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'wo comments on our article (“Fea-

sibility of Implementation of Right

to Education Act”, EPw, 20 June
2009) by Padma M Sarangapani (Erw, 24
October 2009) and Vimala Ramachan-
dran (11 July 2009) make similar points.
Some other scholars, responding directly
to us, supported our arguments and pro-
vided additional evidences from their
field experience.

None of the critiques has questioned the
basic validity of our conclusion that not
even an allocation of 6% of the gross do-
mestic product (Gpp) as education budget
would be able to provide universal school
education coverage through government
schools. This is due to the high cost compo-
nent of teachers’ salaries. Further, both we
and our critics agree that the goal of uni-
versal school coverage is much too impor-
tant to be given up. Therefore, either a
satisfactory school education system at an
affordable cost has to be devised, or the
budget for education has to go significantly
beyond 6% of the Gpp if the government
school system is to be used as the main in-
strument of universal schooling. Our crit-
ics, thus, do not contest this central argu-
ment. In fact, both of them plead for an in-
crease in public spending to whatever level
is required to ensure universal primary ed-
ucation through government schools with
teachers getting salaries according to the
Sixth Pay Commission scales.

Although both Ramachandran and
Sarangapani have not calculated the
proportion of the gpp that the govern-
ment would require to spend if their sug-
gestion is followed, the data and method
given in our article calculates it to 22 to
23% of the Gpp! In 2006-07, on the other
hand, the total budget as percentage of
GDP on all sectors together for combined
budgets of central and state governments
was 27%. Thus, if we accept their
recommendation, keeping the percentage
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allocation of Gpp on all other sectors
constant, we would be required to have a
budget of 44 to 45% of the gpp. There-
fore, either we must have a fiscal deficit
of 22% of the GpP or increase the tax rev-
enues by more than double. We consider
this to be non-feasible.

Low Teacher Salaries

The key point of disagreement, however,
lies in the recommendation that we have
proposed as the feasible solution, viz, the
involvement of non-government schools
with teachers being paid low salaries.
Sarangapani supports reliance on the
government school system with teachers
being paid high regular scale salaries, as
the only instrumentality of universal
school education. According to her, if this
entails allocating more than 6% of the gpp
towards education, so be it. She opposes
even the partial involvement of private
schools, in the public-private partnership
(ppP) mode, as the instrument of govern-
ment policy for ensuring universal school
education of the minimal desired quality.
She does this by contesting our evi-
dence that low cost privately managed
schools can provide education of at least
comparable, or better, quality and can be-
come a part of national policy for ensuring
universal school coverage within a budg-
etary allocation of 6% of the Gpp. This is
the worldwide norm and recommended
by various official committees and educa-
tion activists. Her refutation of our sup-
portive evidences needs careful scrutiny.
Of the three illustrative examples in
support of our suggestion, the first, Gyan
Shala, invites Sarangapani’s rejection on
grounds of being non-formal. But this
programme’s curriculum follows the
state/national norms, and, in fact, is
more advanced. It has been assessed by
reputed and credible agencies like
Educational Initiative (g1) and Poverty
Action Lab research unit of miIT, US,
(Linden 2008) to show that the children
perform far better, by a margin of 5o-
100%, compared to their counterparts in
government city schools on mathematics
and language competencies. And this
despite the fact that the programme, at
present, costs less than one-tenth of the
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Table 1: Infrastructure and Manpower Availability in Primary Schools in Rural Areas

Ownership Rajasthan  AndhraPradesh  Karnataka ~ Tamil Nadu
Infrastructure
1 No of classrooms perschool  Government 3 4 5 4
Private 4 9 9 7
2 Schools without toilets Government 1 31 22 25
(% of total) Private 10 0 8 0
3 Desks or benches perschool ~ Government 4 13 19 13
Private 2 50 69 26
4 Chairs per school Government 8 12 6
Private 8 13 32 16
5 Blackboards per school Government 9 6 7
Private 9 9 10 10
Manpower
6 Teachers per school Government 3 4 4
Private 6 9 12 7
7 Qualified teachers per school  Government 3 4 7 4
Private 2 7 1 7
8 Teachers staying in the Government 2 1 1
same village per school Private 4 5 7 3

Source: Bajpai, Dholakia and Sachs (2006, 2008a and 2008b).

cost incurred by government schools in
the same city. The programme has been vis-
ited by many colleagues of Sarangapani,
who too, like her, do not support non-
formal education in principle, but would
still testify that learning processes and en-
vironment and development opportunities
in Gyan Shala are in no way worse than
those in government schools. Sarangapani
acknowledges that Gyan Shala probably
delivers good education, even with non-
formal teachers.

Sarangapani is very harsh on the con-
clusion of Tooley et al (2007) cited by us.
She says that this paper should not be tak-
en as a credible evidence of the perform-
ance of privately managed schools. We
have carefully gone through Tooley et al’s
(2007) study, and find that its main con-
clusion, i e, low cost private schools cov-
ered in the study lead to better learning
outcomes than comparable government
schools, is valid. Research in social sci-
ences rarely provides “uncontestable uni-
versal proof” of the type feasible in pure
sciences, so Sarangapani can point to
some of its limitations, but the methodo-
logy and evidence used by Tooley et al,
no doubt, stand the test of quality social
science research. Their paper has been
published in School Effectiveness and
School Improvement, a refereed and re-
puted journal, and was earlier included
in England’s National Foundation for
Educational Research (NFER) survey pub-
lished in the Oxford Review of Education.
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Sarangapani disregards our reference
to studies by Bajpai, Dholakia and Sachs
(2005, 2006, 2008a and b), that rely on
very large samples from rural areas in
states like Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh,
Karnataka and Tamil Nadu. These studies
too provide evidence of private schools de-
livering comparable or better education
than that imparted by government schools
at a significantly lower cost. They also
found multiple classes sitting simultane-
ously in one classroom in most of the
rural government schools but very rarely
saw thisin any private or non-government
schools in all the states they visited. Pri-
vate schools were also found to be better
on counts like number of qualified teach-
ers, teachers residing in the same village,
provision of toilets, benches, blackboards,
chairs and classrooms. The infrastructure
certainly shapes the quality of education
imparted (Table 1).

Private vs Government

There, indeed, exists highly credible and
considerable evidence that private
schools in India are capable of providing

education of better quality than that given
by most government schools and at a
fraction of the cost accruing to the latter.
Where the quality of education in private
schools is low, the costs are also found to
be as low as Rs 50-150 per month, thus
explaining the poor quality. Most private
schools, whose cost/fees exceed Rs 300
per month which is less than half of the
government school cost, would definitely
outdo government schools in terms of
quality. On the other hand, it is interesting
to note that Sarangapani provides abso-
lutely no evidence to show that govern-
ment schools are capable of providing or
are providing the required quality of edu-
cation that would justify the claim that
they can be the only instrument of policy
to meet national educational goals.

We, like Sarangapani, recognise that
the measurable learning attainments in
the curriculum subjects do not fully cap-
ture the totality of learning experience or
lack of it that takes place in a school envi-
ronment. Therefore, policymakers do need
to take into account the hard-to-measure
aspects like “development opportunities,
and equality” in consideration, but there
is not even an indicative evidence to make
a case in favour of government schools on
such aspects.

Sarangapani, and others, are troubled
by the suggestion that teachers should be
paid salaries lower than that recommend-
ed by the Sixth Pay Commission. They dis-
regard the fact that the officially recom-
mended level of schoolteacher salary in
India is almost 400% higher than in most
countries that have succeeded in achiev-
ing universal schooling, including most
western countries and China, where
schoolteacher salary ranges 1.2 to 2 times
the nation’s per capita Gpp. The Sixth Pay
Commission, on the other hand, has
pegged it at around seven times India’s per
capita income (Jain 2009) (see Table 2 for
details). Of course the government cannot

Table 2: Per Capita GDP and Primary Teacher Salaries in Selected Countries

us UK Canada India HongKong  Singapore  Philippines

Per capita GDP# 39,883 35,485 30,586 640 23,684 25,191 1,036
(0.49910) (1.0593) (40.73) (7.817) (1.153) (46.441)

Annual teacher salary@ uss British £ Canada’$ Rs HK'$ SS Peso
40,000 35,000 45,000 1,85,000 1,92,000 39,000 96,000

(1.1 (<1.0) (1.53) (7.0) (1.05) (1.34) (2.0)

# The per capita annual GDP is given in US$. The number in parenthesis is value of US$ in local currency (Source: World Development

Report 2006, UNDP).

@ The teachersalary is givenin local currencies. The number in parenthesis is the multiple by which primary teacher salary exceeds

per capita GDP (Source: Authors’ study).
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pay its teachers less than what it pays its
employees in the other similar ranking
cadres. But if it wishes to meet its obliga-
tion of universal provision of schooling,
then the only way out is to combine gov-
ernment schools with ppp schools that
cost much lower.

It may be natural for the teachers’ unions
to seek more than 6% of Gpp as the edu-
cation budget in order to ensure that
teachers are better paid, but the argument
that it will help in better educating children,
is not tenable. As various studies have
shown, a majority of the government-run
schools do not deserve to be the exclusive
instrument of universal school education
for India’s children. A combination of
government schools and private schools,
held accountable under the ppp mode, is
a superior alternative.

We are not making a case for the voucher
scheme wherein government funds edu-
cation in private schools. We are arguing

for the involvement of privately managed
schools in the ppp mode, where they
are held accountable for the results as
per socially approved criterion. Gyan
Shala’s agreements with the Gujarat and
Bihar governments are examples of this,
with provision of project outcome assess-
ment by the government-appointed inde-
pendent assessing organisations. Tooley
et al’s study and the studies by Bajpai,
Dholakia and Sachs are cited in our
article to indicate that, besides Gyan Shala,
there are numerous private school organi-
sations that are technically capable of
doing that.
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