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The historic ‘Right to Education Bill’ to provide free and compulsory schooling for all children between 6 - 14 years was passed by the Lok Sabha recently, after a tumultuous journey and weathering many a political storm, ever since it was first mooted in the Indian constitution over 50 years back. 
Though the Bill is a laudable step in the right direction, it suffers from certain anomalies that need to be given due consideration in the future, either through notifications or amendments. 

It is important that the Bill finds remedies for some of the pertinent issues raised such as institutionalizing of Early Childhood Care and Education (Age Group of 0 to 6 which now rests with the state), consensus on the concept of neighborhood schools and its promise of a common school system. 
This Bill will not be able to meet its obligations unless the common school system encompassing all types of schools is achieved (ensuring certain common standards), by bridging the existing wide differences between various states and central boards.
On the provision of providing education to disabled children, we are happy that the Union HRD Minister has assured that the definition of disadvantage would include all and would be outlined in the “model rules”.
Admitting students in all schools without any age proof is also a laudable idea since children will be able to find a place in a school at any age even if they have not been able to go to schools earlier. But this may be an issue because the date of birth is an essential requirement and the school leaving certificate is supposed to certify the age of the child.

The private schools have been facing severe pressure of admissions and above that the bill states no screening during admissions. This is fraught with all sorts of complications and there have to be some methodology of inclusion & exclusion. At this stage, it may not be appropriate to implement a provision without there being sufficient numbers of good quality schools in the neighborhood.

This Bill is aimed towards education for all. But the real problem is the paucity of good schools. Merely reserving 25% of quota for the EWS in the private schools (at the cost of depriving another set of non-EWS students from being educated, who nevertheless may also be not very well off) is certainly not egalitarian justice. Rather than imposing, the schools should be required to work towards adding 10-15% seats to their normal intake.

In the current situation of shortage of good schools, a more viable option would be to look innovatively at ways and means of utilizing the available scarce recourses, i.e. allowing schools to run a second shift and allowing them greater FSI to cater to the higher intake of students.
The Government can also initiate the school voucher system wherein the government reimburses the schools (similar to what has been envisaged now, although the formula for arriving at the rate has not been fixed nor the financial arithmetic is been reflected in the Bill), but through a voucher given directly to the identified EWS members who can take it to any school of their choice. 
At this stage, however, it must be understood that low quality education is better than no education at all. So the government’s first priority should be to ensure that each and every child has access to a school, and also simultaneously work towards raising the quality. The current move of allowing lower qualifications to meet the shortage of teachers can only be a short-term measure. The best way of enhancing quality is to have dedicated teachers at all levels effectively trained within the local environment itself, including those in the rural areas. 

In order to attract the quantum of private sector to provide quality education as an supplement to the government’s effort, there is a need to create a friendly environment. Imposing punitive action on the private school is again encouraging regime of control and inspector raj which would translate into higher transaction cost on those who would like to send their children in those schools and lead to lack of transparency, encouraging fly – by - night operators rather than people with long term vision in the private sector. Hence all approach should be through voluntary and incentivized movement towards government mission and vision.

Problems with quality not just restricted to unaided private schools but many govt. schools having no infrastructure, running under tents or in open areas. But at least some education is been provided by these institutions. Do we really want to close these avenues without providing alternative avenues in the neighborhood?  

A study/survey conducted by British educationist Prof. James Tooley showed that unrecognized private schools out-performed government schools by a wide margin. This defies the notion that unregistered or unrecognized private schools are thought to be of low quality, and hence demanding of detailed regulation, or even closure, by governmental authorities.

Though the Bill is well-intentioned, the question is about its implementation and monitoring. Education being a concurrent subject, centre and states will have to collaborate. This is a potential minefield. It is suggested that the HRD Ministry should constitute a high level group comprising members from the Government, Center, States and key stakeholders from the private sector, to act toward addressing the various lacunae, arrive at an implementable time-bound action plan in consonance with the spirit in which the Bill is intended and act as an oversight body. 
