Education Convention held at New Delhi

The eudcation cell of All India Forward Bloc has organised a discussion on 'Education - A Public Agenda' at Banga Bhawan, New Delhi on 20th August, 2009.


Com. Naren Dey, Minister of Agriculture, Government of West Bengal presided over the function. Com. (Dr.) Barun Mukherji, M.P., Incharge of AIFB Central Party education cell placed the theme paper. While presenting the theme paper Com. Mukherji emphasised on the necessity of mass awareness about the ongoing reforms in education which are detrimental to the interests of the nation. Prof. Vijendra Sharma of Delhi University and Delhi State Secretariat member of CPI(M) was the key speaker in the discussion. He elaborately explained about the negative aspects of Prof. Yashpal Committee report knowledge Commission report and the 100 days agenda of IInd UPA government. He explained that allowing foreign universities to start their campuses in India will subotage the whole education system prevailing in our country. Only 3rd and 4th grade foreign universities are ready to come to India with an aim to make money. He urged upon the union government that not to treat education as a commodity.


Prof. Amar Singh Kushwaha explained about the social impact of reckless privatisation of education. He narrated one after another about the ongoing elitization of education and the malpractices prevailing in the professional education of our country. Com. V.P. Saini opined that the modern system of education lacks patriotism. The current education system is making only machines without sense and sensibility. Dr. B.D. Sharma raised several points about the mismanagement of mid-day meal scheme.


In his presidential address Com. Naren Dey reiterated about the necessity of launching nation-wide mass movement against commercialisation of education. The left parties and the progressive section of the society should take initiative to launch such movement. Dr. Bithika Mondal, MLA, Prof. Gourika Ghosh, Dr. S.K. Biswas, Ram Prasad Shukla etc. participated in the discussion. Delegates from Delhi, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, Punjab, Kerala, West Bengal and Madhya Pradesh attended. Com. G. Devarajan while extending vote of thanks opined that it was beginning of a series of discussion and mass awareness programme being carried forwrd by AIFB and it will culminate with mass movement.


The theme paper presented in the discussion is as follows:

A discussion on

Education - a public agenda
*
STOP REFORMS IN EDUCATION FOR FOREIGN TIES & PRIVATISATION

*
IMPLEMENT FREE & QUALITY EDUCATION FOR ALL 

1.
It's a matter of serious concern that the Union HRD Minister Kapil Sibal on the plea of 100 day's agenda, immediately after assuming charge, has started making such pronouncements which appear to be ill-conceived and arbitrary posing a serious threat to our whole education system. It appears that he has no mindset to feel the necessity of consulting experts and the state governments, particularly when education is in the concurrent list, before announcing his so called innovative reforms schemes which are nothing but to damage the existing system and the prospects of millions of poor students. To cite an example, the HRD minister announces his plan to abolish the Class X or the Madhyamik examination, which is the first public examination, and instead advises the students to go straight for the class XII examination. But the minister simply forgets that majority of the poor students can not afford to go up to class XII. They remain contend with a Madhyamik certificate and try hard for openings in various areas. The HRD minister's absurd plan would simply deprive the poor students of this opportunity to go for any sort of opening in their future carrier. Another example of the HRD minister's strange move for introducing new schemes is his idea of school vouchers. A voucher scheme would mean that  the govt. would no longer fund schools. Instead, it will directly provide funding to families in the form of vouchers. Parents will be able to redeem these in a school of their choice. This voucher scheme is an old American experiment originating in Milwaukee, US which could cover only 1.5% of its students. People at large have outright condemned all such absurd innovative schemes of our HRD minister. 

2.
The absurdity of the UPA government's education plans is further exposed when they make loud pronouncements about the 'Right to Education', but very shockingly make poor budgetary allocation for primary education. A meagre  increase of less than Rs. 200 crore for elementary education in Budget 2009-10 is inadequate for implementation of Right to Education for all children in the age group of 6 to 14 years.  The UPA government is yet to reach its commitment in the NCMP to allocate 6% of GDP for education. They have already imposed education cess twice, firstly 2% and then 1%. We are afraid, the government may impose further education cess in the name of Right to Education. But this only shows the government's half-hearted approalch in the matter. 

3.
 Universalisation of education and free and quality education for all is the cry of the day, which needs to be implemented, not in words, but in action. We must not forget that more than 30% of our population is still kept away from the light of literacy.

4.
But the Congress - led UPA Government's intention is confined elsewhere. All their efforts in education sector are concentrated in creating an elite society and thus creating a distinct divide between the 'haves' and 'have-nots' in education. The UPA government's elitist agenda in education, as has been explicitly advocated by the Human Resource Development Minister, is aiming at providing sophisticated education of world class standard, but unfortunately it becomes so costly that only a very limited rich people of our country can afford to 'buy' it. The rest of our vast population can not even dream of reaching such high standard of expensive education. The discriminating facilities for different types of education for different groups of young people are creating only rich and poor divide in our society. This type of approach to education can never achieve 'inclusive growth' which the UPA government is publicizing so highly. We are not opposed to achieving 'excellence' in education, but for that we can not afford to neglect or scrap our long-felt necessity of free and quality education for all.


But the UPA government's basic intention lies elsewhere. In the name of 'excellence', they are moving for foreign collaboration, as well as wide-spread privatisation of education. During recent visit to India by US Secretary of State Hilary Clinton in July 2009, an agreement has been signed between the two governments. In the agreement, External Affairs Minister S.M. Krishna and Secretary of State Hilary Clinton affirmed the importance of expanding educational cooperation through exchanges and institutional collaboration, and agreed on the need to expand the role of the private sector in strengthening this collaboration. 

5. 
A growing sentiment against this trend of privatisation and elitism in education is noticed not only in our country, but also in developed countries like U.K. We may refer to some comments published in the London daily __ 'The Observer', of 26 July 2009. Under the title 'End the inequity of private schools', a letter published in The Observer says : " Far from preparing pupils to take their place in the wider, private schooling promotes elitism under the guise of privileged education. What's really at stake is not education, but identity. Strip a member of this so-called privileged class of his accent, his uniform, his customs, his doctor/lawyer/ambassador existence, and who would he be? Just a person like any other, vulnerable, ordinary. Unthinkable. Maintaining a sense superiority lies at the heart of those who protect themselves in 'Posh-land', an emotionally barren place ___ I know, I was brought up there. Education should be about preparing children to inhabit the world rather than shun it; how can that happen when they are segregated from each other in a system that clings to old, imperial values?"

6. 
Similar views were also expressed by the Education Commission (1964-66), headed by Prof. D.S.Kothari, which submitted its Report in 1966. Unfortunately, these views are not taken into due consideration while the present UPA government has rushed for drastic educational reforms.


Kothari Commission says in its report : " In our opinion, therefore, no reform is  more important or more urgent than to transform education, to endeavour to relate it to the life, needs and aspirations of the people and thereby make it a powerful instrument of social, economic and cultural transformation necessary for the realization of our national goals".


We may quote some other observations of the Kothari Commission (1964-66) which are still very relevant in the context of the present educational crisis that we are heading for due to the UPA government's moves for drastic educational reforms. 


The Kothari Commission Report says : 

i)
" Social and national integration is a major problem which will have to be tackled on several fronts including education. In our view, education can and should play a very significant role in it by __ introducing a common school system of public education and  by  making social and national service an integral part of education at all stages;" 

ii)
" In a situation of the type we have in India, it is the responsibility of the educational system to bring the different social classes and groups together and thus promote the emergence of an egalitarian and integrated society. But at present instead of doing so, education itself is tending to increase social segregation and to perpetuate and widen class distinctions. At the primary stage, the free schools to which the masses send their children are maintained by government and local authorities and are generally of poor quality. Some of the private schools are, on the whole, definitely better; but since many of them charge high fees, they are availed of only by the middle and the higher classes. At the secondary stage, a large proportion of the good schools are private but many of them also charge high fees which are normally beyond the means of any but the top ten per cent of the people, though some of the middle class parents make great sacrifices to send their children to them. There is thus segregation in education itself __ the minority of private, fee-charging, better schools meeting the needs of the upper classes and the vast bulk of free, publicly maintained, but poor schools being utilized by the rest. What is worse, this segregation is increasing and tending to widen the gulf between the classes and the masses". 

iii)
"This is one of the major weaknesses of the existing educational system. Instead of trying to provide good education to all children, or at least to all the able children from every stratum of society, it is available to a small minority which is usually selected not on the basis of talent, but on the basis of its capacity to pay fees." 

iv)
"If these evils are to be eliminated and the educational system is to become powerful instrument of national development in general, and social and national integration in particular, we must move towards the goal of a common school system of public education 

 which will be open to all children irrespective of caste, creed, community, religion, economic condition or social status;

  where access to good education we depend, not on wealth or class but on talent;


which will maintain adequate standards in all schools and provide at least a reasonable proportion of quality institutions;


in which no tuition fee will be charged; and 


which would meet the needs of the average parent so that he would not ordinarily feel the need to send their children to expensive schools outside the system". 

v)
"Such an educational system has for instance been built up in the USSR and is one of the major factors which has contributed to its progress. It has also been developed in different forms and to varying extents, by other nations like the USA, France and the Scandinavian countries. The traditional English system has been different and has allowed good education, under private management, to be largely reserved for those who have the capacity to pay the necessary fees. But recently, the so-called Public Schools have come in for strong criticism in England itself and it is not unlikely that a radical change may be initiated to make them more democratic. a somewhat similar system was transplanted in India by British administrators and we have clung to it so long because it happened to be in tune with the traditional hierarchical structure of our society. Whatever its past history may be, such a system has no valid place in the new democratic and socialistic society we desire to create". 

vi)
"Our traditional 'elite' as a whole __ with some noble exceptions __ had no close ties with the masses and the new 'elite' created by modern education also remained largely aloof from the people". 

vii)
"For this purpose, we recommend that some form of social and national service should be made obligatory for all students and should form an integral part of education at all stages. This can become an instrument to build character, improve discipline, inculcate a faith in the dignity of manual labour and develop a sense of social responsibility". This is what Subhas Chandra meant by 'patriotism' to inculcate among the young generation through our education system. 


Unfortunately, the UPA government appears to have ignored all these observations and recommendations of the learned Education Commission and is bent on imposing on the nation all their harmful drastic reforms agenda. 

7.
Incidentally, we need to look at  another very  dangerous aspect of the recently initiated UPA government's educational reforms. The government has, of late, made drastic moves to make ties with the US in the education sector. While the government is proudly announcing their intention to introduce the Foreign University Bill shortly, they have already reached agreements with the top US officials to allow American Universities to open their campuses in India. Kapil Sibal, India's HRD  Minister, and William Burns, American Undersecretary for political affairs in the US state department, on 11 June 2009, met in New Delhi and decided to set up a joint working group between the two nations to monitor plans to expand education ties. Unlike other JWGs with about 30 countries, this group is an exception and will be politically more powerful and significant, as both Sibal and Burns agreed. It will play an important role in increasing American investment in India's education sector and restructuring regulations currently guiding such investment.


Presently India sends more students to the US than to any other country in the world __around 90,000 every year. In the revised plan, UPA government is now inviting American education campus to be set up on Indian soil. As Sibal expressed India's keenness to invite American investment in education, Burns also wanted India to relax its stringent  barriers in higher education to foreign providers. It is reported that the working group will focus on institutional linkages in secondary, higher and vocational education. The overall impact of this collaboration with the US and allowing them a free hand to set up their campuses in India, particularly when our own educational institutions are languishing for dearth of many essential facilities, is a matter of great concern for India's education circle. The educational philosophy that is likely to be imparted to our youths by such foreign providers may also cause social maladjustment. 

8.
 It is apprehended that once US or other education campuses start operating in India, they will produce a handful of young students who will develop a new type of mindset contrary to our national heritage and tradition. We may recall Netaji Subhas Chandra's ideology of education which basically aimed at developing a spirit of patriotism among the young generation. As because, he said, this will go a long way to create a stronger nation. During the post-second world war situation, the Japanese have had a bitter experience of American imposed education which caused alienation of their entire young generation from the nationalistic spirit and thoughts. Japan found a new generation coming out of the US - controlled campuses in Japan who neither know, nor love their own motherland. Of late, Japan realized the danger confronting them and has started reversing the whole system of Americanized education. What Japan is now realizing, India's HRD minister can not realize. He rather fails to appreciate the apprehensions of the people about the danger lying ahead by opening floodgate for US university campuses in India. He rather advises the people to change the mindset and welcome US campuses in India. 


The HRD Minister has thus amply exposed the UPA government's education policy which encourages privatization and foreign investment in our education. We strongly oppose this drastic reforms in education and urge upon the students community, as well as parents and academics,  to unitedly fight against it. 
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