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Introduction

India has one of the largest schooling systems in
the world. In 2018-19, there were as many as 1.5
million schools and 247.8 million students. As with
students in most countries around the world, the
COVID-19 pandemic and associated school closures
have significantly impacted school-going students
in multiple ways. Pre-existing issues — such as high
income inequality, a large share of population from
socially disadvantaged groups, low literacy levels
among those in the lower economic strata, and the
large digital divide — have added to these woes. This
brief outlines the challenges posed by the pandemic

specifically for children aged 6-18 years enrolled
in government schools. The brief begins with a
discussion of the state of India’s school education
prior to the pandemic. It then explores the impact of
COVID-19 on school students and the government’s
initiatives to address the immediate challenges on
education. It also offers a future outlook for the sector
beyond the pandemic and looks at measures either
to be undertaken or already initiated. Other areas of
impact—such as education administration, regulatory
mechanisms, and functioning of teachers —are beyond
the scope of this brief.

Pre-pandemic situation

Focussing on the pre-pandemic period, this section
looks at overall enrolment, the status of schools and
teachers at the all-India level, followed by a brief
analysis of expenditures incurred by the government
and households on school education. It then presents
some important policy initiatives implemented by
the government in the last five years and key debates
around them.

Status of school education

Even though India has progressed significantly
towards the goal of universalisation of elementary
education (Grades |-VIIl) as mandated under the Right
of Children to Free and Compulsory Education (RTE)
Act, the last-mile is yet to be covered. According to
the latest statistics available from the Unified District
Information System for Education (U-DISE) Plus, in
2018-19, the Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) at primary
and upper-primary levels was 92.6 per cent and 90
per cent, respectively.® Further, even though successive
national education policies have sought to increase
access to, and resources for public school education,
progress has been slow. In 2018-19, only 17 per cent

of schools in India offered secondary schooling, and
those that offered higher secondary grades stood at 8
per cent. This is reflected in the low GER at these two
levels. In2018-19, the GER was 79 per cent at secondary
and 59 per cent at higher secondary grades.!

In 2018-19, around half of the total enrolled students
were in government schools (52 per cent), 11 per cent
in government-aided ones, and 34 per cent in private
schools. The share of private school enrolment was
far higher in urban areas at 54 per cent, compared
to 26 per cent in rural areas (Table 1). While around
half of the country’s school enrolment is still in
government schools, there has been a steady decline
in this respect and a corresponding increase in private
school enrolment over the last decade. For instance,
elementary enrolmentin governmentschoolsdeclined
from 13.1 crore in 2009-10 to 10.3 crore in 2018-19, as
per U-DISE data. As per the National Sample
Survey (NSS, 2017-18), the most common reason for
households’ preference for private schools is a better
learning environment, followed by the perceived
quality of education.
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Table1

Indicators of school education by type of school management:

Rural vs urban, 2018-19

School management type

Indicator . .
Government Aided Private Others Total

Urban 27% 17% 54% 3% 100%
Enrolment

Rural 62% 9% 26% 3% 100%

Urban 34% 1% 50% 6% 100%
Schools

Rural 77% 4% 16% 3% 100%

Urban 233 456 319 147 294
Enrolment per school

Rural 109 266 221 139 135

Urban 8 12 12 7 1
Teachers per school

Rural 4 8 9 6 5

Financing school education: Government
and households

India’s public education spending has persisted below
the recommended levels. Several committees and
policies — including the National Education Policy
(NEP) 2020 — have underscored the need for public
investment in education to be 6 per cent of the
Gross Domestic Product (CDP). However, India has
consistently fallen short of this level —in financial year
(FY) 2017-18, the public expenditure on education

was only 2.7 per cent of GDP Moreover, there is wide
variation across states in terms of their per-student
expenditures on school education, implying existing
inequalities in public financing. Figure 1 presents per-
student expenditure across eight states in India. This
includes funds contributed by both the Union and state
governments. Among these states, while Bihar had
the lowest per-student spending (311,935), Himachal
Pradesh had the highest (361,751) in FY 2018-19.

Figure1
Per-student expenditure (T per annum) on school education by
the government
61,751
44,855
26,261 24,880 21,980 27,487 27,195 . 24,641
17,
17,985 11,787 15,406 11,935
i Tl 2
Himachal Tamil Nadu Rajasthan Maharashtra Madhya West Bengal Odisha Bihar
Pradesh Pradesh
2015-16 2016-17 N 201718 N 2018-19

Source: (1) Expenditure: Collated from states Budget documents from FY 2016-17 to FY 2019-20. (2) Enrolment: U-DISE, U-DISE Plus.
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It is important to note that state governments have
been the primary spenders on school education in
India, contributing the bulk of finances (including
state shares for Centrally Sponsored Schemes) (Figure
2). Among the seven states presented here, in FY 2017-
18, while the Union government’s contribution was
lowest in Maharashtra ats percent, it was considerably
higherin Biharat19 per cent.

Figure 2

Despite the RTE Act's mandate for free universal
elementary education, households still pay from their
own pockets to access education. According to the NSS
2017-18, average annual household sector expenditure
on education for a student attending government
school was 1,253 in primary and 37,001 in higher
secondary grades. In comparison, average expenditure
for a student attending a government-aided school
was 712,889 in primary and 16,415 in higher secondary
grades (refer Figure 3).

Contribution of Union and state governments to school

education expenditure
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Pradesh Pradesh

Union government

H State government

Source: Bordoloi M., Pandey S., Irava, V., and Junnarkar, R. (2020), “State Education Finances”, Accountability Initiative, Centre for Policy Research, Delhi.

Figure3

Per-student average household sector expenditure

(T perannum), 2017-18

14,485
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25,852
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Source: Bordoloi M., Pandey S., Irava, V., and Junnarkar, R. (2020), “State Education Finances”, Accountability Initiative, Centre for Policy Research, Delhi.
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Key policy initiatives and challenges
a. Holistic approach towards school education for all

In the two years prior to the pandemic, the Union
government, throughitspolicies,hasclearlyindicated
that school education should be approached as a
continuum from pre-primary to higher secondary
levels. In April 2018, the Government of India (Gol)
launched Samagra Shiksha, that SS subsumed
three important schemes for school education: the
Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA), Rashtriya Madhyamik
Shiksha Abhiyan (RMSA), and Teacher Education
(TE). The scheme aims to achieve quality education
through systemic efficiency and optimum allocation
of resources. Similarly, the draft NEP 2019, followed
by the final NEP 2020, calls for universal access to
school education for all children by 2030.

However, like many other government schemes,
Samagra Shiksha suffers from a host of
implementation bottlenecks. The rate of utilisation
of scheme funds has been low. During FY 2018-
19, two-thirds (66 per cent) of the total approved
budget for the scheme was spent. During the
first seven months of FY 2019-20 (till 31 October
2019), states had spent only 22 per cent of the
approved budget.?

One of the reasons behind low utilisation
could be the delay in release of funds by the
Union government. While 95 per cent of Gol
allocations for Samagra Shiksha were released in
FY 2018-19, only 58 per cent were released till mid-
December 2019.

The scheme framework gives states the flexibility
to prioritise elementary or secondary education,
depending on their needs. However, annual
plans are prepared separately for SSA and RMSA
in many states as before, especially at the block
and district levels. Eventually the plans are simply
aggregated at the state level. Discussion with
Samagra Shiksha officials across five states (Bihar,
Himachal Pradesh, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh
and Rajasthan) revealed the absence of clear
guidelines to the project offices below state level
on the functional and operational changes required

under the combined scheme. Consequently, block
and district officials still function in silos with little
collaboration. With functional and process-related
changes only partially implemented, the objectives
of Samagra Shiksha are yet to be fulfilled.

Further, the policy intent to treat pre-primary as an
integral part of formal school system has its own
set of challenges. So far, the provision of pre-school
education as part of the Early Childhood Care and
Education (ECCE) policy, has been the undertaken
by the Ministry of Women and Child Development
(MWCD) throughthe Integrated Child Development
Services (ICDS) scheme. Although the Anganwadi
Centres (AWCs) are supposed to ensure pre-school
learning of the enrolled children, their primary
focusisonthe provision of supplementary nutrition.
Thus, the choice of AWCs for pre-primary education
is low among households. As per NSS 201718,
of the children in pre-primary education, the
proportion attending a privately-run schools was 47
per cent in rural and 69 per cent in urban areas. To
formalise pre-school education, Samagra Shiksha
has prescribed that states co-locate existing AWCs
within primary schools or start pre-primary sections
within formal schools. This would require teachers
to be trained in pre-school education, which needs
substantial investment. Moreover, guidelines
clarifying the roles of MWCD and Ministry of
Education (MoE) were yet to be issued at the time of
writing this brief.

. Poor grade-specific learning outcomes

Oneofthestepsthe governmenthastakento focuson
quality education is the assessment of current levels
of learninginschools. The firstdistrict representative
National Achievement Survey (NAS) was conducted
by the National Council of Educational Research and
Training (NCERT) in 2017 for elementary Grades IlI,
V and VIII. Another round of NAS was conducted in
2018 for Grade X students in government,
government-aided and private schools. These
competency-based tests were developed in a
manner that reflected learning outcomes developed
by the NCERT.

The NAS results revealed significantly low grade-

ACCOUNTABILITY INITIATIVE, CENTRE FOR POLICY RESEARCH (CPR), INDIA | 5



specificlearning levels, though thereis considerable
variation across states. The proportion of GCrade
V students who scored more than 75 per cent in
Mathematics ranged from 12 per cent to 40 per
cent (Figure 4). The situation was worse for Grade

X students. At the all-India level, the proportion of
Grade X students who scored more than 50 per cent
was only 13 per cent for Mathematics and 11 per cent
for Science.

Figure 4
Percentage of students who scored more than 75 per centin
Mathematics, NAS 2017

24
12 13 13 12

20 S B IR @ d e N °
%\%3’6‘ Q @6"' Vs‘»?’ o e N \(\e‘z” \"" o %\\0 & 2 ‘\@(\?* Q@&' \%0% ‘\s‘?o ‘(\?’“\; \“2’ Q(a()’e Qo™
@P @ NI R o’»‘“v\ AR o © «\e&“

S\

Percentage of Grade VIl students

c. School consolidation

Between 2011-12 and 2015-16, there was a significant
increase in the number of small schools (with 30
students or less and a maximum of two teachers).
Despite the pupil-teacher ratio remaining within
the specified RTE norms, a lack of teachers at each
grade has led to multi-grade teaching. Many state
governments have undertaken school consolidation
— combining two or more nearby schools into
one administrative unit — keeping the RTE norms
intact. The rationale is that better-resourced and
larger schools can be efficiently managed, which
will eventually enable improvement in learning.
States that consolidated schools at scale include
Andhra Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh, Jharkhand,
Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Odisha and
Rajasthan. However, the consolidation policy has
been criticised, primarily with respect to non-
compliance with RTE norms on distance of the
consolidated school from neighbourhoods. This
potentially led to increased difficulties in reaching

d

M Percentage of Grade V students

Source: National Achievement Survey (NAS), Classes Ill, V, and VIl — 2017, State Report Cards, NCERT

schools, and children dropping out of school or
shifting from government to private schools in
some cases.?

. Teacher vacancies

Teacher vacancies have remained a major challenge
in ensuring quality education in governmentschools
for many states in India. U-DISE data indicates that
in 2016-17 there were 92,275 government schools
in India with just one teacher. The problem is
compounded by the lack of qualified teachers and
many states recruiting a considerable number of
contractual teachers. Moreover, there is a skewed
distribution of teachers, with a surplus in urban
areas. The total vacancy rate in 2018-19, including
both state government and Samagra Shiksha
teachers at elementary-level, was 20 per cent
overall. Uttar Pradesh recorded the highest rate
of vacancies (44 per cent), followed by Jharkhand
(42 percent) 2
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Impact of the pandemic

To mitigate the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic,
India announced lockdown measures in end-March
2020, including a cessation of school sessions. UNICEF
estimates that the temporary suspension of education
will affect 247 million children enrolled in primary
and secondary schools, as well as 28 million children
registered with AWCs.# This section identifies the
current and potential challenges for the education
sector in the wake of the pandemic. Some of the
issues discussed here are unfolding and, therefore,
the eventual impact might be different from the
projections here. The section also discusses the major
responses of the government.

Challenges emerging from the pandemic
a. Drop-outs from school

The economic consequences of the COVID-19
pandemic are likely to lead to school drop-outs,
especially among the rural poor. The decline in
livelihoods and stress on household finances are
likely to increase the opportunity cost of education
for families, thereby halting children’s schooling and
increasing their participation in the labour force s, ¢
This particular pathway to discontinued education
may be more pronounced for male children. NSS
data indicates that among ever-enrolled males in
rural areas, 35 per cent of school drop-outs occur
due to involvement in economic activities and 26 per
cent due to financial constraints.Z These factors are
likely to be aggravated.

b. Disproportionate impact on girls

The pandemic is likely to create a gendered impact,
with a marked effect on girls’ education and well-
being. The outbreak of Ebola in West Africa in 2014
led to an increase in household and care-giving
responsibilities for girls, limiting their access to
learning. This further resulted in higher school
drop-outs among females; many older girls did not
rejoin school even after the epidemic® 2 During
the pandemic, girls may be required to shoulder
additional responsibilities, especially where parents
increasetheirhoursoflabourto mitigate households’
economic hardships. In India, 32 per cent of rural
females drop out due to domestic duties.?

In addition to a decline in learning, girls are likely
to encounter increased gender-based violence. In
the past, pandemics have been accompanied by
rising sexual abuse and intimate partner violence
experienced by women. School closures during
the Ebola epidemic resulted in early and forced
marriages, and increased rates of pregnancy.? Girls
may also face increased risk of child abuse and
trafficking. This highlights the necessity of ensuring
continued education for girls and adopting a
gender lens in devising policy responses to the
COVID-19 pandemic.

. Adverse consequences for socially disadvantaged

groups

There is variation in access to education across
students from different social groups. For instance,
NSS data show that in 2017-18 net attendance rate
at secondary level (including higher secondary)
for “CGeneral” category students was 71 per cent,
while that for Scheduled Tribe (ST) and Scheduled
Caste (SC) students was 54 per cent and 60 per
cent, respectively. The pandemic is likely to have a
disproportionately high impact on children from
vulnerable backgrounds, including those belonging
to marginalised castes, tribes and religions.?
UNESCO has assessed that education system
responses of several countries have not taken
into account learners who face risk of exclusion,
including children with disabilities and linguistic
minorities.® The expansiveness and adaptability of
the digital learning measures initiated in India may
determine how the country has fared on this front.

. Increasing burden on government schools

Private schools — which account for a significant
proportion of school enrolments — are facing severe
resource shortages. This is likely to have a cascading
effect on the public education system. Low-fee
private schools have found it challenging to extend
online learning to their students due to device
and internet access issues faced by households
and teachers. Further, to manage the household
economic situation, parents are likely to shift
their children to more affordable schools and opt
for public education. This may further constrain
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finances for low-fee private schools and trigger school
closures which will, in turn, increase demand for and
exert pressure on government schools.*®

To understand the experiences of parents and
teachers of students enrolled in public schools in

Box 1

rural areas during the pandemic, Accountability
Initiative conducted interviews with 30 parents
and 30 teachers across five states: Bihar, Himachal
Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, and
Rajasthan. Some key insights are presented in
Box1and Box 2.

Insights from the Field — Experiences of Students and Parents

@ WVith the use of distance learning methods, teaching has largely become a one-sided activity as children

are unable to ask questions or clarify doubts.

® Parents have tried to offer support to children by tutoring them, viewing televised lessons, and ensuring
that tasks assigned by teachers are completed. Consequently, parents’ engagement with their children’s
education has increased, but they are facing difficulties on this account. Parents face challenges due to
their limited educational levels, erratic internet connectivity and inability to ensure continued access of
mobile phones to children. Older children have been advised by teachers to take on the responsibility of

teaching younger ones.

® Children are largely relying on lessons broadcasted on TV and radio. Exercises are shared over WhatsApp
groups; however, the tasks assigned differ for children who do not have access to smartphones. In some
cases, assistance is also provided by NGOs. In some instances, children have received textbooks from

teachers.

@ Children belonging to SC/ST households and poor families do not have access to TV or mobile phones,
and are unable to continue their education, particularly in rural areas.
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e. Increased likelihood of child labour arising from
large-scale job loss for casual labourers

Children of returnee migrants may face severe
challenges on continuing with their education.
During the extended periods of lockdown across
states, large numbers of migrant workers have
returned to their home states due to loss of their
livelihood. Their children are likely to be cut-
off from their earlier schools and teachers. Over
the years, policies for unorganised workers have
acknowledged the need to track their movement
so that access to social security benefits are not
always linked to the place of origin. In 2016, U-DISE
started an extensive exercise across all states to
create a Student Database Management System
(SDMIS) to dynamically track children enrolled in
schools. However, these efforts were not successfully
executed. Weak systems of tracking migration,
therefore, may mean that the children are not
immediately enrolled in schools at their place
of return. They may also be unaware of services
offered by the state governments.™As a result, the
education of these children would suffer and they
may also be at a heightened risk of child labour®

f. Accessto ICT-based education services

Access and ability to use digital education services
remains a major roadblockin India, despite the high
penetration of mobile phonesandtelecom services 2
For instance, a survey conducted by UNICEF and the
Maharashtra State Council of Educational Research
and Training (MSCERT) in July 2020 revealed that
only half of the state government’s school students
in Grades I-VIIl had access to online learning
facilities. The challenges of the ‘digital divide’ are
further exacerbated in rural areas, and for women
and girls. NSS 2017-18 revealed that only 25 per
cent of households had access to internet facilities
(ranging from 10 per cent in Odisha to 56 per cent
in Delhi), with the proportion being 15 per cent in
rural areas. The proportion of persons aged 5 years
and above who are able to operate internet facilities
was 20 per cent in rural and urban areas, and was
even lower —at 15 per cent — for females.? Access to
mobile phones is also limited for girls as compared
to boys, with the gap in access increasing with age.2
NITI Aayog also reported lack of mobile network
coverage in over 55000 villages in the country,
particularly in the north-east region.™ In addition to

students, navigating online learning platforms may
be difficult for teachers and parents as well.

g. Effect of school closures on children’s nutrition
and health

One of the critical effects of school closures is the
challenge in implementation of the Mid—Day Meal
(MDM) Scheme. MDM is the largest school feeding
programme in the world,® with around 116 million
children currently enrolled.” On 20" March 2020,
the Union government directed states and Union
Territories (UTs) to ensure the continued supply of
hot cooked MDM to children, or substitute it with
a ‘food security allowance’ (comprising of each
child’s entitlement of food grains and cooking cost)
while schools remain shut due to the pandemic.”
However, reports of several states lagging behind in
providing these entitlements have emerged.” The
inability of children to access cooked meals during
the lockdown is likely to have a detrimental effect
on their nutrition and health. The impact may be
worse for girls and other children from marginalised
groups.,*?, %

Initiatives by the government to ensure
education delivery

The Union government has operationalised several
new and existing remote learning measures to ensure
that students can continue their education during
the pandemic. The PM eVidya initiative, launched in
May 2020, brings together disparate services to offer
equitable and multimodal access to education.®
Government data indicates that the use of these
services has witnessed an uptick since the
implementation of lockdown.22 Its  principal
components include the following?:

® Diksha: The platform contains e-books for Grade
Xl developed by the Central Board of Secondary
Education (CBSE), NCERT and states/UTs, with the
materials available in different languages.

® SWAYAM: This is the flagship national online
education platform offering courses for school
children (Grades IX-XI1) as well as higher education.

® SWAYAM Prabha: This is offered through 32
Direct-to-Home (DTH) television channels with a
24-hour service, available for free. The channels
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offer teaching for schools (Grades IX-XII) and higher
education. They also cater to out-of-school-children,
and offer vocational courses and teacher training.

@ e-Pathshala: NCERT has provided audios, videos,
e-books, and flipbooks for students from Crades
I-XII. A mobile application is also available.

o National Repository of Open Educational
Resources (NROER): This is a knowledge repository
of audio recordings, videos, images, documents, and
other media in several languages.

Several other steps have been taken. NCERT has
prepared an alternative academic calendar — with
a weekly plan of activities for different subjects
mapped to learning outcomes — pertaining to
Grades I-Xll.2¢ Development of e-content was
also initiated. For Grades 1V, the content will
focus on literacy and numeracy
skills. However, content development for higher

foundational

classes— particularly, GCrades IX-XIl — has been
accorded higher priority. Capacity building of
teachers is being carried out to enable them to utilise
e-learning resources.2

States and UTs are also implementing an array of
measures to support continued education. Many
of these steps rely on online media and mobile
technologies — for instance, access to e-books and
e-content, and the use of mobile applications (such
as WhatsApp). These include the creation of virtual
schools under the ‘Padhai Tunhar Duvaar’ initiative
in Chhattisgarh, and Whatsapp-based campaigns —
‘Ghar Se Padhao’ in Haryana and ‘Har Ghar Pathshala’
in Himachal Pradesh. ‘Conventional’ technologies —
particularly, Doordarshan and the radio network — are
alsobeingleveraged, such as by the ‘Mera Doordarshan
Mera Vidyalaya’ programme in Bihar. Other initiatives
include the distribution of paper-based materials and
collaborations with civil society.®

Future Outlook and the Way Forward

The Union government announced a new National
Education Policy (NEP) for the country in July 2020
amidst the ongoing pandemic. The NEP recognises the
growing importance of ICT-based education delivery
and the potential risks involved. At the same time,
it also recognises the limitations of existing digital
platforms for education and calls for expansion in the
future. In the long-run, the NEP envisions creating
a dedicated unit within the Ministry of Education
(MoE)% to oversee building of digital infrastructure,
digital content, and related capacity.2

Whenever schools reopen a host of measures will need
to beimplemented. Whetheritis the blended mode of
education delivery, higher involvement of parents and
community, remedial teaching, and ensuring hygiene
and social distancing norms, a greater role for teachers
and frontline government officials will be essential.
Equally important will be a focus on addressing the

broader challenges facing the sector in relation to ICT-
based education delivery and overall financing. We
discuss some crucial aspects of the outlook for public
school education in India.

a. Ensuring education delivery across economic
strata and in remote areas

NEP 2020 acknowledges the challenges posed
by the current digital divide. State governments
have tried various interventions to reach students
in remote areas with poor internet connectivity
and sporadic electricity supply. For instance, while
Lakshadweep (UT) distributed tablets equipped
with e-content, Nagaland handed out study
material through DVDs or pen drives. The UT of
Jammu and Kashmir distributed free tablets and
laptops to students, along with braille tactile
readers for visually-impaired learners2 NCERT
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released a set of guidelines in August 2020 to
help overcome learning gaps of children who are
using various alternative ways of learning — radio,
TV, smartphones, and other media. Particularly
for students with limited digital resources, these
guidelines suggest that communities work closely
with schools, and learning materials are delivered
to the doorsteps of students by teachers and
volunteers. Another recommendation is teachers
and volunteers teaching local students by setting up
TV sets at the community centres while maintaining
social distancing ™

b. The new normal: Blended learning

After the schools reopen, it will be essential
to implement a blended model of education
delivery using a combination of physical classes
and technology-driven remote learning from
home. The MoE has released a set of guidelines,
called PRAGYATA, on digital education. It covers
recommended screen time for children, tips on
coping with mental and physical stress, and other
aspects. PRAGYATA also includes eight steps of
digital learning: Plan, Review, Arrange, Guide, Talk,
Assign, Track, Appreciate. The MoE has also directed
NCERT to design guidelines on how teaching should
be delivered in the new scenario? It has also
recommended creating open and interoperable
digital infrastructure that can be used by multiple
platforms, and extending current e-learning
platforms to include two-way online audio or video
communication facilities.

. Redesigning curriculum suitable for multiple
modes of learning

Acknowledging the extraordinary situation brought
on by the pandemic, CBSE has revised school
curricula to reduce the course load for Grades IX-XI|
for the academic session 2020-21.2% For elementary
education, the Union government has asked schools
to follow the alternative academic calendar released
by NCERT in April 2020, and learning outcomes
specified by NCERT. The calendar provides guidelines
to teachers on the use of various technological and
social media tools.22

Going forward, NCERT has been directed by the MoE
to prepare supplementary or alternative academic
learning material for the curriculum of each grade.
The timelines for finalising this content has been
set as December 2020 for Grades IV and June 2021
for Grades VI-XI1.2° As per one of the major reforms
envisaged in NEP 2020, NCERT has already begun
the process of drafting a new National Curriculum
Framework (NCF) for ECCE, schooleducation, teacher
education, and adult education ? This presents an
opportunity to redesign the present curriculum to
provide a holistic learning environment for students
and equip them with relevant skills.

. Filling in teacher vacancies and imparting

teacher training

According to UNESCO, among the strategies that
developing countries intend to adopt when schools
restart are increasing teacher recruitment and
raising the number of class hours.2 Considering the
high teacher vacancies in public schools in India, it
will be important to expedite the process of teacher
recruitment by state governments. Globally, steps
to enhance teachers’ ability to use online media
— by conducting virtual trainings, offering lesson
plans, and suggesting pedagogical techniques —are
also being considered. Additionally, policymakers
may explore collaborations with NGOs and private
players toimprove the ability of teachers and parents
to support learning through remote methods.32 NEP
2020 highlights teacher training on pedagogy and
student assessment mechanisms in the ICT-based
education system. It calls for training on developing
questions that can be asked in online tests, handling
network and power disruptions, preventing
unethical practices, and creating sessions blended
with activity-based learning.

. Special focus on girls

Varying educational experiences of boys and girls in
India call for the adoption of a gendered perspective
inthe education system’s responses to the pandemic.
It is critical to ensure equity in access to technology
and skills for girls. Digital training to girls may be
imparted and parental support should be garnered
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f.

to foster equitable opportunities. Teachers can play
a crucial role in ensuring access to government
interventions on technology adoption and delivery
of digital contentto girl students. Relevanteducation
departments should collect gender-disaggregated
data on the utilisation of remote learning during
the pandemic, and on school enrolment in the post-
pandemic period. Further, women decision-makers
should be actively engaged in determining the next
steps in the education sector.?

Remedial teaching and bringing children back to
schools

As noted, many children from marginalised and
disadvantaged communities have been forced to
drop out of school during the pandemic due to the
socio-economic hardships of their families. It is vital
to identify such children by tracking out-of-school
children in each locality and enrolling them in
schools. The processshould startinaphased manner
considering the status of the COVID-19 situation in
that particular state. Once the pandemic is under
control, and children start returning to schools, the
role of remedial teaching becomes critical to identify
the learning gaps and impart education accordingly.
There could be communication campaigns for
students to return to schools.

Ensuring a safer learning environment in schools,
along with remedial teaching programmes with
higher involvement of teachers and communities,
would require public additional investment, both
financial and organisational. As per UNESCO
estimates, by investing in remedial and re-
enrolment programmes at present, low and middle-
income countries could reduce the additional costs
in future and prevent worst educational outcomes.?

g. Greaterrole of parents as stakeholders in

education

A survey conducted by NCERT found that more than
one-third of the sampled students enrolled under
CBSE found online education either difficult or
burdensome. Accordingly, NCERT’s online education
guidelines recommend orientation of parents for
greater participation in children’s learning during

the pandemic.® It suggests that parents or guardians
with low literacy levels, especially of children at the
primary level, may be oriented on foundational
literacy and numeracy, by visits to schools following
staggered timings. Schools canalso guide themasto
how, through daily activities at home with children,
some of the learning outcomes outlined in the
alternative academic calendar can be achieved. In
case there are no digital devices at home, guidelines
for parents can be developed by each school with
support from the District Institute for Education
and Training (DIETs) and District Education
Officers (DEOs).

h. Planning for adequate infrastructure

As mentioned, the pandemic is likely to lead to an
increasing burden on government schools.
Households that were sending their children
to private schools may need to return to
government schools due to lower incomes. This is
a good opportunity to plan for improving school
infrastructure to be able to accommodate more
children. A focus on infrastructure could also help
generate employment in an economy that is facing
a pandemic of jobs.

i. Need foraboostin public financing of school

education

The pandemic has caused a steep decline in
government revenues, which has limited the fiscal
space for financing education in the medium-term.
To address the evolving fiscal scenario, the Ministry
of Finance issued instructions in April and June 2020
directing ministries to rein in expenditures; the
Department of School Education and Literacy was
to curb overall expenditure in the first two quarters
of FY 2020-21 to 15 per cent of budget estimates 3
Curtailment of public expenditure on education
will make it more difficult to mitigate the effects
of the pandemic. Moreover, NEP 2020 envisages
universalisation of school education from pre-
primary to secondary levels across the country by
the year 2030. In light of this long-term goal and
the ongoing pandemic, there is an opportunity to
innovatively design public investment in school
education that is adaptable and flexible.
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One immediate step already undertaken by the
government is the call to utilise previously unspent
funds on priority basis. Therefore, the Union
government should explore and identify avenues
for funding school education and share this with
state governments. For instance, at present the
devolution of funds from Union government to the

states is mainly in the form of central taxes and
grants-in-aid. Education cess has not been devolved
to the states so far. Approaches to extend funds to
the states can include sharing of education cess,
along with providing special grants-in-aid and
increased borrowing.
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