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United Nations Declaration of Human Rights-Article 26

•  Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental 

stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be made 

generally available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.

•  Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening 

of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding , tolerance 

and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the 

United Nations for the maintenance of peace.

•  Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children.
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RIGHT TO EDUCATION OF CHOICE

The School Choice Campaign is an initiative of the Centre for Civil Society 
to advocate choice and competition through policy reforms that increase the in-
volvement of parents in responsibly schooling their children by giving them own-
ership of the task. School Choice ideas are designed to address the acute problems 
facing the government education set-up by infusing accountability and efficiency 
into the system. The overall goal of the School Choice Campaign is to create an 
environment where every child has the Right to Education of Choice!
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1vision and mission

VISION

To create an education system in India where all children receive quality education of  their choice.

MISSION

• Efficient use of  public funds through innovative schemes and policies.
•  Promote equity and quality through diversity (as opposed to uniformity) by comprehensive liberalization.

Efficient Use of  Public Funds

• School vouchers, conditional cash transfers and other  voucher-like schemes
• Pedagogical and operational autonomy to government schools
• State schools given on learning contract.
• Performance based pay for principals and teachers
• Convert state funding to per student basis

Promote Equity & Quality through Liberalization

•  Delicensing, deregulation and decentralization (curricula, textbooks, exams, state boards, school 
management)

•  Support for budget private schools through a credible affiliation board, independent performance assessment, 
and microfinance

• Legalization of  for-profit schools

We believe, whereas the Government has a constitutional mandate to educate all children, it cannot do so by building more 
government schools. It has to remain a sponsor and facilitator, and let edupreneurs execute the task of  delivering this service. This 
will bring choice of  schools even to the poor while improving the quality of  education through competition. Thus our slogan

“Fund Students, Not Schools!”
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School Vouchers are coupons that can be redeemed for educational services from participating institutions. They offer 
a more efficient and transparent method to deliver education. They are a policy reform tool in the bouquet of School 
Choice ideas to ensure accountability in our schools system. By routing government resource allocation for education 
through school vouchers, it is possible to offer choice of school even to those students who are now tied to government 
schools. Parents, empowered to choose the best school for their children, will demand the best quality education. 

The Constitution of India has guaranteed every child, between 
6 and 14 years of age, the right to education. Vouchers would 
guarantee them not just any education but quality education 
of choice. 

The School Voucher Provides:

Choice for students: The voucher empowers poor students 
to go to a school of their choice. If  the school does not 
meet their expectations, they will have the choice to change 
schools. 

Equality of  opportunity: The voucher guarantees the basic human right to all children that they are treated equally and 
are provided with equal opportunity for education irrespective of cash, caste or creed.

Competition among schools: Today private Indian schools compete only for students with money. With vouchers, 
not only private schools but also government schools will compete for all students, rich and poor, improving the overall 
quality of schooling delivered.

Performance based payment: With vouchers, the revenue of a school will depend upon the number of students it has, 
both who pay directly and who pay through vouchers. Therefore, schools will have an automatic incentive to improve 
quality, to increase enrolments and to retain students. 

Win-Win outcome: Government school students who get a voucher will be able to change schools and do better for 
themselves. Evidence suggests that even those students who choose to stay in government schools perform better. First, 
the student-teacher ratio improves and second, schools become more attentive to retain strength leading to better learning 
outcomes.

WHy sCHooL voUCHERs?
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School Choice Campaign work spans across seven states: Delhi, Jharkhand, 
Uttar Pradesh, Orissa, Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu, and Bihar. We have entered 
into long-term partnership with 250 member NGOs in these states to take 
the message of school choice to the people, politicians and governments. 

The National School Choice 
Alliance, with local partners, 
runs the mass campaign to 

build grass root pressure for change by increasing awareness among poor 
parents about the resources governments spend to educate their children 
and what they should demand for genuine empowerment. 

Using various communication channels like street theatre, dance and song performances, rallies and interactive mobile 
vans to name a few, SCC has been successful in reaching out to more than 1, 21, 00, 000 parents directly and has till date 
collected 27,38,651  signatures on petitions seeking school vouchers for 
their children. 

In January 2008, the Uttar Pradesh government announced vouchers for 
educationally underserved villages.

In October 2008, following a successful Jan Sunwai (Public 
Hearing) attended by 4,500 people from eight districts, the then 
Jharkhand Education Minister Mr Bandhu Tirkey, announced 
three voucher pilot projects in the districts of Hazaribagh, Chatra 
and Dumkha.

mass aWaREnEss CamPaiGn
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The policy campaign increases understanding of school choice ideas and reforms through 
meetings with people in the government, political parties, and unions. We consistently interact 
with policy makers to bring about innovative policy changes. 

Our ideas go beyond vouchers. We also advocate reforms to improve government schooling 
through per-child funding, decentralization and regulatory reforms - to expand the supply 
of  schools - and increase transparency. 

We have so far conducted over 250 meetings, workshops, seminars and presentations 
with various Union Ministers, Chief  Ministers, Governors, State Ministers, Senior Officials 
of Education, Social Welfare & Tribal Affairs Departments, Leaders of Political parties, 
Members of the Planning Commission, State Education Boards, NGO Leaders and Civil 
Society Activists, International Aid Agencies, Editors and Columnists, Academicians and 
Researchers. 
In July 2008, we conducted a full day workshop for the Rajasthan Education Department 
officials which ended with the public announcement of the two voucher based PPP (Public 
Private Partnership) schemes Gyanodaya and Shikshak Ka Apna Vidyalaya. 

     LEGaL CamPaiGn
Public Interest Litigations (PILs)
Where strategic and feasible, the campaign has been taking  its cause to the nation’s highest courts. We have filed a PIL 
in the Delhi High Courtt seeking the judiciary’s intervention to ensure equitable distribution of government  money for 
education through per child funding. We are also fighting a legal battle in Orissa to secure government sponsored private 
schooling opportunities for children in areas where there are no government schools.

Action for School Admission Reforms (ASAR)
ASAR is an initiative to streamline admission process in private schools and to usher in market transparency. CCS 
approached the Delhi High Court in 2008 seeking its intervention to ensure transparent admission procedures and 
availability of redressal mechanism for parents who have been unfairly dealt with. The court ruled in our favour following 
which the Delhi Directorate of Education (DoE) put in place a complaint mechanism on its website and the schools 
published the break-up of points that secured seats for children who were admitted.  This year, the DoE has also 
introduced a common admission schedule that ASAR has been advocating. 
ASAR will go to other cities soon. If  parents in your city too are suffering, please write to us at schoolchoice@ccs.in 

PoLiCy CamPaiGn
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The Indian educational system 
is the second largest in the 
world in providing access 
and coverage and spends a 
whopping Rs 41,978 crore 

annually. This figure is impressive, 
but we are all too painfully aware 
that inefficiencies abound in this 
system. There is a huge gap between 
our aspirations and the achievements 
on the ground, which reflect poor 
accountability for the tax payers’ 
money.

In the present system, despite 
the big numbers that Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan claims, the schools are ac-
countable only to the government, 
and not to the primary beneficiaries 
- the students and their parents. The 
complacency that has crept in due 
to an assured flow of funds, lack of 
transparency, and most importantly, 
no incentive given to government 
schools to attract and retain more 
students, has resulted in the deliv-
ery of substandard education. No 
surprises then that, even poor par-
ents feel compelled to sacrifice basic 
necessities and spend hard-earned 
money to educate their children in 
private schools. Today, the fastest 
growing segment in education is the 
budget private schools with fees of 
Rs 50-300 a month, where the chil-
dren of street hawkers, construction 
workers, and daily wage earners 
go to study. On the other hand, the 
government continues to spend large 
sums of money on state schools, and 
it is high time we did something to 
make these schools deliver - not just 
schooling, but real education. This 
must happen now, and not in the 
next National Education Policy, or a 

School

School voucher is the most powerful instrument to make government 
run schools accountable, say Parth J Shah and Baishali Bomjan

Vouchers Work

Five Year Plan.
The only way to make state schools 

function well is to make them ac-
countable to students and parents. 
There are many ways to achieve this 
goal, but none that is more powerful 
than the school voucher.

What is a school voucher?
The school voucher is a policy 

reform idea developed by Milton 

The school 
voucher is a 
coupon offered by 
the government 
that covers the 
full or partial cost 
of education at 
the school of the 
student’s choice

INSIGHT

Friedman, an American economist 
and a recipient of the Nobel Prize in 
Economics, to increase the involve-
ment of parents in responsibly school-
ing their children by giving them the 
means to pay for the education. 

The school voucher changes the 
way governments finance the educa-
tion of the poor. It is a coupon offered 
by the government that covers the 
full or partial cost of education at 
the school of the student’s choice. 
The schools collect vouchers from the 
students, deposit them in their bank 
accounts and the banks then credit 
the school accounts with equivalent 
money while debiting the same from 
the account of the government. No 
money actually changes hands; only 
the voucher moves from the student 
to the bank, and then back to the 
government.

Global experience  
of school vouchers

There are several successful 
voucher programmes in many coun-
tries across the world, as diverse as 
Chile, Ivory Coast, Sweden, USA, 
Denmark, and the Czech Republic 
that undeniably reflect the impact of 
choice and the resultant competition 
among schools to raise not only the 
quality of education, but also the 
schools’ ability to serve the needs of 
poor families.

Sweden’s voucher system at the 
primary and secondary school level 
enables free choice among public 
and independent schools in the com-
munity, and has led to improved 
academic achievements in public 
schools. Under its universal voucher 
programme, every child, irrespective 

Article 26 of the UN 
Declaration of Human 
Rights states that 
parents have a prior 
right to choose the 
type of education their 
children receive

Choice as an  
International Human Right

L. VENKAT RAM REDDY 

HYDERABAD, NEW DELHI

THOUGH A hyperactive
human resources develop-
ment minister Kapil Sibal is
at the helm of educational
affairs in the country, the
focus seems to be entirely
on higher education. In the
much-neglected primary
education sector, guided and
controlled by state govern-
ments and not the Centre,
the situation is alarming. 

Indiaʼs preschool industry
— nurseries, playschools,
kindergartens  etc which
cater to children in the
three-plus age bracket —
unofficially estimated to be
worth nearly Rs 4,000
crores is neither recognised
or regulated. There isnʼt
even a list of dos/dontʼs,
forget a common approved
curriculum. With almost
three-quarters of the coun-
tryʼs population under the
age of 35, this sector is like-
ly to be worth Rs 13,000
crores by 2012 as demand

for quality kindergartens
intensifies.

“In Delhi, for example,
there are about 1,900
playschools catering to
around two-three lakh stu-
dents”, Delhi state public
school management associ-
ation president, R.C. Jain,
pointed out.

In an effort to check mal-
practices arising out of this
huge shortfall, a 100-point

system estab-
lished by
the Ashok
G a n g u l y

Comm-

ittee
w a s

approved and implemented
in Delhi on the order of the
high court in 2007. The sys-
tem aims to provide weigh-
tage to issues like short dis-
tance between the school
and residence of a student, a
sibling in the same school,
girl child et cetera. 

Though this reform is
unique to Delhi, yet all is
not well with the system.
“The rules for nursery
admissions are not implem-
ented by schools. Every sch-
ool is allowed 30 points for
fixing its own criteria, by
way of which they are able
to carry out their shady acti-
vities”, R. Baladevan,  dire-
ctor of School Choice Cam-
paign, an NGO, pointed out.

The government on its part
maintains that the schools
are following the rules. “We
monitor the situation on a

periodical basis and ensure
that no violation of rules
takes place”, Delhi educa-
tion minister Arvinder
Singh Lovely said. 

Monitoring is easier said
than done as there is no reg-
ulatory mechanism to check
the functioning of these
schools. Thatʼs why
activists have demanded

transparency of results, cri-
teria, fee refund and less
amount to be charged by
schools for reserving a seat. 

“Schools must display the
exact break-up points for
each child when they release
the admissions list. The
break-up of points must be
based on ʻdefinitiveʼ criteria
avoiding vagueness like

ʻgroup discussionsʼ,
ʻnational level achieve-
ments of parentsʼ etc”, Mr
Baladevan said.

The situation in states is
worse. In Andhra Pradesh,
for example, there are no
guidelines on nursery admi-
ssions. Elite schools exploit
this to their advantage and
collect huge money in the
form of donations, capitati-
on fee, transport fee etc.
Most schools even donʼt fol-
low a common admission
schedule, forcing parents to
run after schools for
months.

Parents complain that the
Hyderabadʼs elite schools,
such as Hyderabad Public
School, have been collect-
ing Rs 85,000 as capitation
fee apart from Rs 35,000 as
tuition fee and Rs 12,000 as
transport fee for a nursery
kid. They say that other
prominent schools, such as
Oakridge International Sc-
hool, collects Rs 1,25,000,
Srinidhi International
School Rs 1 lakh, and Delhi
Public School and Niraj
Public School in the range
of Rs 85,000 to Rs 1,00,000.

While the state directorate
of school education remains
a mute spectator, most
schools began issuing
admission forms from the
first week of October and
started conducting “inter-
views” for parents.

“Though various courts in
the past have categorically
stated that schools should
not conduct ʻinter-
viewsʼ of parents for
nursery admissions,
none of the schools
bother to follow this.
The directorate of
school education,
which has the responsi-
bility to implement the
norms, is a mute specta-
tor”, said A. Anand
Kumar, a parent.

K. Mrudula, another par-

ent, said, “Schools call us
for interviews only to verify
our financial status. They
ask for quotations on how
much we can spend on the
education. They collect all
the quotations and shortlist
children based on this, in
descending order. I submit-
ted applications in about 10
schools but could not secure
a single seat as my quotation
was below the ʻfee bracketʼ
fixed by the schools”.

As if this was not enough,
the random admission
schedule followed by vari-
ous schools further com-
pounds the problem. “We
are forced to run after
schools for months for
securing admission.
Moreover, we need to
deposit money in multiple
schools as we are not sure
where our child might get
admission. This imposes an

enormous financial burden
on parents. If the govern-
ment makes it mandatory
for schools to follow a co-

mmon admi-
ssion schedule,

lot of time
and money
will be
saved. We
will also be
spared tak-
ing sporadic
leave from

work to col-
lect and submit

application forms and attend
interviews”, said S.S.Mu-
slehuddin, a parent.

Some parents complain
that certain school manage-
ments insist on fulfillment
of certain “impractical con-
ditions” before giving
admissions. “Some schools
insist that the mother should
not be employed and should
be a homemaker so that she
can teach the child at home.
They also insist on a mini-
mum education qualifica-
tion of graduation for a
mother”, said Rohit Rao,
another parent.

(Inputs by Preeti
Karmyogi)

AGE CORRESPONDENT

NEW DELHI

ITʼS THAT time of the
year again when hysteria
grips parents seeking
admissions for their three-
year-olds to playschools. 

With the countryʼs econ-
omy in an upward swing,
the criterion for parents
seeking playschools has
also transformed. A school
nearby, or one thatʼs cosy,
relaxed and fun doesnʼt
make the cut any more.
Parents now want their
kids playing in schools
where children of the rich
and famous go. And it
helps, of course, if the
school also has uniformed
staff, computers, and is
fully-air conditioned. This
checklist of parents is part-
ly to reaffirm their
social status, and
partly aspira-
tional. So when
these parents fear
or face rejection,
they either pop
anti-depressants,
or pull strings to
get their often
no t -ye t -po t t y -
trained kids in.

Thatʼs the reason
why hundreds of schools
have sprung up across the
country working on a fran-
chise pattern. They know
what parents want — an
impressive list of alumni,
success rate of admission
to Class 1 in good schools,
temperature-controlled
classrooms and buses,
computers — and thatʼs
what they offer, for a price. 

NGOs working in the
field state that there are
several cases where parents
are desperate for admission
to a particular school.
Baladevan R, director,
School Choice Campaign,
an NGO, talks of a father
who took seven-monthsʼ
leave to see his kid through
in a nursery school of his
choice. “At an age when
the child is supposed to
play, s/he is made to sit
with textbooks and learn
things which wean him/her
away from their child-
hood”, Mr Baladevan said.

Dr Jitender Nagpal, a
psychiatrist with Vimhans,
says that parents must not
get carried away by the

glamour of colourful air-
conditioned rooms of
“branded schools”. He
maintains that parents
often create a lot of stress
for themselves. “Rather
than looking at their childʼs
needs, parents want to get
their child admitted to so-
called ʻbestʼ schools. They
should opt for a school that
has a good faculty,
interacts with parents and
children, has a good
student-teacher ratio and a
protective and safe
environment. Children
need a joyful learning
environment and not hours
on a bus commuting to
these branded schools”, he
added.

Educationists are unani-
mous about the importance
of playschools in a childʼs
growth. “These schools are

really important for
a child as teachers
can channelise their
skills at this early

age. This is the
right time for
their mental
growth”, says
Jyoti Bose,
principal of
Spr ingdales
School, New

Delhi. But, Dr Nagpal
emphasises, care should be
taken to ensure that chil-
dren are not stressed during
this learning process and
that the focus should be on
children having fun. 

Fun is, perhaps, what
some parents are aiming to
reintroduce with their
creative solutions. Rajan
Arora, for example,
launched www.nurserya-
dmissions.com. “The
website aims to connect
similarly-stressed parents,
discuss  issues regarding
admissions, guide parents
and reduce their stress”,
Mr Arora said. He came up
with the idea of launching
this website after he faced
a stressful situation trying
to get his son admitted in a
playschool in 2007.

Dr Nagpal says at this
tender age all a child needs
is “emotional enrichment”.
“Unconditional love of
parents, safety, security, a
lot of approval from caring
people around is what a
child needs the most”, he
said.

SUPRIYA SHARMA

IF THEREʼS anything that
becomes the talking point
of mummiesʼ kitty parties
after sharing sharp
observations about reality
shows, jewellery
exhibitions or the latest
slimming pill in the market,
it is down to which nursery
school the kids are going
to. Just like the part of the
city they live in and the car
they drive establish a
familyʼs social standing, a
childʼs nursery education is
part of the package to be in
the “it” crowd. Thatʼs
partly the reason why we
see fly-by-night preparatory
schools stressing more on
good-looking staff than on
what they actually plan to
teach the children. Parents
are so fixed in this social
trap that many now want to

make bookings for their
childʼs school admission
even before he/she has
come into this world. And
some schools are only too
happy to lap up this
opportunity.

“A new school opens in
town and all mothers make
a beeline for it without
finding out if itʼs actually
worth sending their kid to”,
says Tara Chopra, principal
of The Learning Tree in
Sujan Singh Park, New
Delhi. Though thereʼs a
nursery school in every
nook and cranny of the
city, high-end chains are
opening up hundreds of
branches across the
country. Amol Arora of
Shemrock group of schools,
which runs over 100
playschools all over India,
says, “Yes we have
expanded because we aim

to reach as many kids as we
can. We donʼt want them to
travel all the distance.
There are a lot of schools
that are trying to ape
Shemrock to make money,
but theyʼll die out very
soon. Opening and shutting

keeps happening in the
playschool industry”. And
nursery schools you
thought were different from
banquet halls?

Perhaps one thing that
doesnʼt keep happening or
at least wasnʼt heard of
much was aggressive sale
of “advance bookings”.
“When my wife was
admitted in the hospital for
delivery last year, we
started getting calls from
this reputed playschool in
Connaught Place to make a
booking. We were aghast.
We had never heard of
anything like this before
and even after our repeated
refusals they kept calling
and harassing us for
months”, says Neeraj Jain
(name changed on request)
who suspects that the
school had probably
“tipped” the clerical staff at

the hospital for personal
details of soon-to-be
parents.

But not all operate in a
clandestine
fashion. One of
Delhiʼs most
popular prep
school,
Motherʼs Pride,
has an above-
board scheme
offering heavily
discounted
bookings for
children less
than one-year-
old (the right age
for nursery is three-
plus). “Itʼs a win-win situa-
tion for both the parties.
Parents get monetary bene-
fits, while we get our busi-
ness”, says Sarita Sayal,
director, Motherʼs Pride.
Apparently, the school
authorities donʼt need to

approach hospitals. They
accumulate enough names
and numbers from parents
attending their baby shows
and other cultural events.

“We get over 15,000
parents coming to our
school every year.
Motherʼs Pride is a
brand name”, adds Ms
Sarita. Shemrock has

dabbled in this trend
too. “We have par-
ents coming to us,

insisting that we take
their child who is
not even two yet,
so we give them
a discount on the

advance money”,
Mr Arora says. Violations
are plenty, yet there are
some law abiders and small
pockets of hope. At New
Delhiʼs Vasant Valley, for
instance, the entire admis-
sion process is online —

filling of forms, announce-
ment of results and, fixed

seats for children of “eco-
nomically weaker” parents.
Then, The Shri Ram School
meets all the parents who
apply and, according to
Manika Sharma, “We reach
out to single parents, par-
ents who have adopted a
child, inter-caste marriages
and differently-abled chil-
dren”.

Amongst good standalone
schools, The Learning Tree
is surely garnering a lot of
recognition. “Our school is
different since we teach in
the open, with no windows,
fans or airconditioners.
There is enough space for
the kids to run around. We
don not push the kids
straight into class and we
also encourage parents to
stay with the kids till they
get used to the new sur-
roundings”, says Tara
Chopra, the Principal. 

c m y k c m y k

sunday special 14New Delhi � Sunday � 25 October 2009
AGE

Nursery Playschools these days offer
the quickest route to getting

rich. Add some frills and
parents will pay Rs 1 lakh for

admission alone. Who is to
blame? Schools

without scruples
or parents with

aspirations?  
We investigate

Playschools: The new cradle-snatchers

CRIMES
Chill! It s̓ just
about ABC

I tried getting my
daughter admitted to a
plush playschool in
Lokhandwala. I was
asked to provide my
income and residence
proof. Now, since we live
in Versova, they refused
to admit our child. We
found out later that we
did not fit their standard
as they admit only chil-
dren of celebrities.

SAKIN MERCHANT, 
a parent from Mumbai

I was late by an hour
last year and missed get-
ting the application
form. So I stood all night
this time to make sure I
got the form. Not just
the night vigil for the
form, I also spent an
entire week preparing
for the interview. The
questions mostly
focused on my and my
wife’s education, our
capacity to pay the
donation and the fees. I
did not go through this
kind of hell even for my
own engineering college
admission.

S. RATHNAM,
a parent from Chennai

All that these
playschools are 
concerned with is
extracting money from
parents. Paying high fees
did not hurt us when we
got our kid enrolled in
this particular school,
but the staff they have
are just young pretty
things with neither any
clue nor the compassion
needed to handle kids. It
is nothing but a 
marketing gimmick.
That’s why so many play
schools advertise like
crazy...

MALA RAI, 
a parent from Delhi

We filled in the forms
for three-four schools
and since results come
out on different days, I
had to block my options
by paying the fees in all
the schools... Once we
decided on the school, I
was refunded only half
of the money I had paid .
I lost so much money
just in the admission
process. Why 
can’t they announce 
the results on the same
day?

SHIKHA OSAN,
a parent from Delhi

‘Points’ to remember
In Delhi, points are now used for nursery
admissions. The 100-point system, created by
the Ganguly Committee, was approved and
implemented by the Delhi high court in 2007.

Residing within 3 km 20
(weightage as per the distance)

Sibling 20

Both father and mother post graduate 10
(weightage as per the qualification)

Alumni (one of the parent) 10

Girl child 5

Child with special needs 5

Criteria to be fixed by school 30

Parents wait in a long queue for application forms for nursery admissions in
Chennai. PHOTO: N. Sampath
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HYDERABAD, NEW DELHI

THOUGH A hyperactive
human resources develop-
ment minister Kapil Sibal is
at the helm of educational
affairs in the country, the
focus seems to be entirely
on higher education. In the
much-neglected primary
education sector, guided and
controlled by state govern-
ments and not the Centre,
the situation is alarming. 

Indiaʼs preschool industry
— nurseries, playschools,
kindergartens  etc which
cater to children in the
three-plus age bracket —
unofficially estimated to be
worth nearly Rs 4,000
crores is neither recognised
or regulated. There isnʼt
even a list of dos/dontʼs,
forget a common approved
curriculum. With almost
three-quarters of the coun-
tryʼs population under the
age of 35, this sector is like-
ly to be worth Rs 13,000
crores by 2012 as demand

for quality kindergartens
intensifies.

“In Delhi, for example,
there are about 1,900
playschools catering to
around two-three lakh stu-
dents”, Delhi state public
school management associ-
ation president, R.C. Jain,
pointed out.

In an effort to check mal-
practices arising out of this
huge shortfall, a 100-point

system estab-
lished by
the Ashok
G a n g u l y

Comm-

ittee
w a s

approved and implemented
in Delhi on the order of the
high court in 2007. The sys-
tem aims to provide weigh-
tage to issues like short dis-
tance between the school
and residence of a student, a
sibling in the same school,
girl child et cetera. 

Though this reform is
unique to Delhi, yet all is
not well with the system.
“The rules for nursery
admissions are not implem-
ented by schools. Every sch-
ool is allowed 30 points for
fixing its own criteria, by
way of which they are able
to carry out their shady acti-
vities”, R. Baladevan,  dire-
ctor of School Choice Cam-
paign, an NGO, pointed out.

The government on its part
maintains that the schools
are following the rules. “We
monitor the situation on a

periodical basis and ensure
that no violation of rules
takes place”, Delhi educa-
tion minister Arvinder
Singh Lovely said. 

Monitoring is easier said
than done as there is no reg-
ulatory mechanism to check
the functioning of these
schools. Thatʼs why
activists have demanded

transparency of results, cri-
teria, fee refund and less
amount to be charged by
schools for reserving a seat. 

“Schools must display the
exact break-up points for
each child when they release
the admissions list. The
break-up of points must be
based on ʻdefinitiveʼ criteria
avoiding vagueness like

ʻgroup discussionsʼ,
ʻnational level achieve-
ments of parentsʼ etc”, Mr
Baladevan said.

The situation in states is
worse. In Andhra Pradesh,
for example, there are no
guidelines on nursery admi-
ssions. Elite schools exploit
this to their advantage and
collect huge money in the
form of donations, capitati-
on fee, transport fee etc.
Most schools even donʼt fol-
low a common admission
schedule, forcing parents to
run after schools for
months.

Parents complain that the
Hyderabadʼs elite schools,
such as Hyderabad Public
School, have been collect-
ing Rs 85,000 as capitation
fee apart from Rs 35,000 as
tuition fee and Rs 12,000 as
transport fee for a nursery
kid. They say that other
prominent schools, such as
Oakridge International Sc-
hool, collects Rs 1,25,000,
Srinidhi International
School Rs 1 lakh, and Delhi
Public School and Niraj
Public School in the range
of Rs 85,000 to Rs 1,00,000.

While the state directorate
of school education remains
a mute spectator, most
schools began issuing
admission forms from the
first week of October and
started conducting “inter-
views” for parents.

“Though various courts in
the past have categorically
stated that schools should
not conduct ʻinter-
viewsʼ of parents for
nursery admissions,
none of the schools
bother to follow this.
The directorate of
school education,
which has the responsi-
bility to implement the
norms, is a mute specta-
tor”, said A. Anand
Kumar, a parent.

K. Mrudula, another par-

ent, said, “Schools call us
for interviews only to verify
our financial status. They
ask for quotations on how
much we can spend on the
education. They collect all
the quotations and shortlist
children based on this, in
descending order. I submit-
ted applications in about 10
schools but could not secure
a single seat as my quotation
was below the ʻfee bracketʼ
fixed by the schools”.

As if this was not enough,
the random admission
schedule followed by vari-
ous schools further com-
pounds the problem. “We
are forced to run after
schools for months for
securing admission.
Moreover, we need to
deposit money in multiple
schools as we are not sure
where our child might get
admission. This imposes an

enormous financial burden
on parents. If the govern-
ment makes it mandatory
for schools to follow a co-

mmon admi-
ssion schedule,

lot of time
and money
will be
saved. We
will also be
spared tak-
ing sporadic
leave from

work to col-
lect and submit

application forms and attend
interviews”, said S.S.Mu-
slehuddin, a parent.

Some parents complain
that certain school manage-
ments insist on fulfillment
of certain “impractical con-
ditions” before giving
admissions. “Some schools
insist that the mother should
not be employed and should
be a homemaker so that she
can teach the child at home.
They also insist on a mini-
mum education qualifica-
tion of graduation for a
mother”, said Rohit Rao,
another parent.

(Inputs by Preeti
Karmyogi)

AGE CORRESPONDENT

NEW DELHI

ITʼS THAT time of the
year again when hysteria
grips parents seeking
admissions for their three-
year-olds to playschools. 

With the countryʼs econ-
omy in an upward swing,
the criterion for parents
seeking playschools has
also transformed. A school
nearby, or one thatʼs cosy,
relaxed and fun doesnʼt
make the cut any more.
Parents now want their
kids playing in schools
where children of the rich
and famous go. And it
helps, of course, if the
school also has uniformed
staff, computers, and is
fully-air conditioned. This
checklist of parents is part-
ly to reaffirm their
social status, and
partly aspira-
tional. So when
these parents fear
or face rejection,
they either pop
anti-depressants,
or pull strings to
get their often
no t -ye t -po t t y -
trained kids in.

Thatʼs the reason
why hundreds of schools
have sprung up across the
country working on a fran-
chise pattern. They know
what parents want — an
impressive list of alumni,
success rate of admission
to Class 1 in good schools,
temperature-controlled
classrooms and buses,
computers — and thatʼs
what they offer, for a price. 

NGOs working in the
field state that there are
several cases where parents
are desperate for admission
to a particular school.
Baladevan R, director,
School Choice Campaign,
an NGO, talks of a father
who took seven-monthsʼ
leave to see his kid through
in a nursery school of his
choice. “At an age when
the child is supposed to
play, s/he is made to sit
with textbooks and learn
things which wean him/her
away from their child-
hood”, Mr Baladevan said.

Dr Jitender Nagpal, a
psychiatrist with Vimhans,
says that parents must not
get carried away by the

glamour of colourful air-
conditioned rooms of
“branded schools”. He
maintains that parents
often create a lot of stress
for themselves. “Rather
than looking at their childʼs
needs, parents want to get
their child admitted to so-
called ʻbestʼ schools. They
should opt for a school that
has a good faculty,
interacts with parents and
children, has a good
student-teacher ratio and a
protective and safe
environment. Children
need a joyful learning
environment and not hours
on a bus commuting to
these branded schools”, he
added.

Educationists are unani-
mous about the importance
of playschools in a childʼs
growth. “These schools are

really important for
a child as teachers
can channelise their
skills at this early

age. This is the
right time for
their mental
growth”, says
Jyoti Bose,
principal of
Spr ingdales
School, New

Delhi. But, Dr Nagpal
emphasises, care should be
taken to ensure that chil-
dren are not stressed during
this learning process and
that the focus should be on
children having fun. 

Fun is, perhaps, what
some parents are aiming to
reintroduce with their
creative solutions. Rajan
Arora, for example,
launched www.nurserya-
dmissions.com. “The
website aims to connect
similarly-stressed parents,
discuss  issues regarding
admissions, guide parents
and reduce their stress”,
Mr Arora said. He came up
with the idea of launching
this website after he faced
a stressful situation trying
to get his son admitted in a
playschool in 2007.

Dr Nagpal says at this
tender age all a child needs
is “emotional enrichment”.
“Unconditional love of
parents, safety, security, a
lot of approval from caring
people around is what a
child needs the most”, he
said.

SUPRIYA SHARMA

IF THEREʼS anything that
becomes the talking point
of mummiesʼ kitty parties
after sharing sharp
observations about reality
shows, jewellery
exhibitions or the latest
slimming pill in the market,
it is down to which nursery
school the kids are going
to. Just like the part of the
city they live in and the car
they drive establish a
familyʼs social standing, a
childʼs nursery education is
part of the package to be in
the “it” crowd. Thatʼs
partly the reason why we
see fly-by-night preparatory
schools stressing more on
good-looking staff than on
what they actually plan to
teach the children. Parents
are so fixed in this social
trap that many now want to

make bookings for their
childʼs school admission
even before he/she has
come into this world. And
some schools are only too
happy to lap up this
opportunity.

“A new school opens in
town and all mothers make
a beeline for it without
finding out if itʼs actually
worth sending their kid to”,
says Tara Chopra, principal
of The Learning Tree in
Sujan Singh Park, New
Delhi. Though thereʼs a
nursery school in every
nook and cranny of the
city, high-end chains are
opening up hundreds of
branches across the
country. Amol Arora of
Shemrock group of schools,
which runs over 100
playschools all over India,
says, “Yes we have
expanded because we aim

to reach as many kids as we
can. We donʼt want them to
travel all the distance.
There are a lot of schools
that are trying to ape
Shemrock to make money,
but theyʼll die out very
soon. Opening and shutting

keeps happening in the
playschool industry”. And
nursery schools you
thought were different from
banquet halls?

Perhaps one thing that
doesnʼt keep happening or
at least wasnʼt heard of
much was aggressive sale
of “advance bookings”.
“When my wife was
admitted in the hospital for
delivery last year, we
started getting calls from
this reputed playschool in
Connaught Place to make a
booking. We were aghast.
We had never heard of
anything like this before
and even after our repeated
refusals they kept calling
and harassing us for
months”, says Neeraj Jain
(name changed on request)
who suspects that the
school had probably
“tipped” the clerical staff at

the hospital for personal
details of soon-to-be
parents.

But not all operate in a
clandestine
fashion. One of
Delhiʼs most
popular prep
school,
Motherʼs Pride,
has an above-
board scheme
offering heavily
discounted
bookings for
children less
than one-year-
old (the right age
for nursery is three-
plus). “Itʼs a win-win situa-
tion for both the parties.
Parents get monetary bene-
fits, while we get our busi-
ness”, says Sarita Sayal,
director, Motherʼs Pride.
Apparently, the school
authorities donʼt need to

approach hospitals. They
accumulate enough names
and numbers from parents
attending their baby shows
and other cultural events.

“We get over 15,000
parents coming to our
school every year.
Motherʼs Pride is a
brand name”, adds Ms
Sarita. Shemrock has

dabbled in this trend
too. “We have par-
ents coming to us,

insisting that we take
their child who is
not even two yet,
so we give them
a discount on the

advance money”,
Mr Arora says. Violations
are plenty, yet there are
some law abiders and small
pockets of hope. At New
Delhiʼs Vasant Valley, for
instance, the entire admis-
sion process is online —

filling of forms, announce-
ment of results and, fixed

seats for children of “eco-
nomically weaker” parents.
Then, The Shri Ram School
meets all the parents who
apply and, according to
Manika Sharma, “We reach
out to single parents, par-
ents who have adopted a
child, inter-caste marriages
and differently-abled chil-
dren”.

Amongst good standalone
schools, The Learning Tree
is surely garnering a lot of
recognition. “Our school is
different since we teach in
the open, with no windows,
fans or airconditioners.
There is enough space for
the kids to run around. We
don not push the kids
straight into class and we
also encourage parents to
stay with the kids till they
get used to the new sur-
roundings”, says Tara
Chopra, the Principal. 

c m y k c m y k
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Nursery Playschools these days offer
the quickest route to getting

rich. Add some frills and
parents will pay Rs 1 lakh for

admission alone. Who is to
blame? Schools

without scruples
or parents with

aspirations?  
We investigate

Playschools: The new cradle-snatchers

CRIMES
Chill! It s̓ just
about ABC

I tried getting my
daughter admitted to a
plush playschool in
Lokhandwala. I was
asked to provide my
income and residence
proof. Now, since we live
in Versova, they refused
to admit our child. We
found out later that we
did not fit their standard
as they admit only chil-
dren of celebrities.

SAKIN MERCHANT, 
a parent from Mumbai

I was late by an hour
last year and missed get-
ting the application
form. So I stood all night
this time to make sure I
got the form. Not just
the night vigil for the
form, I also spent an
entire week preparing
for the interview. The
questions mostly
focused on my and my
wife’s education, our
capacity to pay the
donation and the fees. I
did not go through this
kind of hell even for my
own engineering college
admission.

S. RATHNAM,
a parent from Chennai

All that these
playschools are 
concerned with is
extracting money from
parents. Paying high fees
did not hurt us when we
got our kid enrolled in
this particular school,
but the staff they have
are just young pretty
things with neither any
clue nor the compassion
needed to handle kids. It
is nothing but a 
marketing gimmick.
That’s why so many play
schools advertise like
crazy...

MALA RAI, 
a parent from Delhi

We filled in the forms
for three-four schools
and since results come
out on different days, I
had to block my options
by paying the fees in all
the schools... Once we
decided on the school, I
was refunded only half
of the money I had paid .
I lost so much money
just in the admission
process. Why 
can’t they announce 
the results on the same
day?

SHIKHA OSAN,
a parent from Delhi

‘Points’ to remember
In Delhi, points are now used for nursery
admissions. The 100-point system, created by
the Ganguly Committee, was approved and
implemented by the Delhi high court in 2007.

Residing within 3 km 20
(weightage as per the distance)

Sibling 20

Both father and mother post graduate 10
(weightage as per the qualification)

Alumni (one of the parent) 10

Girl child 5

Child with special needs 5

Criteria to be fixed by school 30

Parents wait in a long queue for application forms for nursery admissions in
Chennai. PHOTO: N. Sampath
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The Indian educational system 
is the second largest in the 
world in providing access 
and coverage and spends a 
whopping Rs 41,978 crore 

annually. This figure is impressive, 
but we are all too painfully aware 
that inefficiencies abound in this 
system. There is a huge gap between 
our aspirations and the achievements 
on the ground, which reflect poor 
accountability for the tax payers’ 
money.

In the present system, despite 
the big numbers that Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan claims, the schools are ac-
countable only to the government, 
and not to the primary beneficiaries 
- the students and their parents. The 
complacency that has crept in due 
to an assured flow of funds, lack of 
transparency, and most importantly, 
no incentive given to government 
schools to attract and retain more 
students, has resulted in the deliv-
ery of substandard education. No 
surprises then that, even poor par-
ents feel compelled to sacrifice basic 
necessities and spend hard-earned 
money to educate their children in 
private schools. Today, the fastest 
growing segment in education is the 
budget private schools with fees of 
Rs 50-300 a month, where the chil-
dren of street hawkers, construction 
workers, and daily wage earners 
go to study. On the other hand, the 
government continues to spend large 
sums of money on state schools, and 
it is high time we did something to 
make these schools deliver - not just 
schooling, but real education. This 
must happen now, and not in the 
next National Education Policy, or a 

School

School voucher is the most powerful instrument to make government 
run schools accountable, say Parth J Shah and Baishali Bomjan

Vouchers Work

Five Year Plan.
The only way to make state schools 

function well is to make them ac-
countable to students and parents. 
There are many ways to achieve this 
goal, but none that is more powerful 
than the school voucher.

What is a school voucher?
The school voucher is a policy 

reform idea developed by Milton 

The school 
voucher is a 
coupon offered by 
the government 
that covers the 
full or partial cost 
of education at 
the school of the 
student’s choice

INSIGHT

Friedman, an American economist 
and a recipient of the Nobel Prize in 
Economics, to increase the involve-
ment of parents in responsibly school-
ing their children by giving them the 
means to pay for the education. 

The school voucher changes the 
way governments finance the educa-
tion of the poor. It is a coupon offered 
by the government that covers the 
full or partial cost of education at 
the school of the student’s choice. 
The schools collect vouchers from the 
students, deposit them in their bank 
accounts and the banks then credit 
the school accounts with equivalent 
money while debiting the same from 
the account of the government. No 
money actually changes hands; only 
the voucher moves from the student 
to the bank, and then back to the 
government.

Global experience  
of school vouchers

There are several successful 
voucher programmes in many coun-
tries across the world, as diverse as 
Chile, Ivory Coast, Sweden, USA, 
Denmark, and the Czech Republic 
that undeniably reflect the impact of 
choice and the resultant competition 
among schools to raise not only the 
quality of education, but also the 
schools’ ability to serve the needs of 
poor families.

Sweden’s voucher system at the 
primary and secondary school level 
enables free choice among public 
and independent schools in the com-
munity, and has led to improved 
academic achievements in public 
schools. Under its universal voucher 
programme, every child, irrespective 

Article 26 of the UN 
Declaration of Human 
Rights states that 
parents have a prior 
right to choose the 
type of education their 
children receive

Choice as an  
International Human Right

Our public opinion campaign targets a broader group of opinion makers in the fields of education and policy making - 
columnists, editors, activists, NGOs, academics, foundations – through a variety of instruments and initiatives. 

Events: Through innovative and interactive dialogues, seminars, conferences and 
workshops, the School Choice Campaign is networking with various stakeholders in 
the education sector to facilitate exchange of information and sharing of experiences, 
and create a platform to discuss existent policies to generate new ideas  for policy 
reforms. 

Research and Publication:  Our researchers and scholars study the practical 
applicability of school choice ideas like school vouchers, independent accreditation of  
schools and per-child funding in the Indian context. We continually update ourselves 
with data and evaluations of school choice programs from world over. Through 
publications and research studies, which are disseminated to targeted audience, we 
have been making a strong case for the role of choice and competition in improving 
the quality of education. 

Media outreach: The focus of our media outreach efforts  is on building a strong 
network of media professionals, authors and columnists who put our ideas to rigorous 
tests of reasoning and then champion the cause as their own. Promotion through 

all forms of media - print, electronic, radio 
and web - is an integral part of our project 
design and planning. In 2009 alone, the campaign garnered over 150 articles 
and 50 television coverages in English and regional language media. We  also 
partnered with FM Rainbow to co-produce a talk show on education policies.

Student First! Bi-monthly Campaign 
Newsletter 
Student First! News Weekly E-Newsletter 
School Choice Blog                   
Facebook 
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“In a poor country like India, I 
believe that higher education, as 
well as primary and secondary 
education in urban areas, must be 
left to the private sector.”

D
eepika (15), the daughter of
a taxi driver who died this
year, wants to be an engi-
neer. But first, there is
karate to conquer.

Deepika is enjoying Class 10 educa-
tion and a lot else at a Hyderabad pri-
vate school with fees of Rs 150 a month.
The city is teeming with them — 1,000
or so low-fee private schools exist across
the old city of Hyderabad, all in a fierce
competition to offer better education
and other facilities.

That could well become the story of
India, if the government makes it eas-
ier for people to set up private schools
in a country acutely short of schools.

Banks do not give loans to set up a
private school. 

It currently takes 15 tedious certifi-
cates to start one. So across the coun-
try, there is just one private school for
every 13 government schools.

The pay scales at these schools are
often about one-sixth what government
teachers will be making after the 6th
Pay Commission. 

And, despite the Centre spending Rs
44,528-crore annually on education, the
government’s report card is anything
but inspiring.

Only about 53 per cent of students
in government schools can read at their
age level, as opposed to 68 per cent in

private schools, according to a recent
study by NGO Pratham.

And less than half of the children reg-
istered in government schools — 40
per cent, according to a World Bank
study — make it past Class 5.

What the government needs to do is
ease regulations and step back, allow-
ing the market dynamic to play out.

As it did in Hyderabad, touching
Deepika’s life in a way unimaginable
when she was at a government-run
Telugu-medium school until Class 4.

Teachers didn’t come to school or
were disinterested. Students didn’t
come to school or were disinterested.

But her life changed when a solid
white monolith appeared in her neigh-
bourhood on the outskirts of

Hyderabad. At her New Little Scholars
school, things were different: There was
a computer lab, karate classes and after-
hours tutorials.

And when her father died, leaving
her family of five struggling, her school
applied for scholarships on her behalf.

Human Resources Development
Minister Kapil Sibal agrees that there
is a need for greater private participa-
tion, but there is no talk yet of easing
regulations and allowing low-cost
schools to flourish.

“Participation by the non-govern-
ment sector is the best way to move
forward in education,” he tells HT. “That
way, all the stakeholders are involved.
But the parameters within which they
will exist are yet to be decided.”

THE BATTLE FOR STUDENTS
The change could begin with banks

offering loans for building schools.
“We built our school in 2003, with a

home loan,” says K. Suryakala Reddy,
who started New Little Scholars with
her husband. The couple has since start-
ed two more low-cost schools.

Experts fear that easing regulations
will result in a decline in quality. But
the Hyderabad example shows that
more schools only means more com-
petition and better standards.

Take Mohammed Saleem. The 25-
year-old MBA graduate has recently
started a school that charges Rs 100
per month. 

“The only way to survive here is to
give my students good quality at a low
price. I’ve introduced assignment
sheets, free study material and enrolled
my teachers for training,” he says.

Sounds good. But if one were to go
strictly by the rules, none of these
schools would exist.

Government rules say that all pri-
vate schools employ at least four teach-
ers with a BEd degree, and that they
have a 1,000-sq-metre playground. 

That sets off a cycle of corruption,
and we recommend that several of these
rules — which are impossible to adhere
to in an urban setup — be eased.

The government should also allow
private players to run schools, and not
just trusts or charities.

“The government can ensure qual-
ity by starting an accreditation system
for private schools,” says James Tooley,
a University of Newcastle professor
who has been studying low-cost schools.

THE VOUCHER DEBATE
Other lobbyists, like the Centre for

Civil Society (CCS), are also asking for
a voucher system, through which every
child will get a certain amount per year
which can be used towards school fees,
even at a private school.

A pilot programme by the centre in
Delhi has shown remarkable results. 

Of the 408 children who were given
vouchers, 93 per cent showed marked
improvements in learning, while 53 per
cent of the parents have begun to invest
more money in education.

The voucher system may even end
up being cheaper for the government.
India currently spends Rs 5,500 per
child per year on education, while fees
at low-cost private schools are rarely
more than Rs 3,600 per year.

But neither vouchers nor fewer reg-
ulations are anywhere on the govern-
ment’s 100-day plan. “The voucher pro-
gramme will work only if there are lots
of schools to choose from,” says Subhash
Khuntia, joint secretary for education
in the central government. “In most
rural areas, that is not the case.”

“I wish my didi (elder sister) could
also get a voucher,” says Rahul (8), who
is now at a private school with the help
of CCS. “She left her school because
she didn’t like it. My new school is so
much better.”

What is your view of private partici-
pation in the education sector? 

Participation by the non-government
sector is the best way to move forward
in education. That way, all the stake-
holders are involved. The parameters
within which this will function are yet
to be decided by the government.

Currently, only trusts and NGOs are
allowed to be partners. Should the sec-
tor be opened up to companies also? 

There is a judicial constraint on allow-

ing private players to start schools and
be partners in PPPs. However, this is
very limiting. It’s something that the gov-
ernment needs to address and get past.

Couldn't the number of licences be
reduced — right now, there are 15?

Some of these licenses, like having
running water or electricity, are
required. But yes, there are others, like
the requirement of a large playground,
that need to be re-examined with the
advent of urbanisation.

A CLASS APART:
Kindergarten students at New
Little Scholars School, one of
the many low-cost 
private schools in Hyderabad.
The school is run by the
Reddys, who set up a trust
and constructed the building
after taking a home loan. You
cannot currently get a loan to
set up a school in India.

'PRIVATE 
PARTICIPATION
THE BEST WAY
FORWARD'

G O V E R N M E N T  S P E A K K A P I L  S I B A L E X P E R T  S P E A K

60children in the schooling system 
are enrolled in a private institution,
even though there is just one 
private school for every 13 
government schools in India

of all children registered
in government schools
do not make it past
Class 5, according to a
World Bank study

Rs40,000
crore per centper cent

53 of Class 5 students in 
government schools are 
fluent readers, as against 68
per cent in private schools

on average,
is spent by
the Centre on
education
every year

out of
every 2 5 

Private education
has huge opportunity
in India since the pub-
lic system is not meet-
ing the demands of
parents. However, try-
ing to start a school in
India is a nightmare

as there is a lot of red tape. While some
of the regulations are necessary, a far
lighter touch would be better.

The government,
instead of making it
easy to open a school,
has made it harder. We
need to let private
schools flourish. We
need to get rid of the
provision that allows

only non-profit bodies to start schools.
Eventually, competition will force every-
one to offer quality education.

Riddhi Shah
in Hyderabad, 

Andhra Pradesh

THE NETHERLANDS 
About 70 per cent of students attend
private independent schools. The 
government funds bijzondere (special)
schools, which are run by independent
non-profit boards, on condition that
they charge no more than public
schools do and otherwise abide by the
same rules.

CHILE
Since 1980, private education sub-
sidised with vouchers has grown con-
siderably in Chile. A new subsidy law

provided for allocation of resources on
a per-pupil basis to private and civic
schools. A national test in 1988 indi-
cated that the quality of education was
considerably higher in subsidised pri-
vate institutes than civic schools.

USA
The first publicly funded American
voucher programme was the Cleveland
Scholarship Program. The voucher pro-
vided up to 90 per cent of a student's
tuition, up to a maximum of $2,250 -
just over a third of the cost of putting
the child through a government school.

aroundtheworld

THE PROBLEM
The Central government spends about 
Rs 40,000 crore a year on school 
education, but the quality of instruction
remains dismal. Teacher and student
absenteeism are rampant; about 60 per
cent of students drop out by Class 5.

HT’S FIX
Allow greater private participation in

the school sector by reducing red tape. 

There must be greater devolution of
power, so the government gives more
grants for independent bodies to run
government schools. For example,
NGOs (like in the Mumbai Public
System), companies (like Educomp is
doing in Punjab) or local panchayats.

There must be more independently
conducted teacher-training pro-
grammes, with more funding towards
teacher training rather than high
salaries with low accountability.

EDUCATION 
FOR ALL

idea
nationLet India Inc

into the classroom
STARTING A PRIVATE
SCHOOL is a battle. Yet,
about half the students in
government schools can
barely read. Here’s how we
can open up the sector and
give all our children a chance
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IDEA NATION
Let’s Do It

Do you know of anyone who has 
overcome seemingly insurmountable
odds? Let us know. We will profile the
person so others can be inspired.
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Doctors that smile are vital
I really liked ‘At the OPD, a
Cinderella story’ very much and
fully agree with you. Hospitals
should also aim at outsourcing
management to private institu-
tions. A second vital aspect is
training of the staff in service
and soft skills. Bedside manner
is very important and needs to
be really drilled into employees
through training programmes.
Maybe the training could be
outsourced to professional insti-
tutes too.

Dr Shankar Narang, GM (Operations &
Quality), Paras Hospitals, Gurgaon

Pay govt doctors better
The government must focus on
changing the attitude of its doc-
tors. And I think one way to do
this would be to pay them better.
Low pay no doubt causes much
frustration, which they then take
out on their hapless patients.

L.K. Choudhry, New Delhi

A pleasure to read
I really learnt a lot from 'At the
OPD, a Cinderella story'. It was
a pleasure to read.

Himmat Singh, student
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Have an idea of your own for the
government? E-mail us at 

change@hindustantimes.com
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D
eepika (15), the daughter of
a taxi driver who died this
year, wants to be an engi-
neer. But first, there is
karate to conquer.

Deepika is enjoying Class 10 educa-
tion and a lot else at a Hyderabad pri-
vate school with fees of Rs 150 a month.
The city is teeming with them — 1,000
or so low-fee private schools exist across
the old city of Hyderabad, all in a fierce
competition to offer better education
and other facilities.

That could well become the story of
India, if the government makes it eas-
ier for people to set up private schools
in a country acutely short of schools.

Banks do not give loans to set up a
private school. 

It currently takes 15 tedious certifi-
cates to start one. So across the coun-
try, there is just one private school for
every 13 government schools.

The pay scales at these schools are
often about one-sixth what government
teachers will be making after the 6th
Pay Commission. 

And, despite the Centre spending Rs
44,528-crore annually on education, the
government’s report card is anything
but inspiring.

Only about 53 per cent of students
in government schools can read at their
age level, as opposed to 68 per cent in

private schools, according to a recent
study by NGO Pratham.

And less than half of the children reg-
istered in government schools — 40
per cent, according to a World Bank
study — make it past Class 5.

What the government needs to do is
ease regulations and step back, allow-
ing the market dynamic to play out.

As it did in Hyderabad, touching
Deepika’s life in a way unimaginable
when she was at a government-run
Telugu-medium school until Class 4.

Teachers didn’t come to school or
were disinterested. Students didn’t
come to school or were disinterested.

But her life changed when a solid
white monolith appeared in her neigh-
bourhood on the outskirts of

Hyderabad. At her New Little Scholars
school, things were different: There was
a computer lab, karate classes and after-
hours tutorials.

And when her father died, leaving
her family of five struggling, her school
applied for scholarships on her behalf.

Human Resources Development
Minister Kapil Sibal agrees that there
is a need for greater private participa-
tion, but there is no talk yet of easing
regulations and allowing low-cost
schools to flourish.

“Participation by the non-govern-
ment sector is the best way to move
forward in education,” he tells HT. “That
way, all the stakeholders are involved.
But the parameters within which they
will exist are yet to be decided.”

THE BATTLE FOR STUDENTS
The change could begin with banks

offering loans for building schools.
“We built our school in 2003, with a

home loan,” says K. Suryakala Reddy,
who started New Little Scholars with
her husband. The couple has since start-
ed two more low-cost schools.

Experts fear that easing regulations
will result in a decline in quality. But
the Hyderabad example shows that
more schools only means more com-
petition and better standards.

Take Mohammed Saleem. The 25-
year-old MBA graduate has recently
started a school that charges Rs 100
per month. 

“The only way to survive here is to
give my students good quality at a low
price. I’ve introduced assignment
sheets, free study material and enrolled
my teachers for training,” he says.

Sounds good. But if one were to go
strictly by the rules, none of these
schools would exist.

Government rules say that all pri-
vate schools employ at least four teach-
ers with a BEd degree, and that they
have a 1,000-sq-metre playground. 

That sets off a cycle of corruption,
and we recommend that several of these
rules — which are impossible to adhere
to in an urban setup — be eased.

The government should also allow
private players to run schools, and not
just trusts or charities.

“The government can ensure qual-
ity by starting an accreditation system
for private schools,” says James Tooley,
a University of Newcastle professor
who has been studying low-cost schools.

THE VOUCHER DEBATE
Other lobbyists, like the Centre for

Civil Society (CCS), are also asking for
a voucher system, through which every
child will get a certain amount per year
which can be used towards school fees,
even at a private school.

A pilot programme by the centre in
Delhi has shown remarkable results. 

Of the 408 children who were given
vouchers, 93 per cent showed marked
improvements in learning, while 53 per
cent of the parents have begun to invest
more money in education.

The voucher system may even end
up being cheaper for the government.
India currently spends Rs 5,500 per
child per year on education, while fees
at low-cost private schools are rarely
more than Rs 3,600 per year.

But neither vouchers nor fewer reg-
ulations are anywhere on the govern-
ment’s 100-day plan. “The voucher pro-
gramme will work only if there are lots
of schools to choose from,” says Subhash
Khuntia, joint secretary for education
in the central government. “In most
rural areas, that is not the case.”

“I wish my didi (elder sister) could
also get a voucher,” says Rahul (8), who
is now at a private school with the help
of CCS. “She left her school because
she didn’t like it. My new school is so
much better.”
>>TOMORROW: AN ARMY OF MBAs TO

VET GOVT SPENDING?

What is your view of private partici-
pation in the education sector? 

Participation by the non-government
sector is the best way to move forward
in education. That way, all the stake-
holders are involved. The parameters
within which this will function are yet
to be decided by the government.

Currently, only trusts and NGOs are
allowed to be partners. Should the sec-
tor be opened up to companies also? 

There is a judicial constraint on allow-

ing private players to start schools and
be partners in PPPs. However, this is
very limiting. It’s something that the gov-
ernment needs to address and get past.

Couldn't the number of licences be
reduced — right now, there are 15?

Some of these licenses, like having
running water or electricity, are
required. But yes, there are others, like
the requirement of a large playground,
that need to be re-examined with the
advent of urbanisation.

� A CLASS APART:
Kindergarten students at New
Little Scholars School, one of
the many low-cost 
private schools in Hyderabad.
The school is run by the
Reddys, who set up a trust
and constructed the building
after taking a home loan. You
cannot currently get a loan to
set up a school in India.

KRISHNENDU HALDER/HT

'PRIVATE 
PARTICIPATION
THE BEST WAY
FORWARD'

G O V E R N M E N T  S P E A K K A P I L  S I B A L E X P E R T  S P E A K

60children in the schooling system 
are enrolled in a private institution,
even though there is just one 
private school for every 13 
government schools in India

of all children registered
in government schools
do not make it past
Class 5, according to a
World Bank study

Rs40,000
crore per centper cent

53 of Class 5 students in 
government schools are 
fluent readers, as against 68
per cent in private schools

on average,
is spent by
the Centre on
education
every year

out of
every 2 5 

Private education
has huge opportunity
in India since the pub-
lic system is not meet-
ing the demands of
parents. However, try-
ing to start a school in
India is a nightmare

as there is a lot of red tape. While some
of the regulations are necessary, a far
lighter touch would be better.

J A M E S  T O O L E Y ,  p r o f e s s o r ,  
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  N e w c a s t l e  U K

The government,
instead of making it
easy to open a school,
has made it harder. We
need to let private
schools flourish. We
need to get rid of the
provision that allows

only non-profit bodies to start schools.
Eventually, competition will force every-
one to offer quality education.

B A L A D E VA N  R A N G A R A J U ,  a s s o c i a t e
d i r e c t o r ,  C e n t r e  f o r  C i v i l  S o c i e t y

Riddhi Shah
in Hyderabad, 

Andhra Pradesh

THE NETHERLANDS 
About 70 per cent of students attend
private independent schools. The 
government funds bijzondere (special)
schools, which are run by independent
non-profit boards, on condition that
they charge no more than public
schools do and otherwise abide by the
same rules.

CHILE
Since 1980, private education sub-
sidised with vouchers has grown con-
siderably in Chile. A new subsidy law

provided for allocation of resources on
a per-pupil basis to private and civic
schools. A national test in 1988 indi-
cated that the quality of education was
considerably higher in subsidised pri-
vate institutes than civic schools.

USA
The first publicly funded American
voucher programme was the Cleveland
Scholarship Program. The voucher pro-
vided up to 90 per cent of a student's
tuition, up to a maximum of $2,250 -
just over a third of the cost of putting
the child through a government school.

aroundtheworld

THE PROBLEM
The Central government spends about 
Rs 40,000 crore a year on school 
education, but the quality of instruction
remains dismal. Teacher and student
absenteeism are rampant; about 60 per
cent of students drop out by Class 5.

HT’S FIX
� Allow greater private participation in
the school sector by reducing red tape. 
� There must be greater devolution of
power, so the government gives more
grants for independent bodies to run
government schools. For example,
NGOs (like in the Mumbai Public
System), companies (like Educomp is
doing in Punjab) or local panchayats.
� There must be more independently
conducted teacher-training pro-
grammes, with more funding towards
teacher training rather than high
salaries with low accountability.

EDUCATION 
FOR ALL
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into the classroom
STARTING A PRIVATE
SCHOOL is a battle. Yet,
about half the students in
government schools can
barely read. Here’s how we
can open up the sector and
give all our children a chance
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Do you know of anyone who has 
overcome seemingly insurmountable
odds? Let us know. We will profile the
person so others can be inspired.
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Doctors that smile are vital
I really liked ‘At the OPD, a
Cinderella story’ very much and
fully agree with you. Hospitals
should also aim at outsourcing
management to private institu-
tions. A second vital aspect is
training of the staff in service
and soft skills. Bedside manner
is very important and needs to
be really drilled into employees
through training programmes.
Maybe the training could be
outsourced to professional insti-
tutes too.

Dr Shankar Narang, GM (Operations &
Quality), Paras Hospitals, Gurgaon

Pay govt doctors better
The government must focus on
changing the attitude of its doc-
tors. And I think one way to do
this would be to pay them better.
Low pay no doubt causes much
frustration, which they then take
out on their hapless patients.

L.K. Choudhry, New Delhi

A pleasure to read
I really learnt a lot from 'At the
OPD, a Cinderella story'. It was
a pleasure to read.

Himmat Singh, student

TALK TO US
� Have an idea of your own for the

government? E-mail us at 
change@hindustantimes.com
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School Choice Campaign designs and runs pilot projects to test customization of school vouchers and identify 
implementation strategies. The pilot projects are also a source of research information and knowledge that feeds in to the 
advocacy of the School Choice Campaign. 

India’s First Voucher Pilot - DELHI VOUCHER PROJECT

The Delhi Voucher Project, launched on 28 March 2007, is one 
example of providing educational choice through vouchers. 
School Choice Campaign awarded vouchers worth up to Rs. 3600 
per year to 408 students in 68 wards of Delhi. At the time of  
applying for vouchers, the children were studying in class six or 
below in government schools. These vouchers were awarded to 
the winners on  26 July 2007 by the Delhi Chief  Minister Sheila 
Dikshit, Education Minister Arvinder Singh Lovely and School 
Choice Ambassadors Gurcharan 
Das, Nafisa Ali, and T K Mathew. 

As a fair and transparent method of selecting the beneficiary students from the more than 
one lakh applicants, we had a public lottery led by the local Ward Councillor to pick 6 
students in each ward. Those who did not win in the lottery and others submitted petitions 

to their respective ward councillors 
demanding school vouchers from 
the government. More than 2.5 lakh 
parents submitted these petitions!

For these 408 voucher students, it has 
been a dream come true to finally study in a school of their choice. 
A third party assessment study by the Centre for Media Studies 
has shown remarkable improvement in the learning achievement 
of these children. 

PiLot PRojECts           DELHI VOUCHER PROJECT
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 PiLot PRojECts           SCHOOL VOUCHERS FOR GIRLS

Fund Students, Not Schools!

SCHOOL VOUCHERS FOR GIRLS

SCC’s second voucher pilot, School Vouchers for Girls was launched 
on 22 July 2009. The project has provided an opportunity for 400 girls 
who had completed Class 1 in state run schools to enroll in a school 
of their choice to complete their primary education. 

The project is running in seven wards of North East Delhi:  Welcome Colony, 
Chauhan Bangar, Zaffrabad, New Usmanpur, Maujpur, Janta Colony and 
Babarpur. This region has a high concentration of minority, and socially and 
economically backward communities where girl children are less likely to be 
educated well.  Our project seeks to address this gender-based discrimination 
through school vouchers which 
increases both educational 

opportunities and aspirational levels by targeting a traditionally disadvantaged 
group – girl children from socio-economically disadvantaged families – this 
project hopes to demonstrate the empowerment potential of  school vouchers. 

• Counselling for parents 
• Parent’s Handbook
•  Choice of 52 Empanelled Schools
• RBI approved vouchers upto INR 4,000/-
• School Choice to every fourth child in the
 target group
• Continuous monitoring and assessment  

HIGHLIGHTS
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Progressive state governments in India have started adopting School Choice ideas to devise innovative solutions to 
specific problems in their states.

UTTARAKHAND: PAHAL
Pahal  provides education vouchers to urban deprived children (6-14 yrs) in 
three districts of the State. A child becomes eligible for the voucher if  she/
he has never been enrolled or has been a drop-out for at least a year. The 
Pahal scheme began in Dehradun on a pilot basis in 2007 – 08 and later 
extended to Udham Singh Nagar and Haridwar demonstrating a successful 
Public Private Partnership

MADHYA PRADESH: PARASPAR
Inspired by the success of voucher and PPP models in other places, the Madhya Pradesh government has launched 
Paraspar which is set to benefit urban deprived children of four cities: Bhopal, Jabalpur, Indore and Gwalior. Under this 
scheme, the government will proportionately compensate private schools for  mainstreaming out of school children.

RAJASTHAN: Gyanodaya & Shikshak Ka Apna Vidyalaya
Gyanodaya would facilitate opening up of new PPP schools for classes VI to XII  on a BOO (Build, Operate & Own) 
basis. In the first phase, a maximum of 5 such schools will be set up in each district  where 50% of the seats will be for  
government sponsored children. Shikshak Ka Apna Vidyalaya aims to enhance the access to and quality of primary 
schools by encouraging trained unemployed teachers to adopt government run one-teacher primary schools or to open 
new schools in PPP mode in the rural and the backward areas of the state. Here too 50% of the seats will be for  voucher 
children

GovERnmEnt voUCHER sCHEmEs

“Centre for Civil Society is playing an important role in guiding policy reforms in the field of education. 
I particularly appreciate their concept of ‘Fund Students, Not Schools’ which holds great potential 
for ensuring quality education for India’s children.”

Arvinder Singh Lovely, Delhi Education Minister



 

Fund Students, Not Schools!

DELHI VOUCHER PROJECT
FIRST ASSESSMENT REPORT

School Choice Campaign

Mass Campaign Policy Campaign

Public Opinion 
Campaign

Research

Voucher
Pilots

Legal Campaign

RIGHT TO EDUCATION OF CHOICE

The School Choice Campaign is an initiative of the Centre for Civil Society 
to advocate choice and competition through policy reforms that increase the in-
volvement of parents in responsibly schooling their children by giving them own-
ership of the task. School Choice ideas are designed to address the acute problems 
facing the government education set-up by infusing accountability and efficiency 
into the system. The overall goal of the School Choice Campaign is to create an 
environment where every child has the Right to Education of Choice!

Gurcharan Das Anu Aga Ajay Shah James Tooley Karthik Muralitharan

P.V. Indiresan Jerry Rao Andrew Coulson Jerry D Greene Lisa Snell

Madhav Chavan T.K. Mathew Ila Patnaik John Witte Michael Kremer

School choice AmbASSAdorS School choice ScholArS

 Colombia
 Chile
 The Netherlands
 Czech Republic
 Cote d’ Ivoire
	India

coUNTrieS WiTh GoVerNmeNT VoUcher SchemeS

Voucher Schemes across the world

 Italy
 U.S.A.
 England
 Sweden
 New Zealand
 Denmark



School Choice Campaign
Centre for Civil Society

K-36, Hauz Khas Enclave, New Delhi - 110 016.
Phone: +91 11 2653-7456 / 2652-1882  

Fax: +91 11 2651-2347
Email: schoolchoice@ccs.in 

www.schoolchoice.in

Winner of 2009 Templeton Freedom Award for Initiative in Public Relations

United Nations Declaration of Human Rights-Article 26

•  Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental 

stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be made 

generally available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.

•  Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening 

of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding , tolerance 

and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the 

United Nations for the maintenance of peace.

•  Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children.
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