REPORT ON 'CONSULTATIVE MEET ON FREE AND COMPULSORY EDUCATION BILL 2004'

DATE : 28.02.04

VENUE : ACADEMY OF FINE ARTS, KOLKATA

After 54 years of India's Independence, education became a Fundamental Right in 2001. It has taken the Government two more years to prepare a draft bill on free and compulsory education for children. The bill has been redrafted twice, the last being in January 2004. We and many other like-minded groups like us went through the bill and found many inherent flaws. There is need for such an Act, but to be really effective, it has to get rid of the lacunae that were observed. In Delhi, an organisation called Social Jurist, headed by advocate Mr. Ashok Agarwal, is actively fighting against this bill. We didn't want this issue to be confined to a restricted circle and thought of organising a round table to know what various opinion makers of the city think about it. 

On the 28th of February, 55 enthusiastic people got together and what followed was a highly charged and engaging session, moderated by renowned journalist Mr. Sunanda K. Datta-Ray. The name of the 19 active speakers on that day were :

1. Mr. Soumitra Basu, Indian Institute of Marxist Studies

2. Dr. Bhabesh Moitra, former Principal, Teachers' Training College

3. Prof. Ranju Gopal Mukerjee, Chairman, Rabindra Mukta Vidyalaya

4. Mr. Brendan MacCarthaigh, SERVE

5. Mr. Poromesh Acharya, Educationist

6. Dr. Bratin Chattopadhyay, CAREER, Sriniketan

7. Prof. Meher Engineer, former Director, Bose Institute

8. Prof. Sougata Roy, MLA

9. Mr. Rabin Deb, Chief WHIP, Left Front

10. Ms. Jeeja Ghosh, Indian Institute of Cerebral Palsy

11. Dr. Samar Bagchi, Kishore Bharati Development Society

12. Mr. Manas Sinha, Self-advocate

13. Prof. Abhijit Mookherjee, Dean, S.N. Bose National Centre for Basic Sciences

14. Mr. Utthanpada Samanta, former DI, South 24 Parganas

15. Mr. Pradip Bhattacharya, Vice President, West Bengal Pradesh Congress

16. Mr. Uttam Sengupta, The Telegraph

17. Dr. Amiya Kr. Bagchi, Director, IDSK

18. Mr. Indranath Bandyopadhyay, Joint Secretary, West Bengal Democratic Writers' and Artists' Association

19. Mr. Ashok Agarwal (Advocate), Convenor, Social Jurist

In brief, this is what they said or opined :

Soumitra Basu

· The Bill should not be scrapped completely. It is amenable to amendments.

· From civil society point of view, the Bill seems too good and liberal - not expected from a fascist Government. 

· This is a feel-good Bill. Many good things are touted here but the problem is if the things are not properly implemented, who will be held responsible? 'Accountability' is not properly addressed. 

Bhabesh Moitra

· This Bill is a retrograde step. This will help in accentuating discrimination. There is problem in the section "…as the State……..shall determine"

· Who is the "appropriate Government"? Responsibility of the State government has not been consciously mentioned here.

· The term 'universal' is missing in the Bill.

· Literacy for the masses and education for the classes- this has to be abolished.

· The Central government may render financial assistance, and shall render technical assistance (through National Resource Institutions)- there is a catch in the usage of the terms. 

· Parent's compulsion or penalty should not be there. Rather Government should provide amenities like proper teaching facilities, food, etc Attitude of Government is not goal oriented. In Singapore and China there is no such compulsion, yet the enrollment rate is very high. 

Ranju Gopal Mukerjee

· We cannot expect that the 'political will' will improve. In the present political context, the Bill may be dangerous.

· Minimum facilities are often absent in many schools. In girls' schools, if there is no toilet, push out and drop out cannot be prevented. Many such provisions are kept under the desirable list. In transitional schools, toilet has not been included even in desirable list.

· The manner in which the Bill has been prepared is undemocratic in nature. In framing the Bill, CABE (Central Board of Advisory Education) should be consulted. 

· UGC Report February 1978 - "ours is a dual society…..power in hands of a small class…..there is a vested interest in not providing education to all". 

· A strong jan andolan is needed to create pressure on the Government to change the Bill. 

Brendan MacCarthaigh

· Education in its present form is not education at all. 

· The difference in treatment of those who can afford and those who cannot afford is quite alarming. Less and less money is being offered for the education of the poor. 

· Free education is not actually free. People have to pay a lot. Sarva Siksha Abhiyan is a farce. 

Poromesh Acharya

· There cannot be a Bill without defining education. 

· Functional literacy is stressed now-a-days - it is ok till primary level but not elementary stage. 

· SSKs and transitional schools just make children functionally literate. This type of literacy never challenges the power structure. 

· No country other than Scandinavian countries has been able to provide equal educational opportunities. 

· China, Japan and America's spending on education is more or less same as by India. India is not spending less but the point is to spend well. 

· The present Bill is against NPE 1986. Directive Principle is much more democratic since it did not mention dual track. The present Bill is legitimising multi track system. 

· Compulsion and right does not go together. 

· There is no scope of decentralisation in the Bill. The spirit of Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) have been thrown out. 

· Inspection system is not proper. It should be academic inspection and not only administrative inspection. 

Meher Engineer

· Tapas Majumdar Committee Report is well framed and should be considered. 

· Separate facilities are inherently unequal. 

· We have right to equality and we must have equal education. 

· For formal schools there are teachers, for transitional schools there are instructors. So the difference of treatment is quite obvious. 

Bratin Chattopadhyay

· Is there need of any act on education? The purpose is not clear in the Bill.

· The term 'competent authority' is frequently used in the Bill. What is meant by being competent is not clearly defined here. 

· The accountability of parents is very clearly mentioned here. But it is a teacher in a classroom who will have to conform to the dictums flowing from NCERT down to block level. 

Sougata Roy

· There is no point in throwing away the Bill. Those who are in Government will have to look for solutions. 

· Central intervention in education to this extent is appreciable. 

· In West Bengal there are 52,000 primary schools and gross enrollment is over 100%. And drop out rate is also high - 30% to 40%.

· Only 6000 of these schools provide mid day meals. 10-15,000 schools have no drinking water, 20,000 schools have no toilet. 

· Rajiv Gandhi was criticised for introducing NFE. Now Distance Learning is seen as a viable alternative as all children cannot be put to school. 

· There is no legitimisation of child labour and centralised control in the Bill. 

· The timing of the discussion is premature because the Parliament is dissolved. The Bill serves the purpose of bringing more children in the education network. Finding faults in the Bill is not the right thing. 

Rabin Deb

· Budgetary allocation for education is getting reduced. 

· There should be discussion on the Bill and it is not an isolated affair. Public opinion should be formed. 

· Government is withdrawing from their responsibility of spending on welfare. Education for all is the responsibility of the Government.

Jeeja Ghosh

· In PWD Act free education is for children up to the age of 18. The Bill has contradicted this provision. 

· The thing that has to be looked into is that what infrastructure is needed for effective inclusion. 

· Children with special needs often work without proper infrastructure which takes them nowhere. 

Samar Bagchi

· Must prepare an alternative to this Bill. 

· The present type of education alienates the person from the context. 

· In this Bill there is nothing regarding the medium of instruction. 

Manas Sinha

· Sub clause 2 under clause 1 - 'except Jammu and Kashmir' - why J & K has been excluded? 

· 'Prescribed manner' is used in many places. This term means 'rules to be framed'. So unless it is made it cannot be used and be effective. 

· Summary trial as mentioned in clause 34 is objectionable.

· Under clause 40, there is mention of protection of action taken in good faith. But why this protection? Are these people above law? 

Abhijit Mookerjee

· Education is about pedagogy. 

· Why second rate education is given to those who cannot afford? 

· Initially it is said that a child in transitional schools won't be there for more than three years. But in the next para, there is a possibility of extending the time period indefinitely. 

Utthanpada Samanta

· Education is not really free. Parents have to incur many cost relating to education. 

· Section 35 sub clause 3 - children can get admitted in fee-paying schools only if they satisfy what the school requires.

·  This Bill has officially recognised three types of schools and transitional schools can continue indefinitely.

Pradip Bhattacharya

· The Bill should not be out rightly rejected. Some portions of the bill are relevant.
· Compulsory education and free education is not the same.

· Who are the people who will implement the bill at the ground level?

· The criteria for identifying families living below poverty line are fluctuating. So, we have to really think in depth, define things and its implication. 

Uttam Sengupta

· Is there any need for such a bill to implement free and compulsory education? The successive governments have failed to materialise UEE, mid-day meal scheme etc. Now they are pledging to implement this bill. What is the extra step the government will take which it didn't take earlier. 
· The bill is silent on how to create infrastructure, uniformity and the responsibility of the government 
· Mid-day meal isn't an incentive enough, unless the families are assured of getting a square meal. 
Amiya Kr. Bagchi

· India experienced neo-liberalism twice since the Congress regime with a focus that rich will become more rich. 

· Since Ninth Finance Commission, the central government's policy has led almost all the state governments to bankruptcy. Unless the policy is reverted, the state governments will continue to face the financial crunch. 

· This forces the government to take the DFID and World Bank roles, at a high interest rate of 10.5%. 

· Today education in India is yearly a three trillion dollar business. Here institutions are coming up without taking any permission from the government and the government  is also silent on the matter. 

· Language is an area of grave concern in education and the most affected areas, as far as language is concerned, are those dominated by the adivasis.

· We are actually living in multi-strata society, thus dividing the education system accordingly.

· Media are guided by the rich and they target the rich also. Generally, the media will not look into the problems of education.

· Orientation of people has to be changed. 

Indranath Bandopandhyay

· This Bill is a farce. No other ruling party has made a mockery of children in any country. 

· Without economic empowerment and improvement, can equity in education be really brought in? 

· Parent penalty should be criticised. 

· The Government should be thrown out, otherwise the threat will remain. 

Ashok Agarwal

· How this Government is acting is interesting to note. 
· Three types of schools are mentioned in the Bill - distance, approved and alternative. Every child must get quality education and the Bill has excluded Kendriya Vidyalaya, Navodaya from the category of approved schools. It will actually accentuate the discriminatory education system. 
· The Bill has recognised NCERT as the competent academic authority for the purpose of framing the curriculum. Academics and educationists should be responsible for such purpose. 
· The way children of BPL families has been defined is not proper. It should be defined as children belonging to weaker section. 
· Drinking water and toilet have been kept in the desirable list. This deserves criticism. 
· This Bill legalises child labour. 
· In absence of birth certificates, a child is not eligible for getting admission into school (under the clause of 'reservation up to 20%). How can destitute children have birth certificates? How can the problem of over age children can be addressed? 
· This is a 'cheat and cheap education bill' rather than free and compulsory education bill.
The moderator winded up the session by requesting the people present to send in writing what they feel about the bill to the organisers, if possible, which will help in making a fruitful outcome, enriching the discourse along with. 
