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From the Co-founder’s desk

A careful analysis of the public-school system in India brings to the fore the twin challenges it faces — failed
governance and archaic pedagogic practices. Various programmes and organisations have attempted
pedagogic renewal in the past few decades. These efforts have failed to attain the desired result in the
absence of efforts to improve the governance of schools. The public-school system remains highly
centralised and has almost no accountability towards its users or beneficiaries.

There have been efforts to decentralise management of schools and bring about change in the
accountability framework of the school system during the past two–three decades, but without much
success. In the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments, pertaining to PRIs and the RTE Act, 2009,
planning and management responsibilities have been vested in School Management Committees (SMCs).
The SMCs, which consist primarily of the parents of school children, are efforts towards decentralising
planning and management within the school system. The meagre provisions made for capacity building of
the SMCs and PRIs, though, along with the fact that the entire task of capacity building has been left with
the education bureaucracy, which lacks both the will and the expertise, will make sure that these
institutions fail in getting strengthened.

The RTE Act provides a constitutionally mandated space for civil society organisations to work with
community institutions like SMC and Panchayats, and help restore the community’s role in planning and
management of schools. The Committee, headed by former education secretary Anil Bordia, worked
towards synchronisation of Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) with RTE, has made very clear recommendations
for civil society engagement. It has clearly identified areas where civil society ought to engage to support
the implementation of RTE. Training and mentoring of SMCs is one of the key areas identified in the report.
The Ministry of Human Resource Development needs to encourage states to step up the process of creating
mechanisms and a facilitative environment for civil society engagement.

A genuine partnership model is required whereby both sides have clearly laid down responsibilities as well
as accountabilities. The current terms of engagement are extremely bureaucratic and more in the nature of
subcontracting work to civil society organisations (CSO) rather than a genuine partnership based on the
complementarities of both partners.  Coupled with efforts towards improving governance of schools,
pedagogic renewal efforts also need to be initiated. But these pedagogic renewal efforts should again not
be with a ‘top-down’, ‘one size fits all’ approach.

Dayaram,
Secretary and Executive
Director,
ASPIRE, India
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About ASPIRE
ASPIRE, a registered non-profit organisation, was started in 1997 with an aim to ensure
high quality school education for all children, within the Right to Education framework. Our
vision is to develop a replicable and scalable model of improving public schools, which
includes universalising access, addressing learning deficits of children, improving school
governance, improving government teachers’ skills to deal with early literacy and numeracy
of first-generation learners, and eventually leading to completion of schooling cycle by all
children.
We select a complete administrative unit, usually a block, as our area of operation, to bring
in large-scale reforms and engage all actors in the school education ecosystem. This also
gives us an advocacy advantage in influencing the education system.
The five pillars of our work are — universal access and participation, quality of learning,
school management and governance, school completion innovative practices in government
schools and sustainability through Community Education Resource Centers (CERCs). 
This report focuses particularly on the role of governing bodies and governance in public
school education in marginalised areas

Our Programmes

"It is not the poverty of people but the poverty of the government that its people are
uneducated" — Former NCPCR Chairman Shanta Sinha

In a nation as populated and as diverse as ours, inequities are rooted deep within the
centuries-old layers of gender, caste, class, ethnicity and religion. Governing bodies and
their policies become a patchwork of schemes aimed at appeasing specific interest groups
and often fail to benefit the marginalised communities that need it the most. ASPIRE
believes that a new model of governance, run by local communities themselves, is needed
to overcome these issues.
In our core areas of operation — 6 blocks in Odisha and 2 blocks of Jharkhand, the
demography is densely tribal where 96% of the 200,000 children that we reach out to fall
under Scheduled Tribe, Scheduled Caste, and Other Backward Caste. We work in under-
resourced tribal regions where people, especially children, have limited access to basic
sustainable facilities, such as clean drinking water, toilets, libraries, books and even
functioning schools.
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The Thousand Schools Programme, Odisha and Jharkhand

Thousand School Programme is the flagship educational intervention project run jointly by ASPIRE and
Tata Steel Foundation since 2014. The programme runs in one of the most under resourced tribal
regions of India. It serves as a catalyst in educational interventions ensuring universal access to
schools, correction of learning deficit and strengthening of public schools through community action
and scientific teaching.

Coverage Area
The Thousand School Programme has superseded its own relative expectations by successfully
working in 1384 schools in Odisha and Jharkhand. The programme covers 2,03,089 households in
159 Gram Panchayats and 29 urban wards in 6 blocks of Odisha (Harichandanpur, Joda in Keonjhar
district; Danagadi, Sukinda in Jajpur district and Koira, Kutra in Sundargarh district) and 2 blocks of
Jharkhand (Noamundi, Jaganathpur in West Singhbhum district), impacting 2,00,000 children.

Programme Goal
The goal of the programme is to ensure equitable and quality education for all children through a
revitalized public education system and enabling them to realize their full potential.

      Programme Objectives
Ensure universal access by identifying out-of-school children, providing them with remedial
classes and hostels and mainstreaming them back into government schools and
ashramshalas (residential schools).
Ensure 100 percent transition rate by monitoring the passage of children from primary school
to high school.
Learning deficit is eliminated and schools adopt effective pedagogic practices leading to
quality learning outcomes.
Bridge the gap between mother language and school language by focusing on adoption of
technology and including local cultural practices, language and knowledge into the formal
education system.
Training teachers in constructive learning principles and demonstrate to the schools and
community what an alternative class looks like and how children can show hugely improved
learning outcomes if engaged differently. Digital technology will be introduced for upgrading
quality of transactions in the classrooms as well as in trainings teachers.
Improving school governance by strengthening School Management Committees (SMCs) and
Panchayat Standing Committee on Education as envisioned under the RTE Act.
Make learning the agenda of the entire community by working with Panchayats, SMCs, Youth
Groups and Self-Help Groups.
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In Mandawali and Shakurpur areas of Delhi, we
work with 2,341 children in ten government schools
and two community learning centers. The project is
in partnership with Magic Bus Foundation and is
supported by Hero Moto Corporation. The goal of
the project is to enable first-generation adolescent
learners from underprivileged households to
complete their formal education and acquire
employability skills.

With support from our partners, TATA-AIG, we
work in ten government schools of Delhi,
covering 4,039 children. Remedial classes are
given to all children who are lagging behind in
their studies and training workshops are held for
government school teachers, School
Management Committee members and
headmasters to improve their functioning and
management skills.

Magic Bus Project, Delhi

All round School Improvement Project, Delhi
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Governance encompasses the non-negotiable values of accountability, transparency and partnership. We
follow this approach with each individual or group that we work with. We enable dialogue and create
consensus among stakeholders by facilitating our 1000+ trained local staff to build trust between local
governing officials and community and inform them about our proposed interventions and their roles and
responsibilities in meeting our shared goal —public education for all. And for that, governance is key!
Our programme success is built on our efforts to ensure that governing bodies, primarily School
Managament Committees, Panchayati Raj Institutions, angandwadi staff, Self Help Groups, among
others, perform their duties diligently.

Bringing the school and community together for school governance not only brings improvement in
school management, but ensures effective use of existing human, physical and financial resources, thus
raising the overall performance of schools. Moreover, when SMCs and parents, the primary stakeholders
of the school, support the teachers, and restore their respectable place in the community, remarkable
changes are witnessed in the schools. SMC training put special emphasis on creating a healthy teacher
community relationship, restoring respectable position of teachers in the community and breaking the
existing negative spiral and defeatist mindset.

SMCs, along with the Panchayats and community members, must decide to ensure that no child remains
out of school in their school catchment area and Panchayat. Child Rights Protection Committees must be
a functional body in every village, panchayat and block that are actively working to declare their area
Child Labour Free Zone (CLFZ).

School Management Committees

What it is

Article 21 of the RTE Act mandates the formation of a School
Management Committee in every government-funded school to
encourage community and parental involvement, and perform the
following functions:

(a) monitor the working of the school
(b) prepare and recommend school development plan
(c) monitor the utilisation of the grants received from the
appropriate government or local authority or any other source
(d) perform other such functions as may be prescribed
The SMC is to monitor the working of the school, prepare the
School Development Plan (SDP), and monitor the utilisation of the
grants received. SMCs bring community into the decision-making
process.

Democratization of local self-
government bodies
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Where it lacks

On paper, the roles assigned to SMCs and local authorities constitute the most important
provisions in the Act towards governance reform. In practice, however, SMCs came into force
without proper preparation. The neglect of School Development Planning exercise by the SMC
reflect a frivolous attitude towards the move to decentralise education governance by the
governments at all levels. Even today, there are no clear guidelines on accountability and
grievance redressed within the education structure.
We need to recognise that in absence of people’s mobilisation and the capacity building of local
community and institutions, the RTE Act stands to lose significant power.

Our involvement with SMCs

When we reached out to SMC members in Odisha and Jharkhand, we found that most of them
were not even aware that they were a member of SMC. Consequently, no meetings were being
held and resolutions, if passed, were decided by the headmaster alone.
Therefore, we started to communicate with the SMC members and inform them about their roles
and responsibilities to enable smooth functioning of the school and the powers bestowed upon
them by the state government. Our gram panchayat community mobilisers (GPCMs) regularly
coordinate with the school headmaster to look into the functioning of the school and mobilise
members to attend the SMC meeting. In 1384 government schools, where we work, SMCs meet at
least once a month and hold discussions on implementation of SDP.
We hope with continuous engagement, SMCs become game changers as they realise the power
that RTE Act vests in them. They can take decisions on school improvement initiatives. A positive
alliance will grow between schools, community and government officials to propel the education
agenda forward.

Child Rights Protection Forum

We create a committee with a group of volunteers working to ensure that all children are
regularly attending school and no child is engaged in child labour. Each village has one such
committee called Child Rights Protection Forum (CRPF) or Shishu Adhikar Suraksha Samiti
(SASS). While there is no cap on the members the committee can have, it generally ranges
between 10 and 20 with an even number of men and women. CRPF meets weekly or monthly,
depending upon the nature of employment of its members.
Other than this, members make surprise visits to schools in small groups to do a headcount of
the children present. This is done to understand the average attendance in a school. In the
weekly or monthly meeting, observations recorded from head count and habitation tracking are
discussed to prepare a plan for further development. For dropout children, CRPF members first
examine whether they have the learning capacity to be enrolled in their age-appropriate
classes. If not, the CRPF asks the parents to send their children to our Residential or Non-
Residential Bridge Course centres.
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Panchayati Raj Institutions

Article 243G of the Constitution acknowledges panchayats as institutions of local self-
government and mandates them to prepare plans for economic development and social
justice. Panchayati Raj Institution (PRI) functions as a system of governance in which gram
panchayats are the basic units of local administration. A panchayat is responsible for
monitoring the implementation of the RTE Act. The sarpanch handles all education-related
issues through different committees formed at three levels — habitation, school and
panchayat. It is to be noted that various committees for education are interlinked and share
few common members.
At habitation level, the CRPF monitors the problems and needs of children. Some PRI
members, who are also members of the CRPF committee, raise the issues at Panchayat
meetings or at the general body meeting.
At school level, every school has its own SMC composed of 19 members where one member is
a warden or councilor or corporator of the Gram Panchayat/municipality/municipality
corporation in which the school exists. Similar to CRPF committee, the PRI members who are
part of the SMC take points to be discussed with sarpanch and present them in PRI meeting.
The same SMC prepares a School Development Plan and submits it to the Standing Committee
on education. Panchayat collects SDPs from every school and submits it to block officer and
higher authorities.
At Panchayat level, the sarpanch forms a standing committee on education to work with all
schools in the gram panchayats.
By intervening at all these levels and ensuring the smooth functioning of all groups, we ensure
governance first in the village, followed by habitation, cluster, block and finally district.

Standing Committee on Education

The standing committee on education is the local authority to oversee operationalisation of
RTE Act and looks after school education. The committee consists of all the key
stakeholders of education system in a GP — the sarpanch as the chairperson, naib sarpanch
as the vice-chairperson, one elected samiti member as the co-chairman, ward members,
headmasters of government schools, chairman of SMC, a person with 5-7 years of
experience in education sector, one member from NGO, one health worker and one
anganwadi worker.
We ensure that the committee meets at least once every three months to discuss
education-related issues, review SDPs of schools, resolve issues related to SMCs, monitor
teacher attendance and take necessary actions for the implementation of activities and
schemes introduced by government through notifications.
During these meetings, the school headmasters put forward the needs and requirements of
their schools to the sarpanch.
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Training and Orientation

We conduct training and orientation sessions for all the members mentioned above. Here is the
breakdown:

SMC members: Elected members of SMC get one-two day training on their roles and responsibilities
in running a school and about the provisions under RTE Act that they can make use of.

PRI: We organise training sessions for PRI members to educate them on their roles and
responsibilities according to the RTE Act, 2009 guidelines. Every fifth year, new members are elected
to the institution and we conduct fresh training for them. We also conduct trainings when new
amendments are brought in to the RTE framework or when need arises.

Headmaster: A headmaster must be capable, innovative and creative in order to make the school a
better place for children. The orientation, conducted every six months, is geared for this very
purpose. Issues related to learning, infrastructure, basic facilities like drinking water or functioning
toilets, quality of food provided for mid-day meals, interaction of teachers with students and overall
development of the school are discussed in the training.
The headmasters are trained to track the progress of children, devise a follow-up strategy to
overcome learning deficit, take steps for knowledge retention and help SMC prepare a school
development plan. We give inputs and consultation in terms of how to take it forward, what to focus
on and how to maintain accountability for mid-day meal, among other interventions.
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Thousand Schools
Programme

Jajpur, Keonjhar and
Sundargarh districts in
Odisha

Naomundi and Jaganathpur
blocks in West Singhbhum
district, Jharkhand

School Improvement
Programme
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Magic Bus and All Round
School Improvement
Project

Mandawali and Shakarpur
areas in East Delhi; 10
government schools in South
and West  Delhi

Coverage in numbers 
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Our Annual Expenditure
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Stories of Change

It is through governance that one can provide children learning and access to
school. And we have shown that by setting up a school in a remotely-habited
Baunru village in Harichandapur block, Keonjhar district, Odisha.
In April 2017, we were mobilising school management committees, Panchayati
Raj Institution, anganwadi centres, self help groups, youth members and other
local actors in the community to understanding the importance of governance
in providing education. If does not know which villages have little-to-no access
to schools, how will one help them?
Therefore, with the help of the local community, we began mapping the
distance of schools from each of our six blocks in operation under Tata Steel-
funded 1,000 Schools Programme. The 20-odd families who inhabited the
village were surprised, even scared, to see us for they were not used to visitors.
But since we had local government bodies with us, they entrusted us with our
sole intention of providing education to their children. Thus, the opening of
the school followed in mid-April in a mud house spacious enought to hold 30
children. We have one teacher who helps children read and write in the Juang
and Odia languages and do basic Mathematics. Prior to this, children would
have to walk 5 kilometres through the jungle to reach the nearest primary and
upper-primary school. Naturally, barely child opted for that and instead
indulged in labour activities.
Baunru school is one amongst the 1000 schools that we have set up under our
flagship programme. However, setting up schools is not our only goal. We track
and govern the progress of children, ensure their learning and mainstream
them in their nearest ashramshala (residential school) if schools are not
available.
We believe that that it is only the government that can provide education on
the scale needed in this country. But NGOs can play an important role in
helping the government bridge gaps in development work.

The forgotten village of Baunru
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Stories of Change

To directly educate nearly 50,000 children in our six blocks operation, we
needed at least 500 teachers. While some of the people hired came with
experience, others were trained to acquire the skills for effective pedagogy. In
our efforts to uplift the rural community, we believe in hiring locally.
Thus, we came across 32-year-old Binapani Mahanta in Joda blocks of
Odisha's Keonjhar district. Once a housewife, she now teaches 60 children
twice a day in our Learning Educational Programme (LEP) classes. Once
confined within the boundaries of her home, she now rides a cycle or takes a
bus to the government school where classes are held.
"“From childhood I dreamt of being a teacher. It was the one thing I wanted to
do in life. So this is a dream come true for me. When one of the community
mobilisers told me that there is vacancy for teachers, with no previous
experience mandatory, I put in my application,” says Binapani.
After she was selected, she had to undergo six days of training. It was the first
time she had left her family.
She is from the Other Backward Caste and has studied till Class 10. Her
husband is a fitter at a mechanic shop. They have an 11-year-old son and a six-
year-old daughter who go to a private school in the village.
“Government schools are good but the teachers there don’t teach,” she says.
“So, we send our two children to a private school though it costs us more.”
Binapani is a confident woman who brings her own innovative methods in
teaching, knows the importance of personal savings and having more than one
income in a family and really wants to raise the teaching standards in schools.
“I feel very happy to be teaching children and seeing them learn to read and
write. It gives me a lot of personal satisfaction,” she says.
In financial year 2017-2018, we have trained 180 teachers who had no prior
teaching experience. From keeping detailed records of children to using
interactive methods of teaching, we understand that a teacher is the key
person in actually educating children. Improving teaching in government
schools is one of the primary goals of our programme.

‘Always dreamt of being a teacher’
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