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Missing School, Missing Meals

Without remedial action, the pandemic will cause a terrible learning deficit in
tomorrow’s workforce

Sukanta Chaudhuri, [ The writer is Professor Emeritus of English, Jadavpur University ]

The parliamentary committee on education must
be congratulated. It has prepared a candid report
on the impact of Covid-19 on a fragile and
iniquitous education system. It admits some
home truths:

Some 24 crore children have missed school for
over a year.

77% of children have no access to online
instruction.

In any case, ‘Online education is not real
education.’
Dropouts have increased at secondary level.

In fact, the dropout figures relate to the pre-
pandemic year 2019-20. As with the economy, our education system was already in decline before Covid-
19. The two sectors are linked: Reversing all precedent, there are more dropouts among boys than girls.
Boys are abandoning school to earn a living - sometimes, after Covid, as their family’s chief breadwinner.

The report admits the yawning digital divide that has deprived most children of instruction during
lockdown, negating the government’s claim of 85% online access. India’s school system has subdivisions
beyond the public-private divide. 62% children attend government or government-aided schools. The
other 38% are divided between well-endowed elite private institutions and a motley range of modest or
questionable ones.

The benefits of online instruction accrue chiefly to an undefined section of the former ‘creamy layer’,
largely through the massive spread of online coaching during the pandemic. The corporate lobby
providing this service has acquired such visibility as to seriously skew our educational outlook. Their
gung-ho rhetoric is echoed by the government’s absorption with its own online portals, regardless of how
many students they reach or what teaching functions they can cover. This comfort zone has as much
relevance for the reality of post-pandemic Indian education as the upbeat Sensex for the 97% of Indians
hit by a loss of income.
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Each year, some 2.4 crore Indian children enrol in Class 1. Barring a small fraction of the privileged, the
batches of 2020 and 2021 have effectively not taken the first step towards literacy and numeracy. A large
proportion of those enrolled earlier will not have acquired the skills, or forgotten what they acquired. By
a ballpark estimate, 8 to 10 crore children in primary school currently cannot read or count. Unless
extraordinary measures are taken, they will remain in that state. In the coming decades, they will
constitute 9-10% of India’s workforce.

Imagine an educationless demographic bubble of this size coming to lodge in our economy - a process
analogous to physical embolism, whose consequences any doctor knows. Add two more factors. This
totally ‘unliterate’ core will blend into a wide penumbra of the drastically ill-educated. The Annual Status
of Education Reports (ASER) consistently record a severe learning shortfall among primary-school
children. The pandemic will increase this incalculably. Higher up the age ladder, curricula are being
curtailed and evaluation diluted. All in all, we are fostering a horrendous learning deficit in tomorrow’s
workforce.

The other factor, inseparable from education in the general Indian context, is health and nutrition. To the
nation’s shame, physical growth and nourishment have been declining among India’s children for several
years. The post-pandemic plight of the poor will multiply the damage. The Centre for Science and
Environment estimates that 37.5 crore children might suffer weight and growth loss. Even 25% of that
figure seems disturbing enough - and tallies with my estimate of core educational loss.

A human and economic disaster can only be averted by major nationwide action, of which there is no
sign. At most there is talk, still largely unfocussed, of preventing dropouts. But that can only be the
beginning of a long-term intensive programme of restoring the learning and nutritional deficit. In a major
Bengali article, Abhijit Binayak Banerjee recommends the output-oriented methodology employed by
Pratham in its ASER. That might indeed provide a model, adapted and extended to an action-oriented
remedial agenda.

Such hopes seem misplaced when the Union Budget for school education has been slashed by Rs 5,000
crore, and for anganwadi and related programmes by Rs 4,500 crore, from the original allocations for
2020-21. These were revised downward when schools shut down, so that this year’s budget shows a
spurious increase.

But though schools were shut, the children were there: Last year’s budget reduction failed both their
nutritional and their educational needs. The midday meals budget this year is 13% below that of 2013-
14. The education ministry had devised a scheme called Nipun Bharat to address the learning deficit in
primary schools. Paradoxically, the prolonged closure of schools has been cited to extend, hence
effectively suspend, the scheme. The Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan that would fund it faces a 38% budget cut.

And what of the National Education Policy? The prime minister launched ten new schemes on its first
anniversary. Only two concern school education. Neither remotely suggests the radical plans for early
childhood care and education whereby anganwadis would merge with primary schools to form
integrated childhood centres.

Such a scheme, imaginatively adapted to the post-Covid situation, might address the magnitude of the
problem; nothing less will serve. We missed the chance for detailed planning and infrastructure creation
during the pandemic, before schools reopened. It is almost too late but not quite. Failure on this front will
deplete our economy for at least a generation of its already stretched human resources.
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My arguments should be unnecessary. Crores of underfed and under-schooled children should be
argument enough. But the Indian psyche is unresponsive to mere human deprivation. The prospect of an
economic disaster might possibly set our thinking classes thinking.
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WHR o Tk A Aeler H awom Fr § St FaTaer

F H AT FA Il W higd gl 38 FAFT 3H®
( s U3 few AW wdds diewed
IRBNESH &1 AT feTr r §l oaET a7 W Hfed
GMRANTENET) Aoler & T I [T seR &
e ael AR 9Rdg g & gfawadt efear
Jele & a9 gl ¥ AT O gamat fr
qoAT H 9gcR o1 & IS g offehed So¢ 3r@uRom 3R
fordTeagde & TaAX 9T ATRHAT g1fae 81 Fohar g1 g
gfaegeT & fav g & PEmdT 3R FRER Agta
A FUR AT AT U1 QY & X cgaedr H oo
Wl AR Thpd ser@r Sen @ifgul AR ge
SIGEAT HT SATCeTdr H SR Fleh 3T AT H T3 I8 del S FehdT|

ST A3 T oI&T § ATl T TAENT AT 3T FA AR Yoohl # T &l Sl 3¢ Yelell Il § adm
S T Td AT Y (SNTEd) A enffer g7 §1 s dge & e Sivwd! el W Rehs o Hehd B
HRFNEESHT Tur Heiftrd A3t & 3reheT g7 8T & Hed & U el Gedm @ fomar seen 5 &
WEN ¥ O & T # afdl & Fh| 386 N R Ig § 6 @Aas Arcagd 7 @ g s,
fostel @ua a1 ¥ A 7 S Yo e g & 38 o Rebg v S =w1few| 5@ geor & FH@sm o
HehaT § ofthed T2T T8I § T 38 YR & §EA&T HT Yot 3R FoReEh el ARwe g1 wae W@
HRINBESAT Arstelr H 8,555 3cule AT § 3R AT ©eb & 3remar 0.3 FrEdr & 4.3 BHST & = &
giaqic eX ¢ &1 ¥5 o &9 ganrT g & exarst o @ierdr §, 36 $© YA A e & e @
¢ Fifh MeAffF aodr #r Remd § F MEEESs & o & ded Fes aer afagfd oger @
AISISS THFHUIE WA ST Aol & Aoy aren aifagfd & & ¢
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THR AN THSISUH ANofell & T W ARAEEST HI 30+ it v AR aoig I8 § F X oe,
faed cAMIR HetoeT & Ay AR HT fddetdl & 3qET § Sidih AT Giedrgs w7 g T IR W
9 U FHAEN 58 TgsT ST ST AT 38 g el T HIALT H TSR o g&adeld der fear 3R =5
HEIATET IFRATT NS &F| FAT 3GANIT ST HI AP SraT deeled & d1G 34 8,555 3cdmar # & Ucdsh &l
TMTAd eX A Seerd WM? T TWHR H Tg &TAT § o 3T seeal 1 Heol, IReRfl 3R TR als
¥ PR ¢ T? MR H, Fa7 ABIEDESE & AT 3@ i 18 12,544 F03 39 Hr afy gaieg afsa
gl a1 fordficier gafav ge &1 grar gl X aIeT Fhifeh 4 FATTd 8 Sear?

3dd # T Wicagd ASAT 3R A Shvadr Res ot safow A )} Fife Wmer Aaas #r
AT W U] gl & A W Afe Rvs 1 aifd dst g e ar g @ gioegeicAs ST gy Al A
HIRT FHeg fAel| W T & 3 et U & HaTol F Hol FHATCRT 1T &l TET & o Shewer &
SR 9T ST 4T oeh, fAstel Yoob IS oot AT IRINSIEH @ sars v 3mem & o1 W& 8, T%
o SHUHET H@orr 1 #97 HEm HR Faedr A TRIGe o I d 19 HYeTET A FaEUT T e
I 3N Tl Hisier vomell & ded € 3MEET & Rbs &7 grar oY urd dl IRAEESH s Jfee 3R
AT 3fefcleeh cqaedl i S & o gl |
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daife ¥¢ e 3R AeemR

et saft, (aRss @R )

FIAAT T AT HAglewd Hdldﬁ%ﬁ%ﬁﬁ?mmmﬁﬁmﬁﬁﬁﬁw,mﬁw
Asal H TH T AT o, S IHE 359 oeE A SR HEAT A S| Tg TWER Fy A1 F gl
A 5597 foeletd W 1A & W@ &, 3 3egia el o foh S & IR 3R 3T 3T 56 dgod Al
AEHH N T &

AfdheT 5HF TG 3e6io FeT [ 30 R & FUR 6 WHR d& WfAd 7 ®, Jfew I dor—d HR TR
e, Wﬁ%@,sﬁwﬁraﬁrwcqthaﬁmmw HTH FHLAT R TIHHAT T Ig a1
SafeIT €T & e &, i $8H Ig JHdhifed & fh WER o #o & ' 3% 397 foowa &2 f&Gar
& AR 53 Segemafaat & Seal 3mae g a1 &, dfhe o caaiRat @ FRIGRE & 3T o sga @l
T Folell IS T &1 o9 o Fa@ Srer ST’ 3 ollel & HAA g, Sl F7AT HH X BT A6 o
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oer d1e diehs3a o9 & Fo & G §1G 3o 331 Agtheradd g @ = 3R 3e@T ForeHi
& @1y Fast e cueardr ad fFar o1l 58" udr 9o fF & A e fag ¥ S ok ik #awge
3T §¢ @ F HIR W g1 AT & a7 HfFT, O 37 TIHr Fgar & F PR F uge STeh A
3Ahr FFR A5 & A, Td a1 9 Rl /e 9 $© TACH A9 Jhdl H1 B s & ® I &
@l TEY 30T S| grelieh, $eT A G & oG Y AT 1 GHA o BISA dlel AT § 3 3T gl §
fF FA-T-FF 319 d & & & U IR dl g, FAifh 3Tl o[l ¢ b Hefr off T AT grold 31T Fhal
gl

HASTHCT & SAARRI &7 8 Hgall § b BiC & a1 93, T IR 319 Ig IR IR R § ¢ o PRI
P 3ETAT STCehl 3T T, df HIHA HY IRT @M 0| 3R AT A H 3% AT Sl &I Ja9 g3 Thrac
3mcl €, 3o @ TS §, AT A Fall, AR qERr, K A FoAN| @erel Acafher coenid hagw A oo ard
NS 3R faeg dF F T AR IR # o 3R Fsiier FRSRAT & & T Id fhar an, 5 s
fgr$ el & 3meihr SIS o foF 49 A cyaEr 3@ U FE@ 91 gl wiied g arelr &1 Ao &
gFd %hageh o 0 SIAIRIT AT UM § T IR TG ofeh H ol feorarsl T AqReA o A& Fr g1 grenfen,
SEHT BRICT 361 SAMMRAT & gHEN, ST hAgHh AT 3Hh GO U9 SECHINA, dcHUT W O Helel dh
faemasr & g gfl Harter T8 & 6 99 e $agd Sl 997 Sl oI SRl & fIU WERT Sefe @
G &, o1 & H 3T Aol gl 997 Huferar o TAT & Y Hevchl 8?7 IE Fald sATAC T 3o g,
Fifh R gFd § g o8N T § & Sfd Fe A 987 PRAA o911 o1, A 3805 A g & DI
SR, Gelel, gleet, TERT, Tlell FUT-HAT QU SR 9T STl AT| SAET §8 3Tl 39el ITEI Q-
W BT & «@ A | 3N, S Y Ig Farel o 3T § fob A A Tl 0@ 99 3T I @ §, e
Ig IFHIG &1 AT Goh?

IgT AT T Th WX W Ao STefell AfgT| AT & Tsedfa e e 3 Woer gFd 379« 9l & iy
T3 A gl [ TIHR 1 VO IgeAT Sa7er arell, f3ad & & gufa &1 T & gearr f&ar a1 @& 3R
HATTSH = giAfRad gl el TR ol & IgER, Segia Fer fh agd S FAE W AT S
3-ﬁTd§d IGT FA arer Al g HUfAAT P IRT FAT B9 fF T JATST H SAET F SAET a9 S| SR
ISt T fohclall BIAGT BYeN, I IHoleT 96H HT Hegl &, W ool aF ¢ o g@hr 7Y 3R W Samer &
g Wl g1 VW gl & TG AT AT gt h S F g AN S FAfA R AT F A9 F@E0| AT s
Fufaa deT T e, 398 I fhder 9Ra 3mea?

oo drer S AL grar fhar 3 o & 2 goid S5 AT PeT BISH AR 3 W & IR T TeT S8
3N Sl &1 fder wEN| T & Hufag oOf, St ggel & DT & vt 1 7T g1 Gy A 3R a9 % Tg
e e 3 ghr A T 3¢ el TG Wiew & A H AR [&adad, Safsdn, FiAR, Seeneer iR
Ugels S AT F oz I A1l a9 3l WER A1 37 Ao o S F FufaAar 3mean, dr 10 or@ Sw6i
VSR fAelem 3R w89 150 3R Slo’ & 3cuieal o gl FPRY 3iehst & HAdMeeh, Aol 2020-21 #
R A Pl 81.72 IR STl HT YcdeT facel Aaer 3mar g1 I8 e 30 ool arer @ 10 yfaerd sarer
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g1 ofehet Toh IARHT RE< I &1 Fgal § b 3R AR &1 i o sfeR 1 degaear s g, o
38 & OTd F & FH 100 3RS iR FT TcgeT faeeht aer o= ghem

eElr o1d, St 4T 3T T ¥, 3HA § FH o deR HiUcd AT Yigde FiFAr & AET o 3 W@ 8| g 4
mmé%ﬂﬁsﬁé:ﬁﬁmm%,aﬁaﬁam&@g@ﬁﬁl sHifow, sdar f@aer 3 & §1g
ot eor A 71 FRed w1 W FRIER # A9, Gad Fia w e afafafar &), haedr o,
RfesT oo, sga & Wil 1 JooR fAer 3R ST & seiadr &, & & @ 81§ 2011 & 21 & &
var fAaer SiEdr & 34.3 gfaera @1, afha 2020-21 7 I8 @% 27.1 AEdr I|§ 747 81

V8 H, Ig TATdT 38T ollfotAr g fob 3hsl H, TeRT Bgal A facelt Haer foeder o sear 6@, Far ag
3TH AT & USHER S A HAGE HEN? 3R WER AT FIT Sl foh 39 Farel &1 a1 g7 # g fAer?
el 3T T A FElcHd Fesh U AT &1 Fad Fe1 AT
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