Asha for EducationTM, Delhi Private School Reservation Clause Project
Asha for Education, Delhi Chapter (Asha Delhi), with its philosophy of working on correction of a system, is facilitating the poor to claim their right to free seats in elite private schools in Delhi 

Uday Gosain

In the summer of 1991, a number of students at the University of California – Berkeley, USA started Asha for Education (AfE, Asha), to help in the cause of basic education of underprivileged children in India. Today, AfE exists across the globe as autonomous chapters with members from diverse walks of life all contributing to the cause, sharing common binding principles; AfE’s non-hierarchical nature, zero-overhead and no paid volunteer principles are its strengths. Over the years the success of AfE has proved that even a small group of dedicated people can make a difference [1] [13]. 
The model of operation has been to raise funds abroad and disburse them to support not-for-profit Educational NGOs and Non Formal Education Centres (NFECs) which meet certain criteria. AfE funds a large variety of projects across the country: Alternate Education, Child Homes, Residential Schools, Formal schools, Non-Formal Educational units, Tuition Centres, Resource Centres, Community-based programmes, etc. Funding is provided on need basis – infrastructure, teacher’s salary, computers, entire school, etc.
An AfE volunteer engages in project identification, proposal preparation, coordination, and monitoring, fundraising activities, new volunteer seeking and orientation, etc. AfE also provides a ground for trying out new ideas with adequate freedom.

Asha Delhi started in 1999, has been providing ground support to projects funded by global AfE chapters in the Delhi Region. The chapter does site visits and project coordination to ensure that the projects run smoothly. A Monthly Pledge Scheme (MPS) enabled Asha Delhi to fund a project on its own [9].
In May 2005, an Asha Delhi volunteer used the Delhi Right to Information Act, 2001 for getting roads repaired in Delhi. At this time a thought emanated within Asha Delhi to use the Right to Information Act to get to know more about the government education system in Delhi and possibly correct it. A study project on the MCD Primary Schools was started [5].
Though Asha chapters (Bangalore and Boston Chapters) have worked with the government to supplement the inefficiencies of the government educational machinery, but to force the government to correct its systems is what Asha Delhi and also Asha Munich are more inclined towards. Within Asha for Education, Delhi and Munich Chapters have been spearheading the tilt in the philosophy towards correcting systems instead of simply supporting NGOs and supplementing the government. 
Both Asha Delhi and Munich have monitored and supported many projects in the Delhi region and through our experiences and observation we have come to the following conclusions on how to go forward. 
Moving from Supporting NGOs and NFECs to Correcting Systems 
The NGOs and NFECs face and pose the following constraints on the system: 
Infrastructure and Financial Constraints 
The NFEC/NGOs have to be supported for infrastructure - buildings, furniture, computers, salaries, etc., whereas the government provides all these. 
NGOs and individuals try to cope up with the lack of resources, spend a huge amount of time in garnering funds, the time which can be spent on imparting education. The one's which have enough money are often not so effective. Foreign funding faces the FCRA Conundrum – the delays due to lack of procedural knowledge within the NGOs is attributed to corruption in the government.
Contribution to Heterogeneity in the Society
Any working system is always under a natural pressure to move towards homogeneity and lesser chaos. In the context of the educational system the "Common School System" is widely professed as a way education can contribute to the help society reach its homogenous state [3].    The Indian schooling system is already heterogeneous - Different levels of Govt schools (Corporation Schools, Navaodayala Schools, Sarvodayala Schools, State Govt, and Central Schools) and different levels of private schools. The distinction in classes sets in in the minds of the young at an early age – where one class, especially the upper class is rather oblivious to existence of the one below. NGOs and NFECs contribute to this heterogeneity in its worst form.  
No Body to Govern the Functioning of Educational NGOs
Most NFECs and NGOs practise some 'alternate' form of education. Policies to govern NGOs might be getting put in place but there is no policy or governing/government body to maintain and monitor the level/standard of education being imparted at these centres – only the Societies Registration Act, 1860 applies to these units. 
Propagate Varied Philosophies and Principles
The philosophy prevalent and propagated in a NGO is that of an individual or the group which is running it. Our project partners Tapovan, runs in the “Art of Living” and Vivekananda Resurgence Foundation on Swami Vivekananda’s principles respectively. OASiS (an NGO in Bhopal) on mix of Ravindranath Tagore and Japanese philosophies. 

Mindset of Discrimination
It is assumed that people from the EWS are not capable of performing at all and hence have to be equipped with vocations that can help them earn their living. The very thought of providing some vocational training to ‘these’ people is discriminatory. NGOs do not encourage equal opportunity being provided to this part of the society, which is not acceptable – equal opportunity is not provided to the underprivileged.
Asha UFlorida (University of Florida) Case
For one of their projects 'FORWORD' [11], Asha UFlorida felt that the project was not sustainable even partially in the coming years even though there was community involvement . They felt if somehow some government resources could be tapped to support the project that might help the project go along in long run even without support of Asha/or other funding agencies.
This becomes a classic case study of how things are going wrong. The NFEC was probably setup to be in parallel to the government but now Asha UFlorida was getting back to the government seeking support from it.
Overall a Problem
The NFECs make children to “just” study or act as a bridge school for mainstreaming the children into the government schools – the government schools that are as it is defunct. Hence, the very purpose of this "bridge school" is a failure as sub-standard education is imparted with no well defined path or guarantee on how even this education will be taken forward. 
In NGOs, segregation, alternate education, distinct philosophies, no control, no monitoring, no infrastructure support and discrimination - all come together making it a dangerous proposition. Letting the education scenario be as it is today, we are definitely heading for a disaster. We are in no way promoting an equitable society we hope for. 
Having NGOs and NFECs is like providing an "Aquaguard and Inverter Solution" (term coined by Uday Gosain) to a problem, where instead of putting pressure on the system to perform or get fixed, the society and the industry "adapts" to the quick fixes.
Philosophy of Asha Delhi
Taking a view that the government is the only entity in the country which has its tentacles spread all across the land, it has the requisite infrastructure in place we 'just' have to make it work better. We have to push the government to take education as it own duty - be it through a State or a Centre RTE bill. The citizens, on their part, have to at least ensure that the 3% Education Cess is purposefully utilised to the last paisa. 
The other conceptually sound solution Asha Delhi came across was the presence of the clause in the Land Allotment Contract by DDA to private schools in Delhi – The 25% Reservation in private schools (given cheap land by DDA) for the children from the Economically Weaker Section (EWS) of the society.  The Delhi School Education Act too, allowed for 20% of reservation in the private schools. 
The 25% Reservation Clause
 

The Pilot 
In the school academic session of 2005-06, Parivartan (a group spreading the Right to Information movement in India), using the Delhi Right to Information Act, 2001 as a tool, had got admitted 50 children in private schools in East and North East Districts of Delhi, under the 25% reservation clause. Admissions were provided in the classes – Nursery to IV. This pilot was successful and documented in a report by Daniel Kedem [6] (an intern with Asha Delhi). 
Myths that children from ‘this’ part of the society cannot perform, can’t mingle with the ‘rich’, parents didn’t even want to sent their children to school and that they cannot support the education were broken. Some students even stood at the top of their class. 
The “Delhi Govt 20% School Reservation Clause” Project of Asha Delhi

Seeing the success of the pilot and immense potential of getting students admitted in private schools in August 2005 Asha Delhi and Parivartan discussed the possibility of undertaking this exercise in a project mode. 

Going by the belief that many people (donors) want to do their bit for the society and a common way is to “support a child” through various NGOs, we did some calculations: to sent a child to a good private school costs anything between Rs 7,000 to Rs 20,000 per year plus additional expenses, for the donor. A volunteer getting an honorarium of Rs 5,000 can get admitted around 20-25 students in private schools in one year under the 25% reservation. To get admitted 25 children otherwise would cost 5 lakhs, the honorarium would be 1.2 lakhs and 25 was not a binding number – there were no limits. 
We, at Asha Delhi then, submitted the project to AfE across the globe for funding. AfE had not yet undertaken a project of this nature. The uniqueness of the concept was acknowledged, appreciated and a lot of support came in. The Munich Chapter and later the Los Angeles Chapter came forward with funding commitments - The “Delhi Govt 20% School Reservation Clause” Project of Asha Delhi [4] started, with four Parivartan workers.
The Process – Admissions for the Academic Year (AY) 2006-07
The workers started off by spreading the word of this reservation clause in the JJ Clusters and Resettlement Colonies of North East, East and South Districts of Delhi. Many parents came forward to get ready for the admission process. 

The worker’s and the parent’s challenging the private schools showed us the dark face of the private school system to us; they faced problems and harassment at every stage of the process. Admission notice announcement was not done, admission forms were denied, gates were shut, principals threw them out of their offices, and the staff pushed and abused them. 

Some private schools even took a stay in the courts on the application of this reservation clause and on the other hand in the Right to Education Bill, 2005 this clause was dropped. Parents of the ‘rich’ children felt uneasy about having ‘such’ children in the same class; the teachers assumed that these children were not capable. Such resistance to educate Indian children was unimaginable!
Several complaints were sent and representations made to the Deputy Director Education of the Districts, Delhi Government, applications under the Right to Information Act (RTI), 2005 were filed for follow-up of complaints, appeals and second appeals were filed to the Appellate Authorities under the RTI Act.
Eventually, in the AY 2006-07 we were able to send 180 children in private schools, who would have never dreamt of going to such schools, but who rightfully belonged there.
The Impact and the Way Forward
As Asha Delhi and Parivartan continue this project, it is thought that the project has been able to positively impact many components/stakeholders:
1. It touches upon the gap between the two India’s – the haves and the have-nots – the problem of heterogeneity is touched – sensitization of both the classes with each others worlds has taken place.
2. The workers have acted as catalysts in the correction of the system. On one hand the Deputy Director Education, some school principals have become receptive and on the other, there is awareness of the presence of the clause. For AY 2008-09 more parents reached out to the workers on their own to get their children admitted using this clause.

3. Myths, that the parents in the EWS do not want to send their children to school and that children from this section cannot perform, have been broken. (This corroborates the findings of the PROBE Report).
4. The resistance of the private schools highlighted.
5. It has sensitized Asha Delhi volunteers and given them an insight into concepts, which helped developing Asha Delhi’s philosophy. This project, for its conceptual soundness, has attracted more volunteers in Asha Delhi. Many volunteers are from the Information Technology Sector, who now are looking at using their experience of servicing clients across the globe in solving some problems of the Education Sector.
6. Lastly, we have been able to implement the concept of a welfare state as defined in the Constitution of India [8] - a supreme form of correction from the first principles of India.

Today, more than 400 children are waiting to join the private schools in the AY 2007-08. Full compliance of the 20% Reservation Clause can enable around 1.2 lakhs children to study in these private schools.

Planning in Asha Delhi is underway to expand this project in more Districts in Delhi. Learning from the past two years is being consolidated to put an extensive plan in place for the AY 2008-09 to increase the overall impact and efficacy of the project. RTI Applications are to be filed across India to find out if the clause exists in other states.

A magnanimous gesture by all private schools in Delhi (and India) (even though not given land under consessional rates) to offer free seats to the EWS would go a long way in addressing the educational crisis we are facing in India today.
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� In a Notification No.F/DE/15/ACT/2006/424, dated 25-Jan-2007 by Jt. Secretary (Education), Govt. of NCT of Delhi, the percentage reservation has been set to 20% under the Delhi School Education Act, 1973. The 25% Reservation under the Land Allotment/Lease Contract rules is not binding.	





