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The new National Education Policy (NEP), approved by the Union Cabinet last week, seeks to
align itself with the Sustainable Development Goal of ensuring inclusive and equitable quality
education for all in the next 20 years. The policy has brought into its ambit children in the age
group of 3 to 18 years. Leena Chandran Wadia (a senior consultant in the Kasturirangan
Committee) and Anita Rampal (a former Dean, Faculty of Education, at Delhi University) share
their thoughts in a discussion moderated by D. Suresh Kumar. Excerpts:

Leena Chandran Wadia: | think we have to be ready because every year that we lose, we lose
some children. You know, at the time that their brain is developing fast and they can learn a lot,
we must help them learn as much as possible. So that is a deadline we must try to meet.

Can the NEP aid access to universal education? | The Hindu Parley podcast

Anita Rampal: Since April 1, 2010, we have a Right to Education Act making it a fundamental
right of every child aged between 6 and 14 years to get free and compulsory education, in a
neighbourhood school. This has been a fundamental right for the last 10 years. So there is no
guestion of having a target of another 10 years. What this policy is doing is, it is very quietly,
very problematically, going back on a fundamental right of a child, enacted by law.

Leena Chandran Wadia: So | saw that too. And | am a little surprised... but the document does
say that it wants to achieve universalisation of education. So, we have to wait and see until the
implementation plan comes on how they propose to deliver on what they claim they want to do,
which is universalise education between 3 and 18 years... this move to actually bring children
into sort of formal education fold at age three, had a timeline because there are lots of practical
issues with the anganwadis and preschools. But it doesn’t take away from the rights embodied
in the RTE Act, which begins at age 6, which we felt was too late.

Anita Rampal: It [NEP] is clearly trying to abandon that [RTE] Act. It says it is not going to have
a regular schooling with well-qualified teachers. This policy is saying we will be allowing open
schooling. This clubbing of three years of ECCE with Grade 1 and 2 of primary school and then
calling this a ‘foundational literacy and numeracy mission’, it is so worrying because we know
that an anganwadi [worker] is not professionally trained to be a teacher. Can we believe it that a
national policy says children will become tutors for others in their classes? It is very clear that it
is really trying to abandon its responsibility of even providing a good, professional teacher for the
earliest years.

National Education Policy 2020 | KVs unlikely to change medium of instruction

Leena Chandran Wadia: | would like to underline that all existing resources should be pressed
into service to ensure that every child gets quality early childhood care. The anganwadi workers
score a lot because they are actually, sort of, replacing the parents of the children. And so that is
alright as a way to begin teaching the children... The NEP committee members were completely
clear that the policy’s focus has to be that government education is of very high quality. This is
the only way we will make sure every child, no matter where they are in, are given education. It
is very unlikely that the private sector is going to open schools in remote areas with less than 10
children. The only hope is to strengthen the government education system. But, of course, we
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are not going to stand in the way of private education. In the last 25 years, we have had nearly
50% private school education and nearly 70% of enrollment in higher education in private hands.
The concern is there are too many players who are not of good quality. We have to find a way to
weed them out. Everywhere in the world, it is usually philanthropy, private sector that
participates in education. What we have in India is a lot of people under the umbrella of not for
profit really working for profit... [To] filter them out, we have made some suggestions.

National Education Policy 2020 | States will decide on medium of instruction, says Ramesh
Pokhriyal Nishank

Anita Rampal: Kothari Commission spoke about a ‘school complex’ to have a collaborative
synergy between high or higher secondary schools, which normally are better resourced, and
the smaller neighbourhood and primary schools, which actually then become feeder schools for
the high school. That word is being used now in a completely different sense. Here we know the
background... 14,000 schools in one State have been closed under the name of consolidation,
saying that small schools are sub-optimal.

So, schools which actually provide access in the proximity of the child, within the community;
those have been closed or merged. NEP says we should have larger institutions, right up to
higher education, have a college which has 2,500 students. So it is trying to make an economic
argument of viability. This is playing with the child’s right. How can you expect that this will be
considered as access?

Editorial | A long road: On National Education Policy 2020

Leena Chandran Wadia: This is a pedagogical alignment, where we would like to assess
students at Grade 3, 5 and 8 to make sure that they have attained the outcomes designed for
them. This is an attempt to refocus attention on learning outcomes at different stages. In fact, we
think there is also provision to make sure that the biggest dropouts that start to happen from
beyond Grade 5 are halted.

National Education Policy 2020 | Leave no child behind, bridge digital divide

Leena Chandran Wadia: State governments have actually decided that teaching will happen in
the regional language, which is, for instance, Kannada in Karnataka, ignoring that there are
large swathes of areas on the borders of Maharashtra, where children speak Marathi; on the
Andhra Pradesh border, where children speak Telugu, etc. It should be possible for a school in a
certain community to teach students in the dominant language. But there is another problem as
State governments transfer teachers. You hire somebody from Bengaluru and post them at the
Maharashtra border and the children are listening to Kannada, which is a foreign language. So,
when they don't attain foundational literacy and numeracy, it is because they are also struggling
with the language. The whole idea is to try to get State governments to allow local schools to
teach in their own language by hiring local teachers. How far we will succeed remains to be
seen, because education is [als0] a State subject. As for the common school curriculum, the
discussion about different boards was there [in the NEP committee]. There is an exodus towards
CBSE boards in many States but that is partially because the State boards are quite weak. This
policy has tried to strengthen SCERTS so that they can attend to children’s need to be educated
within their own context and culture. We need to open up that opportunity so that children can
relate to their real life through their education. That is the reason we have let the various boards
be.

National Education Policy 2020 | 4-year UG courses in; M.Phil. out
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Anita Rampal: The notion of vocational education as something which is only preparing you for
vocations should not be pushed early in school. From the first Radhakrishnan Commission right
down, our [Education] Commissions have said let’'s not have different statuses for different kinds
of programmes and instead give students a chance to study together. Our vocational education
has no education in it. It is skill-based and based on hierarchy between knowledge for some and
skill for the others depending on this constructed version of what is ‘ability’. This needs to be
really questioned, because we already have many hierarchies within our system. This clubbing
together of Grades 9, 10, 11 and 12 is extremely worrying and problematic because it says that
you will be given vocational courses. Instead of sorting children out, give them a choice to be
together and support them right through that. There will be a lot of dropping out, pushing them
away into vocational courses or open school.

National Education Policy 2020 | Breakfast for school children besides mid-day meals

Leena Chandran Wadia: This was debated a lot. The policy is very clear about where we would
like to go. So many things are being dismantled, so many new attitudes and mindsets need to
be built. The interim is going to be very difficult and most parents are anxious about the handful
of so-called good opportunities that they have a perception for, like 1ITs. And so there are insane
levels of competition. We felt it is better that only the people who want to try for JEE, for
example, need to study for that entrance exam. The rest in school can be liberated to
experiment with so many other of their interests. Also, higher education institutions are going to
have some autonomy in deciding who they admit, which again, makes parents nervous. So, if at
least some percentage of scores can be used for admission through the NTA then there will be a
sense that there is at least an attempt to provide a partial level-playing field till such time that
some trust is built in the system. Instead of trying to examine every child through an exit exam in
Grades 10 and 12, it is better to introduce an entrance exam.

National Education Policy 2020 | Rigorous consultations done before framing new policy, says
Ramesh Pokhriyal Nishank

Anita Rampal: | totally agree... disadvantage just doesn’t come from the air. It is historical, it is
social. That is the way identities have been shaped with declarations of exclusion. Clubbing
everyone under ‘SEDG’, shying away from saying ‘Dalit’ or ‘minority’ will not really get us to even
acknowledge what the issue is. This is sort of glossing over it. We have to understand what
‘caste’ is. And what does it mean when we say that a child is from the Muslim community? How
does a child fare within the system? How do the others look at this child? What are the
backgrounds of this child? Trying to understand the diverse social realities, disadvantages and
exclusion is key.

Anita Rampal, is a former Dean, Faculty of Education at Delhi University; Leena Chandran
Wadia was a senior consultant in the Kasturirangan Committee
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