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EDUCATION

Tough Lessons

The Bihar Education Project (BEP) was launched in 1991,
under an UNICEF grant, to substantially revive the el-

ementary education system in Bihar. The project laid emphasis
on the education of deprived sections of society, such as SCs,
STs and women. Hundreds of ‘para-teachers’, temporary
teachers working mainly in village schools and paid Rs 1,500
a month, were hired. The government had promised to finalise
the appointments by March this year, but has failed to keep
its word.

The BEP was later merged with the District Primary Edu-
cation Project (DPEP) for the period 1998-2003. The objec-
tive of this, the Third District Primary Education Project, was
to assist the state in building and strengthening institutional
capacity to ensure that more than 5.5 million school-age
children, belonging to socially disadvantaged groups could
complete a five-year primary education cycle of appropriate
quality in 17 educationally-disadvantaged districts. The project
had two other components – a focused teacher training to help
build teacher awareness and motivation for alternative class-
room practices and to assist in improving the quality and
efficiency of instructional materials – textbooks, student
workbooks, supplemental readers, teacher guides and other
related materials. Since 1997 the World Bank has helped run
schools under the DPEP, but has now threatened to withdraw
its support if the Bihar government does not offer permanent
appointments to the para-teachers.

Ironically, the appointment of para-teachers does not fit
well with the DPEP’s long-standing focus on strengthening
the formal educational system by introducing better planning
and management. Several DPEP documents have expressed
concern over the poor quality of the short-term training
provided to para-teachers and about the quality of their output.
The very method of their appointment has violated standard
recruitment norms. Despite the phenomenal growth in
their numbers – in several states, besides Bihar – classroom
transactions have been found to be of poorer quality under
para-teachers.

Interestingly, these controversies about the para-teacher
policy has surfaced at a time when the National Council for
Teacher Education (NCTE) has begun the task of evolving
appropriate standards of teacher training, recruitment and
supervision. Among the NCTE’s tasks was to check malprac-
tices of private educational entrepreneurs and the issue of poor-
quality correspondence programmes of teacher training. The
procedures used for the localised recruitment of para-teachers
and their low salary belie the NCTE’s resolve to raise the status
of school teaching by upgrading the various practices asso-
ciated with it.

DPEP funds were aimed at supplementing state allocations
on school education. But in Bihar as in many other states, there
has been a shrinkage of funds for this sector. The Bihar
government has admitted that it does not have the funds to

appoint regular teachers in primary schools. In Bihar’s pri-
mary and secondary schools there are thousands of vacan-
cies for teachers but the government has been unable to fill
the posts, even those under reserved categories. Many
schools work with half the required staff.

Applicants for teaching vacancies in Bihar need compulsory
training and for sometime there have been no trained applicants
as all 11 government teacher training colleges are shut down;
para-teachers instead fill these vacancies. Thirty-one thousand
such posts still remain vacant in state-run primary and middle
schools in Bihar. The task of appointing para-teachers at
village schools has been left to the village panchayat samitis.
Starved of funds and adequate manpower, they would now
be responsible for the recruitment and appointment of 43,000
para-teachers to meet the shortfall.

The Bihar Primary Teachers’ Association claims that even
available teachers absent themselves from teaching because
the government puts them on election duty, census duty or
other official work. Schools remain closed for months. Some
10 to 25 per cent of the primary schools in the state have a
pupil-teacher ratio above 100:1. Even in districts covered by
the DPEP, more than 25 per cent schools have no blackboards.
Another decision by the state government relaxes the require-
ment of a compulsory teacher training degree for applicants
in secondary education schools.

Despite the recent initiatives taken in primary education
across the country, none of the indicators of educational
performance have shown any positive change over the years
in Bihar. While the government allocates 25 per cent of its
budget on education, one-third of the children in the state still
do not go to school. As a government report on state level
education reveals, some 5.8 million of the 16.5 million children
in Bihar are not enrolled in schools. Of these, 4.2 million are
girls and 1.6 million are boys. The dropout rate remains
alarming – at the primary level, only 58.95 per cent of the
students continue till standard V; of this, 31.69 per cent drop
out before they reach standard VIII.

Any withdrawal of financial support to the school project
will undoubtedly worsen the education scenario in the state.
If Bihar is not to lose the badly needed funding, it will have
to grant permanency to para-teachers which, in turn will mean
larger state investment in primary education to cover salaries as
well as more protracted and appropriate training and moni-
toring of standards of teaching. The options are clear.


