Rural Empowerment :
The Challenge of Grassroots Education

SEPT. 11 has left an indelible mark in human memory like no other event preceding it. The world is rife with happenings of lesser magnitude. A quick look at news headlines takes us to several hotspots around the world. Be it Middle East, Eastern Europe, South Asia, Southeast Asia, Africa or Latin America. Killings, suicide bombings, rivalry, fanaticism, hatred et al the world over tempts us to think afresh at the root causes of such a scenario. The commonly perceived plank of religion is ruled out as the real cause since no religion professes killing fellow human beings. All religions teach peaceful coexistence, respect for human dignity, kind-heartedness and higher plateau of spiritual living. A meditated deeper thinking leads one to conclude that the two main culprits for the malaise are poverty and illiteracy. And poverty and illiteracy are bound in a vicious circle so strongly that efforts so far to break it have produced little results. 

Let us look at some facts and figures on poverty and illiteracy. More than 1.2 billion of the world’s 6 billion people still live on less than $1 a day, the vast majority of them in Africa and Asia. More than a billion do not have access to clean drinking water, and 3.4 million die each year of diseases brought on by bad water and poor sanitation. About 850 million people are illiterate, two-thirds of them women, and 2 billion people have no access to electricity. Millions of kids never attend school.

“In some respects, conditions are worse than they were 10 years ago,” UN Secretary General Kofi Annan noted in a report released earlier this year. 

Let us examine both the culprits one at a time.

Poverty is a worldwide phenomenon and no talk of economic development of a country or region would be sensible without devising effective ways to alleviate poverty at the lowest levels. And providing food, medicines and other necessities to poor families does have its importance but is not the effective way to banish poverty. The most effective way is the one in which the individual is taught the skills and given assistance to enable him to stand on his own two feet. A very effective way has been modeled by Dr. Md. Yunus in micro financing of poorest of poor in Bangladesh and has proved to be very successful. A concerted effort on these lines the world over is of paramount importance to defeat the demon of poverty. 

Illiteracy in some ways is more illusive than it seems. Teaching of three R’s does not cover the purview of a sound education. If a graduate degree holder is a suicide bomber, he is not educated properly. Proper education entails basic education bolstered with moral, ethical and human values. 

"Achieving truly sustainable development means creating a world that is fit for children", UNICEF's Executive Director Carol Bellamy said in her address at a plenary session of the World Summit on Sustainable Development, recently concluded in Johannesburg. 

"Something as simple as providing safe water and clean toilets in schools will not just help protect children from deadly diseases - it will keep millions of them, especially girls, going to school. And, making sure children get a quality basic education can help a single generation make a huge leap," she said.

Thus it becomes clear that to break the vicious circle of illiteracy and poverty, a two-pronged sustained attack must be mounted. Although the process is going to take time but the results are going to be far reaching. 

Education in India

THE PAST: In the ancient past, India enjoyed a place of pride in the field of education with thousands of foreign students studying in various faculties in great universities of the likes of Nalanda and Mithila. In the middle period of foreign domination, those institutions were destroyed and a dark age in this field prevailed. The post-independence era saw opening up of several institutions of higher learning along with a string of quality schools of basic education. Innumerable Indians, trained at these institutions, migrated to several countries and earned great reputation for themselves and for India in the fields of engineering, medicine, basic sciences and several others. They are held in high esteem as dedicated, honest, diligent and sincere workers.

THE PRESENT: The present day scenario of the state of education paints a very pathetic picture. Let us examine it from the perspective of government and private initiatives and primary, high school, college and university education. 

The Primary and Middle school (up to class 8) education is supposed to be free in government schools and all school age children are supposed to take advantage of it. But there are no incentives or laws for parents to send their children to school. The quality of education imparted is very low. The teachers of government schools are unionized and the political party in power in the State does not want to enrage the teachers’ unions, which form a large vote bank. There is no accountability of teacher performance, let alone their attendance in schools. Many government schools artificially inflate the student rolls to justify the number of teachers drawing salaries. Talk of moral education!! Schoolteachers are often diverted to other duties from time to time, like demographic census, vaccination drives, livestock counting, election duties, and numerous others, leaving classrooms unsupervised or schools closed. Politicians influence teacher appointments, transfers and promotions and substantial exchange of favors take place. There are school inspectors but whatever they do, is anything but inspection. Offices of the Department of Education of the States are mostly inefficient bureaucracies where it takes much more than acquaintance to get a work done. 

Then there are government-aided schools, run by private registered societies. The government aid to those is mostly in the form of teacher salaries. Basic amenities like clean drinking water and toilets, electricity, classroom furniture and equipment etc. are either not there or poorly maintained. Some teacher posts remain vacant for eons. Teachers’ salaries may not come for months and they may have to go to the Department, necessitating hours of travel, to get their paychecks. 

At government colleges and other institutions of higher education, things are a little different. In recent decades, poor attendance of students as well as teachers is a norm. The students’ unions owe allegiance to one political party or the other. Or the political parties entice the students’ bodies for their own motives and intentions. This pampering has led to increased indiscipline and poor academic standards. Because of this, the parents of female students ore reluctant to send then to college and hence poor female enrolment. Students may not choose their favorite college or the majors. The number of colleges has remained virtually static and there is always a long waiting line of students seeking to get into a “good” college. Getting admission to a ‘choice’ college is an occasion to celebrate. Large percentage of governments’ educational spending goes to support the teachers’ salaries and the bureaucratic set-up rather than for addition of new colleges or upgrading facilities at existing ones. 

The whole governmental set up is mired in delays, duplicities, red-tapes, irrelevant procedures and regulations and what not.

Enter the private initiative. The population of school going children is ever increasing. The government setup has failed miserably to keep pace with the demand. Private schools have started everywhere to satisfy needs of parents looking to admit their children into good schools. It is commonly observed phenomenon that a private school next door to a government school has its rolls bulging in spite of higher fees and expenses. The teachers of government schools hate this scenario for obvious reasons, of course, and have coined the term “teaching shops” to describe private schools. Many private schools have been started by NGOs on a non-profit basis where the expenses are met primarily with fees and other charges and some donations. But most private schools started by individuals are for-profit. Some of the private schools have excellent academic standards, which justify their hefty fee structures. Others do make a living out of them. And there is nothing wrong with this scenario. At least children in these schools do get some education. The cost versus need equation is balanced by the parents seeking to enhance their child’s future.

The spate of private college openings is not evident to that extent. In States where the rules and regulations governing private college education are relatively conducive, several NGO initiated institutions in medicine, engineering and information technology have started. A recent development is opening of coaching centers in all metropolitan cities and smaller towns. These centers thoroughly coach high school students seeking admission to professional institutes like medical, engineering, MBA, CA etc. Some of them have attained high popularity by producing great results

An alternative to college and university education has lately developed as Open Universities. Distance education is imparted on prescribed curricula and students study on their own to appear in their examinations at specific centers. This is cost effective way to earn a degree and students enroll while pursuing their vocation. The element of classroom coaching is missing and the real knowledge gain is less than desirable. 

THE FUTURE: Looking at the above picture it becomes obvious that India may not be able to maintain the coveted edge she has enjoyed in the intellectual and professional fields. With the increasing population, an expected and desired proportionate increase in the quality and quantity of professional pool does not seem obvious. If India does not seize this opportunity and maintain the edge, other countries trying aggressively would soon fill its shoes. It is going to remain a dream unless basic education at grassroots level is given top priority. 

And without value-added quality basic education at grassroots level to the illiterate masses, the future looks bleak. Without it, the rut of hopelessness, inferiority, resignation, despair and helplessness will keep brewing discontent and hatred in the minds and hearts of the poor. The talk of a progressive and forward thinking society, an equitable and just society, a moral and ethical society will just remain so. 

THE SOLUTION: It transpires that the solution to correct the illiteracy situation is real action. A lot has been discussed in debates and forums. Numerous committees and commissions have produced volumes of reports. The situation has eluded solution. 

The need for the federal and state governments is to think and act in a bipartisan and unbiased manner. If the past has shown that their programs have been less than effective, they should relinquish control of educational institutions in favor of registered citizens’ societies with their nominees in them. Restrictive rules and regulations must be identified, admitted and done away with. Resources earmarked for educational agenda must be judiciously channeled and not withered away in bureaucratic set-ups. Action must be instituted against fraud, misconduct and lethargy without consideration of political allegiance. I know this is a tall order, but if the government sincerely wants eradication of illiteracy and poverty, steps like these are necessary. It entails honest soul searching. 

HOWEVER, I know in the back of my head, this may never happen. The ONUS then falls on citizens’ bodies and non-governmental organizations to take action. I know this is going to be a tough fight working with and around established bureaucracy. But action has to be, and must be taken. Non-Resident Indians (NRI) and Persons of Indian Origin (PIO) must do their part. They should vow to pool resources and act. If each one of us decides to open up a school in place of their or their forefather’s origin in India, or helps otherwise in the cause, the day would not be far when human dignity will be reinstalled and a conducive environment for growth ensues. 

CONCLUSION: It is necessary to break the vicious circle of poverty-illiteracy if the world is to become a better place to live. Hope, self esteem, goodwill, compassion etc would be instilled in a mind devoid of them. The energies would be channeled to creativity and growth. I would like to conclude with a few inspiring thoughts:

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful and committed citizens can change the world.

                                                                                 --Margaret Mead.

How wonderful it is that nobody need wait a single moment before starting to improve the world?                                            --Anne Frank, Holocaust diarist (1929-1945)
“I am a firm believer that education is necessary to overcoming poverty and achieving world peace”

                                                         -- Dr. Norman Borlaug, Nobel Laureate.
"The summit (World Summit on Sustainable Development) seems to be a clear conflicting ground for the rich and the poor. It seems that it is beyond the realms of the leaders to save the world. Shall the grassroots deliver?”           --Aurko,Editor, propoor newsletter    

--J. P. MUNDHRA,                                                          
           (The author is an NRI living in Chicago since last 22 years. Constructed and running a school  

            in native Rajasthan. For details, please visit www.sesomu.org.)                                            

