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AROUND thistime last year, some-
one suggested that India might cel-
ebrate 50 years of independence by
making elementary education a fun-
damental right. The proposal was
widely applauded, then fell into
oblivion asthe Parliament preferred to
celebrate the event with interminable
speeches. The situation reminded me
of alabel | once saw on asecond-hand
television set in a shop window:
Sound Only.

The fact that the proposed con-
stitutional amendment on the funda-
mental right to education has been
gathering dust for so long speaks vol-
umes about the priorities of political
leaders. Nevertheless, thereisagood
chance of the amendment being
passed relatively soon, given the
mounting public pressure behind it.
Thereal challenge, however, isto put
this amendment into practice. One
aspect of this challenge (probably not
the most demanding) is to ded with
its financial implications. This is
where the government seems to be

painting itself into acorner, made up
of three conflicting priorities: selec-
tive fiscal discipline, liberal teacher
salaries, and the fundamental right
to education.

The first priority is selective
fiscd discipline. The adjective 'selec-
tive' isimportant because comprehen-
sive fiscal discipline would call for
fairly obviousmeasuresthat arebeyond
the currently acceptabl e bounds, such
as drastic cuts in subsidies for the
privileged, reductionin military expen-
diture, and asharp increaseinincome
taxes. These options would come up
against powerful lobbies and are
therefore quietly ignored most of the
time. Instead, thefiscd disciplinarians
traintheir guns on soft targets.

How imperativefisca discipline
redly isinthefird placeisan arguable
matter. For the followers of the IMF
school of economics (where IMF seems
to stand for 'Ignore Market Failures),
fiscal discipline has become a sacred
cow. Thisprescription, inturn, isusu-
dly justified in terms of concern for



inflation. Why inflation is such a
dreadful monster is rarely explained
and, disconcertingly enough, eco-
nomics textbooks have remarkably
little to say on this subject. As Frank
Hahn put it in his distinguished trea-
tise on Money and Inflation fifteen
yearsago, thebelief that inflation isan
evil in itsdf ‘is abelief for the anthro-
pologist and psychologist to unravel
-economists cannot help.'

To avoid misunderstanding, | must
clarify that what economists mean by
inflation is a situation where prices
and wages are rising over time. This
differs from a situation where prices
arerising but wages are not. The lat-
ter iscertainly undesirable and people
areright to protest when it arises. But
inflation as defined here is not neces-
sarily bad, a least when the rate of
increase of prices and wages is rela-
tively low. For instance, in Indiadur-
ing the 1980s, prices were rising at
about 10 per cent per year and wages
a little fagter, and it could be argued
that the economy was nonethe worse
for it. China's economy, with even
higher inflation, was among the most
successful in the world. In general,
thereisno evidencethat moderate lev-
els of inflation reduce economic
growth, or have other mgjor economic
or social costs.

Why then, has a sophisticated
institution such as the IMF fallen into
the trap of absurd recommendations
such as balanced budgets and zero
inflation?| believethat the answer has
to be sought not from anthropol ogists
or psychologists, but from political
scientists: it has something to do with
the aversion of corporate financia
institutions to inflation, and with the
political influence of these institu-
tions. As Jagdish Bhagwati candidly
sadinarecentinterview, 'Wall Street
views are very dominant in terms of
thekind of world you want to see.'

All thismay seemto be at atan-
gent, but I mention the point because
there is some danger of Indiafalling
into asimilar trap of inverted priori-
ties, where the control of inflation is
given overriding importance at the
expense of real socia issues (such as
education). In European countries, this
inversion of priorities has taken aston-
ishing proportions, withfinance minis-
ters showing far more zedl in bringing
inflation down from (say) twoto oneper
cent per year than in fighting mass un-
employment. Similar attitudes ssemto
bedowly taking rootinIndia. Finance
Minister P. Chidambaram, for ins-
tance, concluded arecent assessment
of the state of India's economy with
thewords: 'Above adl, we arejustifi-
ably proud of our success in keeping
inflation aslow as4 percentin thepast
gx months!" | am not sure that this
'success' is really worth more than
passing mention in areview of India's
economic performance.

Having saidthis, thereisastrong
case for fiscal discipline in India.
More responsible and equitable pat-
terns of taxation and expenditure
could indeed be of great benefit for the
masses. For thisto happen, however,
fiscal discipline has to take a more
comprehensive form, going beyond
the selective focus on soft targets.

O ne aspect of the current policy of
selectivefisca discipline has been to
combine austerity in somefieldswith
largesse in others. Public sector sala
ries have been one object of this lar-
gesse, culminating with the Fifth Pay
Commission report and its repercus-
sions. Thefact that this massive give-
away to the middle class came from
partiesthat are seen as|eft on the poli-
tical spectrum gives much food for
thought. Also interesting is how the
government almost instantly found
the financial resources required to
back these massive salary bills (nota-

bly by raising various taxes, and cut-
ting expenditure across the board), at
atimewhenthereis supposedto be no
extramoney for social spending.

School teachersareby no means
the main beneficiaries of the revised
pay scales. Neverthelesstheir salaries,
aready increasing at about 9 per cent
per year inrea termsinthe 1980s, are
making ancther great leap forward. Is
this agood thing? It could be argued
that higher teacher salaries help to
improveteaching standards. But since
the higher salaries are paid irrespec-
tiveof teacher's effort, thisincentive
effect islikely to be weak.

Some recent studies confirm that
teacher performance in government
schoolsbearsnorelation totheir sala-
ries. Itisalsoworth remembering that
inrural India, school teachers already
belong to the top decil e of the income
scale, making it hard tojustify further
material privileges. Teachers cer-
tainly need better work conditions,
but this should take the form of an
improved school infrastructure, bet-
ter training, less crowded classrooms,
more respect from the education bure-
aucracy and greater support from the
parental community. These steps
would do a great deal more than sal-
ary increasesto improvetheteaching
standards and job satisfaction of
teachers.

Let us now put two and two
together. Selective fisca discipline
has effectively put acap on the growth
of public expenditure on education (as
a share of GDP, the latter has in fact
declined year after year since 1991 -2).
Onthe other side, therapid growth of
teachers' salaries continues unabated.
Given that these salaries account for
over 95 per cent of total expenditure
on elementary education, the Educa-
tion Ministry has only one way to
make ends meet: dow down on new
teacher appointments. Thisisexactly



what has happened in recent years,
leading to asteady declinein the num-
ber of teachers per child.

The current slowdown in teacher
appointments is in conflict with the
professed commitment to elementary
education as a fundamental right.
Indeed, oneaspect of thisright isthat dll
citizensareentitled to minimal school-
ing facilities at a reasonable distance
from their homes. This requires a
major upgrading of the schooling infra:
structure, including a large increase
in the number of teachers. As things
stand, schools are so under-staffed
that many of them provide little more
than basic child-minding services.
Single-teacher schools arean extreme
manifestation of this phenomenon,
but the problem is not confined to
these schools.

There are various estimates of
the financia implications of the right
to education, which arelargely driven
by teacher requirements and teacher
salaries. According to the Saikia
Committee, the fundamenta right to
education calls for an additional’
expenditure of Rs 40,000 crore over
the Ninth Plan. This estimate, which
precedes the Fifth Pay Commission
report, and makes no allowance for
sdary increases, is probably on the
low side. But even this modest figure
is way above what the Education
Department can hope to get for ele-
mentary education asthings stand. In
short, there is no sign of any officid
willingness to face up to the financia
implications of the fundamental right
to education as estimated by various
expert groups and committees.

What is the way out of this
impasse? One prediction is that the
proposed constitutional amendment
will be quietly dropped. This, in my
view, is unlikely, if only because the
amendment has overwhelming public
support. Also, the fundamenta right

to elementary education has aready
been recognized by the Supreme
Court in the Unnikrishnan case
(1993), givingParliament little choice
but to recognizeittoo.

A more optimistic prediction is
that the fundamentd right to educa-
tionwill prevail, and that public pres-
sure (perhaps in the form of a Public
Interest Litigation) will bulldoze the
financia obstacles. Thiswould bean
interesting denouement, especially if
it constrainsthe fiscal disciplinarians
to explore new means of achieving
their goal. Much as | would like to
believein this outcome, it ishowever
a hard wicket, because the govern-
ment has another way of wriggling out
ofthissituation. Thisisto giveformal
recognition to the fundamentd right
to education, whilegiving it adiluted
interpretation which minimizes the
responsibilities of the state.

The door is aready open to this
course of action. The proposed con-
stitutional amendment, in itsaf, does
not specify exactly how the funda-
mental right to education is to be
implemented. It leavesitto individua
gatesto formulate relevant legidation
for this purpose. And while some
guidelines about the content of such
legidation arecontained inthe Saikia
Committee report, these guidelines
are unlikely to have much force in
practice.

Some states will probably
confine themselves to compulsory
education laws that focus on the res-
ponsibility of parentsto send children
to school. Others may specify that all
children are entitled to minimal
schooling facilities, but without going
very far in specifying what these
facilities are (e.g., in terms of conve-
nience of access, physical infrastruc-
ture, teacher-pupil ratios and teacher
qualifications). Thiswill makeit pos-
sible for the state government to get

away with providing the missing
facilitiesin theform of cheap arrange-
ments such as 'non-formal education
centres' and low-paid shiksha karmis.

A s a matter of fact, severa states
are already making quiet but per-
sistent moves towards reliance on
low-cost schooling as ameansto uni-
versalize elementary education. In
Himachal Pradesh, for instance, 'vol-
untary teachers' employed at about
half the salary of a regular teacher
have already been recruited on alarge
scale in government schools. In
Rgjasthan, shikshakarmis are widely
used as substitute teachers in remote
villages. Low-cost schooling is prob-
ably most developed in Madhya
Pradesh, which now has at least four
different types of aternative school-
ing arrangements: non-formal educa-
tion centres sponsored by the central
government, shikshakarmisposted in

formaschools,' al ternati v eschools',

and informal schools created under
the state'sinnovative ‘education guar-
antee scheme' (EGS). These different
facilities are not necessarily aimed at
providing low-cost aternativesto for-
mal schools (some of them have a
completely different inspiration), but
thereis astrong pressure to use them
inthat way.

How effective are these low-
cost schooling facilities? The first
generation of such facilities, consist-
ing of non-formal education centres
sponsored by the central government,
wereafiasco. Severa studiesindicate
that alarge majority of these NFE cen-
tres are non-functional. To cite only
one, the recent FROBE survey of
schooling facilitiesin the Hindi spesk-
ing states found fewer than ten func-
tional NFE centres in 188 survey
villages (on paper, India has more
than 2.4 lakh NFE centres, i.e. onefor
every other village or so). Evenin the
‘functional’ centres, theleve of teach-



ing activity was minimal. So much so
that, in many cases, local residentsand
even school teacherswere unaware of
their existence.

I n 1,221 sample households, the sur-

vey found only two children who were
actudly enrolled in aNFE centre. And
the survey did not uncover a single
case of a child who had 'graduated'
from a non-formal education centre
to aforma school, even though one
of the main goals of NFE centres is
precisaly to make this possible. Not-
withstanding these and other clear
indications of the failure of the pro-
gramme, the creation of scores of
additional NFE centres continues
unabated - the current target is 3.5
lakhs. As atop-level bureaucrat from
the Department of Education candidly
put it at a recent seminar in Delhi,
‘non-formal  education survives
becauseit isaprofitable industry.'

The second generation of
low-cost schooling facilities, which
encompasses the state-specific initia-
tives mentioned earlier, is somewhat
better planned and more promising.
Voluntary teachers in Himachal
Pradesh, for instance, seem to play a
ussful role. The same appliesto infor-
ma schools set up in MadhyaPradesh
under the ‘education guarantee
scheme', though it istoo early to assess
thisinitiativewith any confidence.

A distinction needs to be made,
however, between the role of these
facilities as a temporary supplement
to the mainstream schools, and as a
permanent substitute for the latter.
Providing aternative learning facili-
ties for drop-outchildren, for instance,
is certainly auseful thing. So is post-
ing ashikshakarmi in an under-staffed
school, asaprovisional arrangement.
But it is quite another matter to argue
that non-formal schooling facilities
provide an adequate substitute for
forma schools.
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Until recently the last argument
would have had few takers, but its
political acceptability israpidly gain-
ing ground as the imperatives of fis-
cd discipline put pressure on the state
to fall back on low-cost schooling
arrangements. The obvious danger
of 'universalizing' elementary edu-
cation in this way (bearing in mind
that the low-cost facilities are amost
invariably aimed at underprivileged
children) is that it is inequitable,
unless the low-cost schooling faci-
lities are of the same quality as the
mainstream schools. Failing that,
the two-track formula may institu-
tionalize the disparities of educa-
tional opportunities which univer-
sal ele-mentary education seeks to
eiminate.

Whether low-cost schooling

facilities can deliver education of the
same quality as the mainstream
schools is an open question. It is not
impossible in principle: the lower
costs of thesefacilitiesare usualy due
to lower salaries, and, as argued ear-
lier, salaries need not bear much rela-
tion to teaching standards. But the
sustainability of 'these salary differen-
tialsisdoubtful (thelower-paid teach-
ers being quick to organize and
demand higher salaries, asis already
happening in each of the three states
mentioned earlier), not to speak of
their equity. The sustainability issue
also applies to the institutional
arrangementsthat support these dter-
native facilities.

The onus of proof that low-cost
schooling can deliver quality educa
tion in an equitable and sustainable
manner lies with the advocates of this
strategy. Meanwhile, public pressure
should focus on an undiluted version
of the fundamental right to education,
based on the inclusion of all children
in acommon schooling system. And
if thisformulaiscostly, sobeit.



