem, a systematic 
re-enforcement programme is scheduled to enhance the competencies of children from Class I-VI. An 
approach called SAHAJ is encouraged to be practiced in the schools during July and August. The 
objective of the intervention is to enable all the students to achieve the minimum level of class 
appropriate competencies in language and mathematics. This exercise will also make the teachers 
aware of the re-enforcement strategies and teaching methodologies to make the students active 
learners. However, this programme cannot be successful if teachers and officials of Education 
Department do not embrace this responsibility whole-heartedly. After the intensive activities for two 
months, another round of evaluation will take place to assess the progress. I hope that this initiative 
will bring back the focus on learning.

It is the responsibility of the educational system that the primary school children will have 
minimum learning in reading, writing and numeracy skills. Once these skills are enhanced, the 
children will get interested to learn more and try to acquire knowledge. This is more important than 
completing the syllabus. Hope, we will understand the seriousness of the issue and address the 
problem head- on. When our children actually learn in the schools,  the dream of India as a 
'knowledge society' will become a reality. I would like to close this write up with the appropriate quote 
of  Dr. APJ Abdul Kalam, our former people’s President :

“Learning gives creativity 

Creativity leads to thinking 

Thinking provides knowledge

Knowledge makes you great”
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Quality in Education
Dasharathi Satapathy

Additional Secretary,
 School and Mass Education Department

Quality is an abstract concept. It means different things to different people. Some of the words 
which are used as equivalents or synonyms are: 'standards', 'excellence' and 'efficiency'. In education, 
more particularly in elementary education, the focus has shifted from simplistic access, participation 
and completion to quality of learning acquisition. No longer is quality of education measured in terms 
of years of schooling or school longevity. What has come to achieve eminent importance is: the 
quantum and quality of what children learn. Our country has made impressive improvements in 
quantitative expansion. 'Meaningful participation' means more than enrolment, attendance, 
retention and completion of the full cycle of elementary education. What remains to be achieved, and 
which has eluded us so far, is quality of learning. 

To me, quality of learning refers to the learning of the prescribed curriculum i.e. the basics of 
literacy, numeracy and life skills. If learning is to be qualitative, it needs to be sustainable. Despite 
significant achievements in quantitative expansion of the education system, poor levels of children's 
learning have come to be critical challenges to be appropriately responded to. Several studies have 
consistently shown the stagnant or even declining standards of performance of our school children. 
This has precipitated into a major crisis in education. The urgency and importance with which the 
planners and policy-makers respond to this crisis reflects the political will and commitment to 
transform the system.

An anatomy of this crisis of declining quality in education shows that a host of factors have led 
us to this inexorable situation. Quality of education is influenced by three sets of factors: first, inputs, 
process and the context. While inputs in the form of ability and aptitude of students who enter the 
system, the school support system, family's social and cultural capital, school curriculum, teachers etc. 
do have a decisive influence on children's learning, processes i.e. what happens and how does it 
happen in the classrooms are more important. Our focus has always been on those aspects that are 
visible and quantifiable. No doubt, the measurability of what children learn and how effectively they 
learn is essential for establishing the chain of accountability. However, the processes, which are less 
amenable to precise measurement, are crucial to quality of learning outcomes.

Quality of education has now come to be understood to include two overriding principles: first, 
learners' cognitive development as the major explicit objective of all education systems; and 
education's role in promoting values and attitudes of responsible citizenship and nurturing creative 
and emotional development of children. Quality in education has an equity element. This means 
quality of education is inclusive. Quality is for all, not for a selected section of children. Quality does 
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not go with privilege. Therefore, for ensuring quality education, we have to make quality eduction 
available to the deprived and disadvantaged children. Keeping the equity concern in view, the Kothari 
Commission (1964-66) had recommended for a common school system in the form of 
neighbourhood schools. Although the Right to Education Act mandates the concept of 
neighbourhood schools, reserving 25 percent of seats for the under-privileged children, the 
operational part of the Act is fraught with difficulties. 

For quality eduction, it is teachers, teachers and teachers alone who make a difference. The 
system requires adequate number of qualified and competent teachers. Effective teaching requires 
effective teachers. Effective teachers are produced only in effective teacher education institutions. 
Teaching is a professional activity. The concept of born teachers is a myth. They are made, chiselled to 
perfection through teacher preparation and teacher development. Therefore, for quality education, 
we require quality teacher education institutions and quality teacher educators. Apart from teacher 
preparation and teacher development, what is of crucial importance is the conditions under which 
teachers are made to work? In order to sustain the motivation and commitment of teachers, the 
system should provide sufficient incentives. 

Quality  is a continuing journey; it is not a destination.   
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Role of Teachers in Quality Education
Snigdha Mishra

Deputy Director, Directorate of TE and SCERT, 
Odisha, Bhubaneswar

Why Quality in Education?

We are all interested in quality of education. The future of our country and the world depends 
on our children and college students receiving the best instruction. Using the framework of quality in 
our schools, the roadmaps for continuous improvement can be designed. When educators 
understand what continuous improvement is all about, they gain confidence that they can shape the 
nature of their schools.

Quality education is not an easy concept to qualify when the issue of education comes into 
play. The Quality imperative and Principles characterize most attempts to define quality eduction. The 
first identifies learners' cognitive development as the major explicit objective of all education system. 
The second emphasizes that education should play a role in promoting values and attitudes of 
responsible citizens and in nurturing creative and emotional development.

Quality determines how much and how well children learn and the extent to which their 
education translates into a range of personal, social and developmental benefits. It is teaching and 
learning that bring the curriculum to life and determines what happens in the classroom as well as 
subsequent application of the learning outcomes. The extension of mixed ability of a group presents 
new challenges to teachers, especially those who are used to teaching rigidly streamed classes. These 
challenges need to be recognised and addressed by offering teachers further training and possibly 
support materials to help them cope with the new challenges. Learning support assistants are also 
essential in supporting pupils who need special support in each class, however, this resource needs to 
be deployed more equitably and effectively. The positive correlation between the teachers and pupils 
and students at both primary and secondary levels are not enough. Child-centred active pedagogy, 
cooperative learning and the development of critical thinking and problem solving skills need to be 
present. Language policy of instruction is a policy choice affecting curriculum, content and pedagogy. 
A balance need to be struck between enabling people to use local languages in learning and ensuring 
that they have access to global languages. Learning from regular, reliable, timely assessment is key to 
improving learning achievement. The goals are to give learners feedback and improve learning and 
teaching practices.

Every child girl or boy has the fundamental right to enjoy quality education. The goal of quality 
education is to shift from the right of access to education to the right to learn, from pre-school through 
elementary and secondary education. The generally agreed definition of quality education refers to

?Learners who are healthy, well- nourished and ready to participate and learn and are supported 
in learning by their families and communities.
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?Environment that is healthy, safe, protective and gender-sensitive, with adequate resources and 
facilities.

?Content of such an education is made up of relevant curricula and materials that help the 
student acquire basic literacy, numeracy and life skills and knowledge in such areas as gender, 
health and nutrition.

?Processes in which trained teachers use child-centred teaching approaches in well-managed 
classrooms and schools, and skilful assessment to facilitate learning and reduce disparities 

?Outcomes in ultimate that encompasses knowledge, skills and attitudes, and are linked to 
national goals for education and positive participation in societies.

Very often a question  is raised :  is quality education possible without equity?

According to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), it must be seen to that “all 
children have an opportunity to survive, develop and reach their full potential, without 
discrimination, bias or favouritism and that all children are guaranteed their fundamental rights 
regardless of gender, race, religious beliefs, income, physical attributes, geographical location or 
other status.” Education assures freedom and hence is fundamental to equity.

Equity has two closely linked dimensions-inclusion and fairness. In India, the in-justice in 
education occurs in the violation of rights and exclusion of certain sections of children from eduction, 
on the grounds of gender, ethnicity, religion, class and geographical disparity. The focus on 
educational expansion has not assured delivery of equitable quality of education across various 
geographic and demographic groups. Hence, India grapples not only with the equitable access to 
education but also ensuring that the education is of equitable quality. This interrelationship between 
quality and equity has deep implications for policy, planning and implementation of universalized 
education.

Equity in education needs to take care of not just equitable availability of resources but also 
the necessities of inclusion:

?Reorganising the increasing diversity of classrooms with the higher enrolment of disadvantaged 
children

?Developing a thorough understanding of the background of learners

?Training and orienting people to understand the role of schools in ensuring freedom

?Developing inclusive teaching-learning practices and processes

?Developing an effective monitoring system involving the community, teachers, parents and 
students

?Promoting diversity in the teaching workforce, by including more women and teachers from 
marginalised communities

 

?· Teachers' quality is the most important in-school factor relating to student achievement. 
Teachers, considering the scope, dimensions and complexities of 21st century, will need to 
reinvent themselves as facilitators, coaches, co-creators and managers of knowledge. They 
should exploit new forms of knowledge creation, transfer and networking tools as opportunities 

Role of Teacher in Imparting Quality Education 
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for enhanced learning outcomes.

?· Teachers should incorporate findings from latest research in developmental psychology and 
neuro-sciences in their teaching practices to be able to connect with each child in the class and 
make classroom, vibrant, likely and participative. 21st century teacher facilitates learners to 
construct knowledge through experiential learning, encourages collaborative learning and 
provides opportunities for development of 21st century skill sets in the learners. 

?· Leadership influences student achievement. A good teacher, strong and effective leadership can 
really make that world of difference. The assured inspiration, training and equipping the teacher 
can boost the achievement of students. The quality of education is dependant upon the 
leadership of a teacher. The chief component of quality education is the “instructional 
leadership”. If a teacher does not know the latest pedagogical trends, does not know as to how a 
subject can be taught, assessed as transacted well, we would not be able to guide the 
stakeholders.

?· Quality of schools and its effectiveness depends to a large extent on school governance issues, 
leadership issues and performance of a school. Self reflection, self-analysis or self-review is one 
of the most essential ingredients of any school which is seeking to improve and show leadership 
of its teachers.

?· The present day demands that children be taught to think out of the box. It would be ideal if 
teachers change their roles. Teachers are no longer dispenser of pouring knowledge into empty 
slates. Teachers are facilitators who guide their students to create knowledge. Teachers must 
realize that there is no one method of teaching. Students come from diverse backgrounds with 
varying needs. So teachers have to adopt different methods according to the needs of the 
students.

?· Effective involvement is vital to the quality of education provided by the school. The teachers 
must be equipped to imbibe and nurture the right skills, attitudes and values among the children 
for their qualitative improvement.

?· Teachers are required to keep themselves abreast with the changes in curriculum, pedagogy or 
assessment. They must enthusiastically partake in all the activities organised in their respective 
schools. Teachers should understand the basic investment such as time and resources to be made 
for bringing qualitative changes in the education. While in-service teachers need to improve their 
knowledge and understanding of the subject they teach, they must also focus on improving the 
general and subject pedagogical skills to be able to teach the subject well.

?· Teachers should be encouraged to optimize technology to facilitate learning. 

?· They must be trained in using different transaction methods instead of didactic teaching. The 
programmes are to be facilitated that promote capacity building of the teachers focusing as 
quality of institutions, knowledge construction, reconstruction to enhance and improve the 
quality of life.

Quote by noble Prize winrer poet Gabriela Mistral:-

   “We are guilty of many crimes, but our worst is abandoning the child, neglecting the foundation of life, many of 
things we need can wait, the child cannot, we cannot answer tomorrow, her name is today”
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