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Universalizing Education through Private Initiatives

cerpts from 'A Better India: A Better
World' by NR Narayana Murthy,
Founder-Chairman, Infosys and
Padma Vibushan recipient. The book is
published by the Penguin Group, 2009,
article abridged from pages 132-148.

‘It is important to consider the state
of primary and secondary education
in the country since the secondary
school system is the input channel for
higher education. Without a vibrant
primary and secondary education
system, it is unlikely that we will have
a sound university education system.
By all counts, we have failed even in
achieving our goals in basic education.
Today, India is home to the largest
number of illiterates in the world,
with over 390 million illiterate people.
Twenty-five million Indian children
are out of school, accounting for 20
per cent of the world's children out of
school. India spends just 2.1 per cent
of it GDP on elementary education.
The impact of our neglect of primary
education can be assessed by the
following example. A whopping 650
million people are estimated to be
dependent on agriculture that produces
just 25 per cent of the GDP, resulting in
an alarmingly low per-capita income of
less than Rs 12,000 a year, much lower
than even the already low per-capita
GDP of the country. These people can
barely survive. The only hope is to
move these people from agriculture
into low-tech manufacturing. Alas,
most of them are illiterate and unfit to
be pulled out of agriculture.

Amartya Sen believes that access
to basic education is a human right,
and 'a vital part of people's capacity
to lead lives they value'. In 1992,
the Indian government announced

a planned target of ‘'universalizing'
elementary education in India. This goal
was divided into three broad initiatives —
universal access, universal retention and
universal achievement —aimed at making
education accessible to children, making
sure they continued their education, and
finally, ensuring that they completed their
goals. By the end of 2003, an estimated
90 per cent of India's rural population
had primary schools within 1 km of their
residence, and 84 per cent had upper
primary schools within 3 km. Between
1991 and 2003, the gross enrolment
ratio in primary education rose from
82 per cent to 95 per cent, and in upper
primary education from 54 per cent to
61 per cent. These are good statistics.
However, these education programmes
have failed to build in accountability
in implementation and outcomes. In
fact, over 90 per cent of the government

“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.”

expenditure on elementary education
goes towards the payment of teachers'
salaries in state schools. The programmes
have placed an overemphasis on
increasing enrolment with little attention
paid to retaining students or to learning
outcomes. This lack of accountability
has resulted in what one educationist
has called universal sub-par education'.
State schools often lack even basic
infrastructure and facilities.

The lack of focus on quality has severely
impacted the teaching quality in schools.
In 2003, World Bank researchers made
random visits to 200 primary schools
in India, and found no teaching activity
in half of them. A survey by Harvard
University's Michael Kremer found
that one out of four teachers in India's
government-owned elementary schools
was absent at any given time. Teachers
did not attend school at all for almost a
third of the school year. The low quality
of education across state schools has
significantly affected learning outcomes
— a recent national survey revealed that
close to 35 per cent of the children in the
7-14 age group surveyed could not read
a simple paragraph and almost 60 per
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cent of children could not read a simple
story. Less than half of the children in
the fourth grade could handle first-level
mathematics. This apathy has also led
to high drop-out and failure rates among
students. It is estimated that of the 100
students who enrol in first standard, only
seventeen finish the tenth standard.

Weak educational standards in
government schools have resulted in
private schools, mushrooming across the
country. A recent study found that 16 per
cent of rural children are now in private
primary schools that charge an average
of Rs 90 a month in fees, as opposed
to free government education. Private
schools also perform better than public
schools. The economist Geeta Kingdon's
survey showed that private schools are
more efficiently run with lower unit cost
per student compared to state schools.
The children in such schools also
scored 10 per cent higher on verbal and
mathematics examinations than their
peers in public schools.

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. Any
subsidy in urban or primary education
should be provided directly to schools
by the voucher mechanism devised
by the well-known economist Milton
Friedman. There should be incentives for
the faculty to perform better. I believe that
a competitive environment in fees will
eventually reduce the cost of education.

By enabling a renewed, re-energized
education sector, we have the potential
to transform our country into a true
knowledge power, and realize a future of
prosperity and growth. O
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