Suggestions regarding the Draft National Policy for ICT in School Education 

The draft document on National Policy for ICT in school education is quite exhaustive in its scope and takes into account all facets of ICT education in schools - namely basic ICT skills, use of ICT in the classroom for teaching-learning of subjects and the use of ICT for school management.

The biggest challenge of the policy would be to ensure that the education sector understands and effectively uses the technology (and educational content and services being provided through that technology) to fit into the needs and requirements of our school education system. It is important for all stakeholders to understand that ICT in school education is an issue central to ‘education’ policy and not to ‘IT’ policy.

However, the extent of successful implementation of the policy remains to be seen, in the light of the following issues that may arise: 

· As per a survey conducted by the Apeejay Stya Educational Research Foundation (ASERF), it was found that unlike most other subject/domains of learning, infrastructure for a successful ICT programme requires intensive maintenance and management at all times, not just in terms of hardware components, but also Operating System software, application software tools, networking, internet bandwidth & content-filtering, antivirus management, power equipment, security (for both equipment and data) etc. This requires a perfect synthesis between teachers, administrators, hardware/software/power vendors. Many a times, a small snag in the system brings the entire ICT programme to a halt. 

Can the implementation mechanism of the ICT policy ensure perfect synergy between the stakeholders to ensure the success of the ICT programme? This problem would be further compounded in rural/remote schools, where is not only a paucity of teachers, but also computer labs, adequate power, road/rail connectivity etc. 

· The document talks about the use of primarily open source software for the programme. This is laudable since no vendor (Read Microsoft) should have the monopoly in the domain of system/application software for the ICT programme. However, common experience with open source tools is that they work quite well at the application level, but are quite difficult to implement at the system/networking level, and require more specialised technicians for implementation. Can the policy ensure that these trained technicians are available at the ground level, when there is a lack of open source software technicians even in the private sector and the cities? 

· Additionally, open source software is often of uneven quality, since no single body regulates its development. Most of these software also require regular updates to the kernel/core engines, that are sometimes baffling for even seasoned technical administrators. Due to these issues, the acceptance of open source software in the industry and even academia (in spite of several years of their existence and apparently tempting ‘no-cost’ factor) is quite limited. This issue could find reverberation in the effective implementation of the ICT policy too. 

· The programme talks of initially deputing one single computer teacher for imparting ICT literacy in the school for the entire programme. However, it is felt that one single teacher cannot do justice to the entire programme from Primary to Secondary, as the requirements of each age-group are different, and each age-group needs a different teaching approach.

· There is a severe paucity of digital teaching-learning ICT content currently, even more so for the secondary levels; what is available is also of uneven quality. Preparation of appropriate content, especially with multimedia and animation, and their integration into the teaching-learning process, is a prolonged exercise requiring substantial planning, development time and validation. Though there are many readymade multimedia softwares available from vendors in the market (some quite good, but the majority being glorified electronic books), these too are prepared on a wide range of platforms / development technologies, and repackaging them for the envisaged open-source platform may also be a prolonged process.    

Furthermore, since these softwares complement classroom teaching-learning processes, any change in the curriculum necessitates corresponding modifications in the digital teaching-learning software too, not to mention teacher re-orientation and training. Surprisingly, the ICT policy speaks not just about making content easily available across all earmarked classes, but also multilingual versions and versions for special-needs students, all within the ambit of the current XIth Plan (which is half-way through). It is a concern as to whether all this content can be made available in the limited time-frame laid down. A more practical roadmap with milestones may need to be looked at.
· An ideal ICT curriculum has to be quite dynamic, and not just requires preliminary teacher-training, but regular and continuous follow-up programmes too, since software versions and their user interfaces can undergo change rapidly. A well-conceived and sustained programme of professional development is, therefore, required, to enable the teacher educators and master teachers to develop these skills. There is also the issue of high teacher turnover in schools, which means that mid-session capacity building programmes for new teachers would also have to be accounted for, especially in the light of the fact that the number of staff deputed for the ICT programme is quite limited (starting with a single teacher, as per the policy document). This would mean that the delivery of the ICT programme hangs in balance with the limited human-resource availability. 

· The draft policy speaks about a common nationwide SEMIS (School Education Management Information System) for MIS purposes. With so many disparities between the working of state-boards and their respective schools (in terms of administration, evaluation, lingua etc.), it is not clear if one single SEMIS would be acceptable? Any MIS system requires massive degree of data input, validation, customisation and training of school staff and administrators to use these systems effectively (not to mention the requirements of data security, backup, reporting tools etc.). The framework and scope of the SEMIS, vis-à-vis, these above issues has also not been clearly defined. 

The preparation of a National level ICT policy for School education is indeed a laudable initiative, but to ensure success beyond the centrally-supported schools, there needs to be some mechanism to ensure compliance at state levels with clear milestones. 
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