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A Consultative Meeting on Common School System organized by Social Jurist, A Group of Lawyers was held at Indian Law Institute, New Delhi on 1st November 2003.
 

The panel of speakers comprised of Mr. Anand Sarup, Chairman, Task Force for improvement in the System of Education, Prof. Madhu Dandvate, Former Union Minister, Prof. Anil Sadgopal, Professor of Education at Delhi University, Mr. B.D. Sharma, Mr. Surender Mohan and Mr. Sanjiv Kaura, National Convener, NAFRE.

 

Educationist, school and college teachers, special educators, architects, journalists, parents and children from resettlement colonies and lawyers etc. attended the meeting

 
CONCEPT OF COMMON SCHOOL SYSTEM (CSS)

The concept of Common School System or Neighbourhood School first came into being in 19th century and since then it has been in some form or the other in many nations such as USA, China, Russia etc.  CSS envisions a system that will impart equitable quality of Education in terms of infrastructure resources, professional quality of teachers, diversified and flexible curriculum and holistic and child-centered pedagogy to all children irrespective of socio-economic, gender and other differences.  Though it is a decentralized and community controlled system, financial and other needs will be the obligation of the State.
 

In India, the concept of CSS was introduced by Kothari Commission (1964-66) as a tool for social transformation.  Later, it was explicitly mentioned in 1968, 1986 Education Policies.  Though the CABE Committee in 1988 laid down clear ten-year phases wise programme for its implementation and was also strongly recommended by Ramamurti Committee in 1990 but the implementation of CSS, however, still remains a cherished dream.
 

The weakness of existing Education System is that quality education instead of being available to all children from every stratum of society is available only to a small minority, which is usually selected on the basis of its capacity to bear the educational expenses and a vast majority of children receive sub-standard education.  This position is undemocratic and inconsistent with the ideal of an egalitarian society.  Thus, the establishment of CSS is necessary to bring different social classes and groups together and to promote an emergence of an egalitarian and integrated society.

The meeting on CSS began with the welcome note by Mr. Ashok Agrawal, Convener, Social Jurist.  He gave a brief outline of the Free and Compulsory Education for Children Bill, 2003 and it various demerits.
 

The Bill is an attempt to operationalise the 93rd Constitutional Amendment (earlier 86th Amendment) that made free and compulsory education for all children between 6 & 14 years of age, a fundamental right.
 

One of the biggest flaws in the bill is that there is no mention of any provision of education for children below 6 and above 14 years of age.  Another drawback is that the draft Bill proposes an upper limit of 20% admission quota for poor children in recognized schools, which include private schools, but does not specify minimum percentage of reserved seats.  The Bill is also not clear on how this 20% reservation will be ensured.  The Bill grants this reservation to children falling below poverty line (BPL) under public distribution system (PDS) but in metropolitan cities many children belonging to very poor families do not qualify BPL as minimum wages in such cities is more than that prescribed in the poverty parameters.  The Bill talks about various Learning Centers for educating poor children by the centers presently running are hardly providing quality education.  There is also uncertainty in the date of implementation of the Bill as it states that the implementation will be decided by the Government and thus gives arbitrary powers to the Govt.  The Convener, Social Jurist, thus stressed that the Bill should be redrafted on the basis of  Good Quality Common School System.
 

Opening remarks by Mr. Anand Sarup, Chairman, Task Force for improvement in the System of Education followed the welcome note.  Mr. Sarup briefly outlined issues to be looked after by Task Force such as commercialization of education, Budget Allocation, Process, Curriculum and Content of Education, Educational Backwardness, Autonomy and Accountability in the Education System and Vocational Education.  He stressed the urgency of removing ‘Apartheid’ in Education System.
 

Prof. Madhu Dandvate, in his Key Speech stressed that development and progress of any nation is dependent on improvement in education system.  He supported this statement by brining out the fact that successful implementation of population control techniques was possible in States having high literacy.  Thus, the establishment of CSS will not only increase the literacy rate but will also provide quality education to all sections of society.  He further added that before establishment of CSS, Neighbourhood Schools should be established so that large numbers of people have an access to education.  To achieve this, the allocation of resources should be in accordance with the requirement.  Prof. Dandvate held the view that curriculum should reflect a high and positive correlation between education and life.  Thus, the world of work should be related to the world of knowledge.  Gender inequity, accordance to prof. Dandvate is another obstacle in achieving the objectives of Education. A high dropout rate among girls reflects this fact.
                      Prof. Anil Sadgopal delivered keynote and Presentation on CSS.  He pointed out that poor state of Education System is due to faulty Educational Policies implemented so far. He stressed that there are large number of children in the age group of 6-14 years who are out of education system.  He strongly recommended the implementation of CSS to achieve the aims and objectives of UEE.   He briefly described the recommendations given by various committees and policies starting from the concept of Basic Education, 1937 to Free and Compulsory Education Bill, 2003.
 

CSS, according to Prof. Sadgopal, follows the principle behind Basic Education as it aims to relate the world of knowledge with world of work at pedagogical level as National System.  Concept of CSS was first introduced by Kathari Commission and was also advocated in the subsequent NPE, 1968.
 

In 1985, the document, challenges of Education – A Policy Perspective was released which did not mention CSS, instead laid the foundation for setting up parallel streams of low quality and low budget Non Formal Education (NFE) on one hand and pace setting model and Navodaya Schools on the other.  Though NPE, 1986 did propose the establishment of CSS, POA, 1986 made no reference to CSS but laid down a detailed strategy for implementing NFE.
 
 In 1988, The Central Authority Board of Education, CABE appointed a committee on CSS which proposed a ten year, phase wise programme for reconstruction of present education system into CSS but unfortunately this programme remained on papers. A 17 member Acharya Ramamurti Committee appointed in 1990 to review NPE, 1986 considered the development of CSS to be very important component of overall strategy for securing equity and social justice in education.  These recommendations were, however, rejected in 1992 by CABE while reviewing Ramamurti Committee.  The programme of Action (POA), 1992 revised NPE on the lines of ‘Education for All’ (EFA) conference organized by UNICEF, UNESCO, UNDP and the World Bank, held that Jomtien, Thailand mentioned nothing about CSS.
 
District Primary Education Programme (DPEP), 1995 and Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA), 2000 further strengthened the implementation of NFE Centres and Alternative Schools, which impart low quality Education to poor children. 86th Constitutional Amendment and Free and Compulsory Education Bill, 2003 has distorted Article 45 by delinking ECCE and pre-primary education from elementary education and has legitimized parallel layers of education that includes NFE, NIOS (National Institute of Open Schooling) and EGS (Education Guarantee Scheme).  Thus, the need of hour is to establish CSS. That is the only solution to remove disparity, discontentment and disempowerment of the vast majority of people in India.
 
The next speaker, Mr. B.D. Sharma, also stressed the need for correlation between work and education.  He gave the analogy between a nation and family and emphasized that our nation should work like a family.  Just as a child and his education is the first consideration in a family, similarly Education should be the top priority of a nation.  Concept of ‘equity’ according to him, is nearly abolished and ‘statistical equity’ has taken its place.  He gave several examples in support of the fact that primary focus of any education system should be child.  He also talked about gender inequity and supported the view that people belonging lower and middle class should come forward to raise their voice against all kinds of discrimination in education. 
 
The next speaker, Mr. Surender Mohan, also shared this view.  He gave instances reflecting how upper class people try to curb the progress of middle and lower class and opined that middle class can be termed as the ‘unconcerned class’.  The only option, according to him is that the poor and middle class should together protest against this growing ‘apartheid’ in education system.
 
The last speaker of the meeting was Mr. Sanjiv Kaura, National Convener, National Alliance for Right to Education and Equity (NAFRE) who gave a presentation on the need for implementing CSS at this juncture.  NAFRE has launched CSS Movement in 2003 on Quit India Movement day (8th August) in 15 States and successfully came out with the slogan ‘Sabko Shiksha Samaan Shiksha’.
 
He spoke about various myths about CSS.  One popular myth, according to Mr. Kaura is that private schools do very good work whereas in reality, many private schools are nothing more than teaching shops.  He held the view that CSS is the only answer to most of the problems related to present education system. Any other solution would be mere patchwork. The general opinion that CSS is difficult to establish in country like India is a myth.  He maintained that CSS is not an utopian idea as the road map of its implementation is very clear. Most important, it is very cheap (In terms of GDP percentages) to provide equal quality education through CSS. Additionally, CSS has been operationalised in most countries of the world following varying ideological views.  He stressed that the Task Force should strongly recommend education reforms keeping CSS as the defining focal point.
During the open session, people from various professions and various parts of the country expressed their views on CSS.  Mr. Noor Mohammad who represented a small basti in Delhi expressed his discontent for poor quality of education for children of the basti.
 
Special Educators too favourved the implementation of CSS and strongly recommended that disabled children should also be included in Common Schools.  Teachers representing both Government and private schools stressed that condition of existing schools, particularly of Government schools, should be immediately improved. Unless quality education is provided, SSA would fail to address the crying needs of the education system. 
 
Ms. Geeta Diwan Verma, a Town Planner emphasized on analysing of failure of implementation of previous policies before launching fresh initiatives.  She stressed that while implementing any policy ‘land law’ should be referred to prevent commercialization of education.
 
Mr. Ashok Tangade, Regional Convener, NAFRE, who came all the way from a small village in Beed District in Maharashtra spoke about various problems that arise because of English as a medium of Education.  He added that since many untrained teachers are teaching in village schools, the quality of education being imparted is very poor.  He strongly held the view that teacher teaching in Government School should send their children to Government schools only.
 
At the end, Ms. Savita Aggarwal who is a lawyer gave Vote of Thanks.  She spoke about the various problems that Government schools are facing today and about the inequity in education system.
 
The meeting ended with a consensus that in order to remove the growing apartheid in education, it is essential to provide equity in education and educational opportunities. This would build a cohesive and secular society. 




-  THE END  -
