INDIA’S ILLITERATE POPULATION EQUALS 
ALL THE PEOPLE IN USA

Times of India, July 6, 2008

Almost 300 million people in India still can’t read their own name. Of those who manage to study, many struggle due to poor facilities and poor teaching, and end up unemployable. Subodh Varma presents a report card on education in India 
INDIA HAS one of the biggest education systems in the world. On a typical day, roughly 290 million students are attending classes somewhere. That’s more than the total population of any country in the world, except China, India and the US. Most of these students are in school — there are over 1.2 million schools ranging from pre-primary to senior secondary. Over 1.1 million students attend colleges and universities. Then there are those learning vocational skills in diverse streams. A vast army of teachers — over 6.3 million of them — guides and nurtures the young, on their way to adulthood. 

When India became independent, a large majority of people was illiterate, thanks to the policies of the erstwhile colonial rulers. Since then, considerable strides have been made in expanding literacy, though India has still not managed to ensure education for all its people. 

In 1961, only about 28% Indians were literate. In 2006, estimates put the literacy rate at about 66%. That’s an impressive jump of nearly 40 percentage points. It has taken 60 years, but the numbers involved are truly enormous. 

However, it still leaves over 380 million people illiterate. That is the largest number of illiterates in any one country, more than the total population of India at the time of Independence and would be the third largest country by population. 

Even the impressive figure of number of students —290 million — has a similar flipside. The total number of children and youth, in the age group of 6 to 24 years, is about 460 million. This is the age group that should ideally be in the education system. But only about 63% of them are studying. Over 170 million potential students are left in the lurch. 

How does this compare with other countries? In high income countries, over 92% of the eligible age group (5-24 years) is studying. In the middle-income countries, this share is about 73%, while in low-income countries it is down to 56%. In China, the ratio is 69%, somewhat similar to India’s. But Brazil with about 88% and Russia with 89% are almost there with the high-income group. 

Experts and policy makers cite many reasons to explain why so many have been left behind by the country’s education juggernaut. Apart from the pervasive curse of poverty, which forces young people to quit studying and start working as early as possible, there are also issues of social imbalances. 

There are four great divides that slice up Indian society and pervade every aspect of life, including education. They are: rural-urban, men-women, rich-poor and caste. In each case, there is a disadvantaged section, which finds it difficult to get access to educational opportunities, and thus gets left out. Thus, women, scheduled castes and tribes, agricultural laborers and small farmers, all have lower literacy rates, lower enrollment ratios and higher dropout rates at various levels. Although there is vast improvement since 60 years ago, and the striving is there, the system is still not capable of providing equal access. 

Then there is the question of relevance of education — after all it is being sought primarily to get a good job. A recent National Sample Survey report found that unemployment among youth was highest among graduates, post-graduates and technical diploma or certificate holders — in the range of 19-20%. This is way above the current unemployment rate of about 6% for this age group. The reasons for this are that in most cases the educational qualifications and job requirements don’t match, and in any case, the number of jobs being created are highly insufficient. 

What can be done to improve the spread of education at all levels, and ensure that education for all becomes a reality, rather than a mere dream? While experience the world over shows that general economic advance spurs the spread of education like nothing else, there can be no doubt that a massive effort is required to provide well-rounded education to all our country’s people. Such an effort involves resources as well as people to carry out the task. The major responsibility for such a gigantic enterprise has to rest with the government in terms of providing at least the bulk of resources, as also providing some kind of regulatory framework for both the quantitative and qualitative aspects of education. But, what has been the government’s role on these counts till now? 
UNDERFINANCING EDUCATION 
In 1951-52, the central and state governments put together, spent Rs 64.46 crore on education. This was about 8% of all public expenditure incurred, and just a tiny 0.64% of the gross domestic product (GDP) of that year. Since then the expenditure on education has increased tremendously. In 2006-07, the total expenditure on education at all levels was nearly Rs 1.33 lakh crore. As a share of all public expenditure, this works out to about 13%, and as a share of GDP, it is about 3.6%.

In fact, the peak in educational expenditure occurred in 1999-00, when it was 14.6% of all governmental expenditure. The next year, it hit a peak, as a share of GDP, at 4.3%. Since then, it showed a declining trend till 2004-05, after which it has once again risen slightly. 

It is apparent that this scale of expenditure is insufficient to meet the challenge of educating 1.2 billion Indians. How much should the government spend? Forty years ago, the Kothari Commission, set up by the government to recommend ways of improving the education system, argued that at least 6% of the GDP should be allocated for education. But, government spending has always remained below par, creating several of the problems given above. In most of the advanced countries, spending on education remains in the range of 4-6% of GDP. 

Even in emerging economies like Brazil and Russia, the share of public spending on education is well above 10%, while as a share of GDP it is similar to India’s. In China, spending on education as a share of GDP appears to be low at about 2.8%, but this is due to differences in accounting methods.

Low spending by the government has led to two harmful consequences — one, growing inequity in education, as those with better resources, get better education, while the majority have to do with mediocre or poor educational standards; and two, a decline in quality of education as management and monitoring becomes more patchy. 
REGULATORY MAZE 
A massive and complex machinery manages the Indian education system. Education being on the concurrent list of the Constitution, its responsibility is shared between the Union government and state governments. The predominant bulk of the schooling system lies within the ambit of state governments, while higher education is mostly run by the Union. For the school system, curriculum is largely determined by the National Council of Education, Research & Training (NCERT), a central body. All monitoring and supervision of schools at the grassroots level is carried out by the education departments of state governments, or local bodies. Examinations are conducted by 35 boards. 

For professional and vocational streams, there are centralized bodies that grant recognition and lay down functional norms. Thus, the All India Council for Technical Education (AICTE) supervises professional colleges, in collaboration with various professional bodies like Medical Council of India. Some professional institutions are run directly by the central government, including the famous IITs and IIMs. On the other hand, Industrial Training Institutes (ITI), which form the backbone of the vocational stream, are run by the labor ministry. 

The National Council of Teachers Education (NCTE), another central body, supervises the training of teachers, and setting up of teachers’ education colleges. 

Higher education is largely controlled by the University Grants Commission, which not only funds colleges and universities, but also lays down norms for appointments and recognition. 

In this maze of statutory bodies, there are two which are specifically charged with ensuring quality standards — the National Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC) for general colleges and universities, and the National Board of Accreditation (NBA) for professional colleges, recognized by AICTE. 

It is a measure of just how much importance quality standards are given that these bodies have accredited only a small fraction of the institutions for which they are responsible. For instance, of the over 1400 engineering colleges in the country, only about 8% are accredited by the NBA. 
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Similarly, only about 20% of the over 14,000 general colleges have been assessed by the NAAC. School education remains unassessed for all practical purposes. 
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Most Students Pass, Few Actually Learn 
POLICYMAKERS may think up a hundred reasons for creating and running the education system, but for the common man it all boils down to one question: Pappu paas hua kya? This has arisen because, shorn of its frills, the present education system is primarily a mechanism by which each individual is given a flag or a marker by which he or she tells society — “I have passed the 10th or 12th or BA, so I can do this or that job.” 

Most people feel that it is unfair to judge 12 years of schooling on the basis of a three-hour examination. But that is the way it works, currently. So, how do Indian students perform in examinations at various levels? 

At the primary stage, most students sail through exams — the pass-out percentage is over 95% for class 4 and 5 for the whole country. At the middle school stage, the overall pass percentage drops slightly to 88%. 

Students face their first public exam, conducted by 35 state boards, in class 10. The pass-out percentage plummets to 64%. Pass percentage is as low as 42% in MP and 50% in Rajasthan, while it is 86% in Delhi and 77% in Tamil Nadu. 

Class 12 is the most important exam, as the student’s future — whether academic or occupational — is largely determined at this stage. Overall, 69% students clear this exam. Again, some boards like Delhi, Jharkhand and UP show very good results. In general, the performance of students in this exam is much better as a lot is riding on it. 

	Class
	Pass Percentages

	4-5
	95

	7-8
	88

	10
	64

	12
	69
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There are no other indicators by which the outcome of school or college education can be measured in any student. Pratham, a non-governmental organization, carries out a survey of learning levels among primary students. In its 2007 report, it was found that among children in class 3-5, only 66% could actually read in their own mother tongue, about 60% had learned basic mathematical skills like subtraction and a mere 17% could read class 1 level English. 
   

9 OUT OF 10 IN CLASS I WON’T GET TO COLLEGE 

India does a good job of getting its children to start school, but it fails miserably to keep them studying as they grow older 

Some dramatic changes have taken place in India’s education system in the past couple of decades, of which only a few are reflected in statistics. Enrollment has increased tremendously in schools, technical and professional courses, colleges, distance learning centers, even coaching and tuition centers. Official enrollment figures reflect this increase, but cannot capture the immense and universal aspiration for education that continues to sweep the country. Unlike the bygone days when it was often necessary to persuade people to send their children to school, today parents largely see it as a bounden duty, while the youngsters themselves are busy working out different options of studies. 
For instance, take the school system. The number of students enrolled in elementary education (classes 1 to 8) was about 1.9 crore in 1951. It is now estimated at over 13 crore, about seven times more. For classes 9 to 12, the enrollment has increased from about 15 lakh in 1951 to over 3.7 crore, an over 25-fold increase. 

In higher education, there has been a 70-fold increase in enrollment. In 1951 there were only 1.7 lakh students pursuing education beyond class 12. Now the number is touching 1.2 crore. 

While the spread of education reflected in these numbers is undoubtedly i m p re s s ive, one needs to look at it from another perspective — is everybody getting education? To find out, we have to look at two things — how many children or youth in the age group 6-24 years actually get into educational institutions, and how many manage to complete their education. 

The proportion of students enrolled for class 1 to 5 in the total number of children in the 6-11 years age group, called the Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) for that age group, is about 107%. That means virtually all children in this age group and some who are older but in these classes are enrolled in schools. However, for class 6 to 8, this proportion, for the age group 11-14 years, falls to about 70%. It continues falling in the next stage of class 9 to 12 also — just about touching 40%. By the time we reach higher education, the proportion of students has fallen to an abysmal 10%. 

This unfortunate reality is reflected also in the drop-out rates. By class 5, about one 
third of the students have dropped out, by class 8, about half have quit, and by class 8 nearly two-thirds of them are no longer in school. 

Clearly, with each advancing class through the school system and then in the higher education system, students keep leaving the education system. For some reason, the great aspiration and striving for getting educated and making it good in life peters out midway, so much so that only one out of 10 persons makes it to higher education institutions. 

There are complex socio-economic factors at work here. But it all boils down to either poverty or abiding social biases. These create and perpetuate endemic divisions that make one section of people disadvantaged or under-privileged. 

As an example of how these divisions affect the education system, take literacy, which is but one measure of how the education system is functioning. In 1951, about 18% Indians were literate. Among men the literacy rate was 27%, but among women it was an abysmal 8%. In 2006, about 78% men were literate but only 55% women had become literate. It is a vast improvement over 1951, but not enough. A similar gender gap is noticeable in the enrollment ratios for women, although the situation has vastly improved since Independence. 

Then there is the rural-urban chasm. Back in 1951, 35% of urban residents were literate, but only 12% of rural people. In 2006, 80% of urbanites were literate but in rural areas the literacy rate was still far behind — at 59%. The gap is almost of the same order as in 1951. 

Another persistent division leaves the most socio-economically backward castes and tribal communities at a disadvantage. Among scheduled castes, the literacy rate was 55%, while among scheduled tribes it was 47% in 2006. These are way behind ‘other backward classes’, which have a literacy rate of about 66%, and all the remaining castes, which have the highest literacy at over 78%. Although literacy has improved very rapidly among SC/STs — increasing more rapidly than other sections of the population — it still lags behind other groups. 

The disadvantages suffered by SC/ST members are even more starkly visible in the case of enrollment in educational institutions. Till the primary stage, members of both social groups are present in large numbers, even more than the overall average. But subsequently they start lagging behind.

This has nothing to do with performance — SC/ST communities are by far the poorest sections in India, and the pressure to start earning is always more weighty than studying. 

Finally, there is the rich-poor divide. Among the poorest third of our society, literacy is only about 46%. In the middle third it improves to 65%, while among the richest third of the population, it is over 72%. 

Certain religious minorities, notably Muslims, too suffer from educational deprivation. For instance, only about 9% of primary students are Muslims whereas their proportion in the total population is about 13%. 

These divisions are there for all other parameters like enrollment, pass percentages (where the disadvantaged sections lag) and drop out rates, class repetition rates (where they have higher rates). In short, those on the other side of the Great Divides generally have less access to education, remain in it for shorter periods and perform worse than the more privileged sections. They are largely excluded from the system. 

The high rates of enrollment at the primary stages across the country, and their continued stability, has a ready explanation — the mid-day meal scheme, launched by the government in its present form after a Supreme Court order in 2001. Over 12 crore children are estimated to be covered by this scheme, making it the largest school nutrition program in the world. The court had directed that it was mandatory for school authorities to provide cooked meals to all primary students. 

This has led to a groundswell of enthusiasm among parents, especially the poorer sections, as their children are now assured at least one proper meal a day. This highlights the deep link between the economic condition of the family and its ability to provide educational opportunities to children. 

Another event that will have a long-term effect is the inclusion of the right to education as a fundamental right in 2002. The provision, in its final form was restricted to children in the age group 6-14 years although there was considerable mobilization by NGOs and other movements for a more inclusive definition. However, it says implementation will be worked out by the State through necessary laws. This has led to the government dragging its feet in getting it off the ground. Implementation would mean that the government would be accountable to the courts if children were left out. 
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LESSONS IN NEGLECT 

Schools without roofs, buildings without toilets: Poor infrastructure is a major impediment to education.

Though it is a tradition in India to tell children tales of the golden past when venerable sages taught their students in the shade of trees, deep inside the forest, everybody knows that today's schools or colleges cannot function like that. Students and teachers need classrooms, chairs and desks, libraries, laboratories, auditoria, hostels, gyms and computer terminals. These basic facilities are perhaps as important as teachers and, hence, a close look at the facilities available today will give a fairly good indication of the health of the country's education system. 

PUCCA PROBLEM
First comes the building. According to data from the National University of Educational Planning & administration (NUEPA), nearly one-third of schools do not have a pucca building and classes are held in tents or under the open sky. This is not just true of schools in remote areas. Even in the national capital, an astonishing 43% of primary and middle schools do not have pucca structures. What is worse, the number of such schools is rising, presumably because the old buildings are slowly crumbling. Two years ago, in 2004-05, the proportion of such schools was less at 34%. 
There is wide variation among different states, reflecting the priorities of the state governments, and the state of their finances. In UP, Punjab, Haryana, Rajasthan and Karnataka over 90% of schools have pucca buildings. States with shockingly low proportion of pucca schools include Orissa (22%) and Assam (38%). 
Just having the building is not enough. It has to be suitable for hundreds of energetic children to study in. Nearly 30% of classrooms were not in good condition. School buildings are better cared for in more prosperous states like Gujarat, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Punjab and Haryana, but neglected in poorer ones like Bihar, Assam and Orissa. 
Good or bad, are there enough classrooms in schools? On an average, there are 36 students per classroom in India, which is not bad. But, again there is wide variation among states. Bihar has the worst condition with 91 students crammed into each classroom on average. Jharkhand, with 65 students is better, but still almost double the national average. West Bengal, UP and MP all have higher numbers than the national average. All these are high population states, but that only means that correspondingly adequate infrastructure is not being built. In fact, 16% of all schools in India, that is about 2 lakh schools, have over 60 students per classroom. 
FOOD FOR THOUGHT

It is almost seven years since providing cooked midday meals became mandatory in primary schools. That would imply schools need kitchens to do the cooking. Only in Tamil Nadu has attention been paid to this, as 80% of schools have separate kitchens. In West Bengal, 60% have kitchens. In most other states, 40-50% have no kitchen and cooking is done either in the open or in corridors and verandahs. Punjab, Bihar and Haryana are the worst, with less than 10% of schools having kitchens. This is despite the fact that all that was being sought was a separate covered shed for cooking. 
NOT A DROP TO DRINK

Over 85% schools have drinking water facilities, according to the survey. However, there may be many a slip between the tap and the lip. A recent report by Parivartan, a Delhi-based NGO, said that in a school in Delhi they found that although water lines were connected to the school, there were no taps, the openings were all plugged tight. Most states have reported that 80-100% schools have drinking water facilities. Some of the laggards are Assam with 38%, and Jharkhand with 70% schools having no water. 
LOO-MING ISSUE

The situation is much worse as far as toilets are concerned. About 42% of schools in India don't have even a common toilet for boys and girls. In Jharkhand, Assam and Chhattisgarh, nearly three out of four schools have no toilet. In Orissa and MP, more than half make do without toilets. Provision of separate toilets for girls was stressed to encourage girls - and their parents - to enroll in schools. However, only 43% of schools have them. In Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand and Bihar, over 80% of schools have no separate toilets for girls. 
A CLICK AWAY

Since the country's IT prowess is receiving so much international attention, it is interesting that only 13% of schools had computers. In Kerala, 61% of schools had computers. About a quarter or more in Maharashtra, Gujarat, Punjab and Tamil Nadu have them. At the other end, in Bihar only 3% have computers. In Assam, UP, West Bengal, Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh less than 6% have introduced their students to computers. 
Laboratories and teaching aids for science students are generally of very poor quality or even completely absent. According to a survey, about half the science teachers in schools complained of inadequate equipment and lack of emphasis on practical work. 
COLLEGE CONUNDRUM

In colleges and universities, the situation is far better in terms of the basic necessities like buildings, classrooms, toilets and drinking water. All colleges have these, though maintenance is an issue. There are about 14,000 general colleges and about 3,000 professional colleges in India. General colleges can be recognized by the University Grants Commission if they meet certain minimum conditions of physical and academic facilities. Nearly 6,000 colleges have got such recognition. More stringent standards are laid down by the National Assessment & Accreditation Council (NAAC). About 20% of colleges and 40% of universities have so far been assessed and accredited by NAAC. 
According to the NAAC, just 9% of colleges were of high quality, 66% were of medium quality and 24% were of low quality. Over 90% colleges have libraries. The number of books ranged from an average of over 15,000 titles in A grade colleges to about 6,500 titles among C grade ones. Since better colleges had more students, the availability of books per student actually was not that different - about 10 books per student in better colleges and 7 in bottom ranked colleges. 
About 78% of colleges have computer centers. But even in the better colleges, a terminal is shared between 145 students, while in C grade colleges 546 students struggle to use one terminal. 
Only about half the colleges have healthcare facilities and hostels. Only 10% have auditoria. Less than half offer welfare schemes for the more disadvantaged sections of students. 
Better colleges organized 55 workshops and seminars for their students, compared to 17 such events in the poor quality colleges, on an average.

GOING THE DISTANCE

Given the severe constraints of funds and decline in physical infrastructure, policymakers seem to think that the problem can be resolved by distance education. According to the approach paper to the 11th Plan, it overcomes the infrastructure constraint. While distance education can be used to spread education, especially with the use of modern technologies, to make it the main plank of education just to save money would be disastrous. An indication of its limitation is the fact that despite enrollment of over 3.2 million students in the Indira Gandhi National Open University, the share of students passing out has dipped to just 18% in 2006. Among women, who make up the bulk of enrollment, only 2.5% passed.
From YFE Editor:
Read the YFE compilation on the state of Education in India:
http://youthforequality.com/education/top-without-base.aspx
and YFE Policy Document on Education:

http://youthforequality.com/education/yfe-edu-policy.aspx
PAGE  
9
www.youthforequality.com


