Closed doors, stymied options
Yet again, the poor are left in the lurch! Over 850 government schools in Karnataka are on the brink of closure as they are supposed to be ‘non performing’. By the admission of the same government, there are ‘35,637’ children who are presently out of school in the State. In reality, this number is likely to be the tip of the ice-berg.  On the one hand, thousands of children are denied their right to education and on the other, their only access to inexpensive education is shut down – how can any sane society reconcile the two? 
That the fact that the schools were ‘non performing’ perhaps cannot be contested. Examples of schools without sufficient teachers, children in the middle school who have not yet been taught how to recognise the alphabet, shortage of text books, prevalence of corporal punishments abound – in both rural and urban areas of our State. However, instead of gearing up to clean up its act, the government is blatantly washing its hand off its crucial responsibility. This is totally unacceptable.   
The affected group, children themselves are summarily ignored in this debacle and their families are far too vulnerable to raise a cry. Many of them are on the verge of economic collapse themselves – and are no position to challenge the State. The opinion making ‘middle class’ is unlikely to take a position on this because government schools are not within its radar. On this issue, even the mainstream media which, if it chooses to do so, can raise a stink, remains more or less silent. 
The flipside of this closure is the news that the Government may, in fact, encourage the pupils from the closed down schools to join other educational institutions in the vicinity. Without doubt, this smacks of its readiness to promote privatisation of education.  
This scary trend is very much in line with the spirit of the new central Right to Education Act – that of abdication of State responsibility and commitment. The Act unashamedly pushes children towards private educational institutions.
There are some who argue that children from vulnerable communities will be better off in the private education institutions. 
To begin with, the quality of a large number of private institutions is often questionable, particularly in the case of the hand-to-mouth establishments that have sprung up all over especially in elementary education. A significant number of them are little more than teaching centers, run by poorly qualified and untrained staff with scant monitoring. 
Even if we suspend disbelief and go with the argument that the intention of this ‘integration’ is to provide quality education to children who may not be able to afford it, there are several serious concerns. The immediate repercussions are that the children from marginalised communities will feel further ‘labeled’ and vulnerable amidst their elite counterparts. The forceful integration may end up placing children in humiliating and demoralising circumstances. Children from marginalised communities may also require an environment that provides the relevant scholastic and emotional support to overcome the setback they have already faced, which is likely to be unrecognised in private schools. It is also very likely that the private schools that have been forced to accept children from vulnerable communities under terms that they don't necessarily approve of, may consciously create an environment that simply alienates the new entrants. 
An equally, if not more important issue is the fact that this Right to Education Act makes a provision for the Government to ‘pay’ the education’ entrepreneurs for allowing the entry of poor children into its portals. At the same time, in a proposed Bill on Taxation, the State provides tax exemptions to private educational institutions. 
In the long run, such moves will create an empire of private educational institutions, which become ‘indispensable’ and once there, will determine their own terms and conditions for ‘providing’ education. 
If only this kind of astute ‘convergence’ was applied by the State for meaningful programmes, instead of pushing the agenda of privatisation, our indicators would paint a different picture. 
The HAQ Center for Child Rights, in its critique of the Central Budget, 2010 says, ‘There is a 15 per cent raise in the out lay for Sarva Shiksha Abhiyaan to 15000 crores, and an 18 per cent increase in the outlay for in the Mid –day Meal Scheme. However, most of this increase is funded by the education cess (Rs. 14433 crores) collected from the public for the Prarambhik Shiksha Kosh. In effect, the citizen is paying for the education of the children of India and yet getting inadequate quality and poor access’.
The Education sector is not the only one under attack. Increasingly, the Government is ready to accept its drawbacks and failures in the public sector – and leverage this ‘honest’ admission to bring in the much touted ‘Pubic Private Partnership (PPP)’ model – to improve ‘efficiency’. The onslaught of PPP in a legitimate guise makes it even more dangerous. Our antennae should remain up, and all moves that besmirch our claim to being a ‘socialist democratic republic’ have to be relentlessly countered. 
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