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Introduction 
“It is only through education that personal development and social transformation can be brought 

about.” In its Directive Principle of State Policy contained in Article 45, the Constitution of India 

has declared that “the State shall endeavor to provide, within a period of ten years from the 

commencement of the Constitution, free and compulsory education for all children until they 

complete the age of fourteen years”. The first target date for achieving this goal was fixed for 1960.  1

Despite the implementation of several strategies under the massive program known as 

Universalization of Elementary Education (UEE), the target date had been postponed multiple 

times, and the goal of UEE could not be achieved even by 1986, when it was last assessed.  2

 Most recently the Right to Education Act (drafted in 2009 and enforced in 2010) has framed 

the legislative model to guarantee schooling to all children between 6 and 14 years of age—in a 

nutshell, Right to Free and Compulsory Education. The four goals encompassed by RTE, aiming to 

democratize discourses on education, are clearcut: (1) improving access to schooling infrastructure, 

(2) maintaining a favorable pupil-teacher ratio (PTR), (3) reducing inequities through reservation of 

quota for disadvantaged children, and (4) maintaining teacher quality training and support.  

 Undeniable improvements notwithstanding, access to education in India remains widely 

problematic, with around 59 million out-of-school children. As suggested in the global monitoring 

report by UNESCO in 2005, “Education for All: The Quality Imperative”, not only the quality of 

education provided in India remains of crucial concern, but the right to education is not always 

safeguarded. Education is “For All” only if marginalized and radically vulnerable groups are 

excluded from the big picture. This is not only because some schools do not fulfill the RTE 

requirements—mainly due to the crucial controversies and challenges introduced by the Act itself;  3

the multi-layered nature of India’s school system also plays a crucial role. While numerous 

government schools have been popping up in neighborhoods, providing free and compulsory 

education to all children in the age group of 6–14 years admitted therein, unaided private schools 

offer a different scenario. Here, in order for school to abide by the newly introduced measures and, 

all in all, to welcome the Act, school’s structural patterns have been systematically re-shaped and 

accommodated to the enactment of RTE. 

 C. P. S. Chauhan (2009) Education for all in India: A second look, International Journal of Lifelong Education, 28:2, 1

227-240, DOI: 10.1080/02601370902757091, 228.

 Chauhan, 228.2

 Lewin, Keith M. "Expanding Access to Secondary Education: Can India Catch Up?" International Journal of 3

Educational Development 31, no. 4 (2011): 382-93. doi:10.1016/j.ijedudev.2011.01.007.
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 The purpose of this paper is exploring the policy and implementation issues that surround 

the RTE Act, analyzing how the schooling system in general—and the structure of private unaided 

schools in particular—has been re-moulded by the introduction of RTE policy discourse. Through a 

case study of two unaided schools  in the city of Pune, Maharashtra whose RTE implementation 4

measures differ significantly, light will be shed on the structural controversies of schools in their 

common struggle for democratized Education. 

 In order to pursue this aim, the essay will follow a specific structure: after briefly tackling 

the history of Education policies in Independent India, the first section will discuss the Right to 

Education as it is framed in the policy discourse—thereby touching upon the Article 45 of Directive 

Principle of State Policy and the subsequent RTE Act of 2009. The second section will present the 

case studies whose main findings will be compared, discussed and critically grasped—with  

particular regards to controversies introduced by the Act  itself—in the third, and final section of the 

research. A conclusion will follow.  

Methodology 
In order to properly grasp the RTE policy scenario, and to investigate the role of schools in general

—as well as the contentious role of unaided schools in particular,—a twofold methodological 

approach will be adopted. On the one hand, a qualitative analysis of secondary sources (exclusively 

textual artifacts: policy guidelines, reports, essays, academic articles) will be used to frame and 

contextualize the RTE discourse; for the case study, on the other hand, a pattern-mach study  based 5

on ethnographic researches (semi-structured interviews with teachers and educationalists) will be 

applied. The four aforementioned goals pursued by RTE— (1) improving access to infrastructure, 

(2) maintaining a favorable pupil-teacher ratio (PTR), (3) reducing inequities through reservation of 

‘disadvantaged’ children, and (4) maintaining teacher quality training and support—will serve as 

guidelines for investigation. 

 Aksharnandan and Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan.4

 Pattern matching is the comparison of two patterns to determine whether they match (i.e., that they are the same) or 5

do not match (i.e., that they differ).
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I. RTE, on paper 
The Republic of India is deemed one of the emerging superpowers of the world.  With a 8.4% GDP 6

rate and a extremely rapidly expanding market, not only it has been meritorious of BRICs 

membership in 2009, it has also become world’s fastest growing economy in 2018. Economic 

success notwithstanding, numerous are the endemic evils Indian citizens have been continuously 

struggling to get rid of.  Poverty, health and sanitation, discrimination, transparency and inequalities 7

of opportunities are among these. Last but not least, education—which has always been one of 

India’s elephants in the room. Here is why. 

Challenges of Indian Education Policy 
The provision of free and compulsory elementary education for all children up to the age of 14 

years has been integral part of the Constitution 

of India—contained in Article 45 of Directive 

Principles of State Policy—since i ts 

enforcement in 1950.  Albeit being guaranteed 8

as a universal human right on paper, actual 

access to education in India remains widely 

problematic. Figures show that today in India 

as a whole about 30% of children fail to 

complete Grade V  (primary level), about 50% 9

drop out before completing Grade VIII (upper 

primary), and 60% do not finish Grade X 

(lower secondary level).  The reasons for this 10

is rooted in a multiplicity of partial and 

 Word, USA Today,. Last modified 13 January, 2005, Accessed October 28, 2018,  "USATODAY.com - Prediction: 6

India, China will be economic giants".

 Pauline Dixon, RTE Act & Private School Regulation, Policy Review, Centre for Civil Society, 2010. 228.7

 Chausan, 228.8

 Secondary schooling in most Indian states is organized in two cycles. Secondary covers Grades IX–X or VIII–X and 9

upper secondary covers Grades XI–XII. Most secondary schooling takes place in schools which include Grades I–X, 
VI–X, or VI–XII though practice varies across and within states. There are few secondary schools with only Grade IX–
XII enrollments.  Lewin, Keith M. "Expanding Access to Secondary Education: Can India Catch Up?" International 
Journal of Educational Development 31, no. 4 (2011): 382-93. doi:10.1016/j.ijedudev.2011.01.007.

 Lewin, Keith M. "Expanding Access to Secondary Education: Can India Catch Up?" International Journal of 10

Educational Development 31, no. 4 (2011): 382-93. doi:10.1016/j.ijedudev.2011.01.007, 382.
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fragmented measures undertaken by Indian Government in the last decades. A summary of the 

outcome of such a desultory policy could be observed in Table 1. 

 The debate on Right to Education was initiated in India by Mahatma Jotirao Phule in 1882. 

Back then, when a substantial part of the policy proposal was presented to the Indian Education 

Commission, Phule voiced up his concerns, highlighting how British government's funding of 

education tended to benefit “Brahmins and the higher classes” while leaving “the masses wallowing 

in ignorance and poverty.”  Arguably, things have not significantly changed since then. 11

 Almost 30 years later, in 1911, when Gopal Krishna Gokhale moved his Free and 

Compulsory Education Bill in the Imperial Legislative Assembly, he faced stiff resistance. Instead 

of supporting the Bill, the members representing the interests of the privileged classes from 

Mumbai, Maharajas and the big landlords from feudal areas argued that the conditions in the 

country were not ripe for such a Bill. Also, what would happen to their farm operations if all 

children were required to attend school? This was the main concern of the Maharaja of Darbhanga 

from Bihar, who collected 11,000 signatures on a Memorandum from princes and landlords.  12

Around 30 years after that, during the Constituent Assembly debates, to the vey same question Dr. 

Ambedkar—social reformer and main founding father of the Constitution of India—answered that 

the place for children at this age in independent India should be in schools rather than in farms of 

factories.  13

 Slow, progressive changes and social exposure of renewed figures notwithstanding, policies 

on the Right to Education had represented an endemic challenge in 20th century. While reviewing 

the feasibility of the Draft “Right to Education Bill” in January 2006, the High-Level Group of 

Ministers held that the Bill's requirement of an additional Rs. 50,000 crores per annum was 

admittedly “enormous”.  Therefore, it was decided by the Central Government not to have a 14

central law at all and to shift the entire obligation out of the Constitution to the States, thereby 

negating the requirements of the concurrent status of education.  As a result, figures have shown 15

that, back in 2006, more than half of the 6-14 age group Indian children were denied elementary 

 Dixon, 1711

 Ibid.12

 Ibid.,18.13

 Ibid.14

 Ibid.15
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education.  Things have started progressively changing only in 2009—that is, with the Right to 16

Education Act. 

RTE: When What and How 
Drafted in 2009 and enforced on April 1st, 2010 the Right to Education (RTE) Act mandates free 

and compulsory education to all children—from all section of society—aged between 6 and 14,  it 17

represents the consequential legislation envisaged under Article 21-A  of Constitution of India and 18

it is applicable to all states of India except Jammu and Kashmir.  Remarkably, the Act incorporates 19

the word “Free” and “Compulsory”, benchmarks of RTE itself. ‘Free education’ means that no 

child, other than one who has been admitted by his or her parents to a school which is not supported 

by the appropriate Government, shall be liable to pay fees or charges or expenses which may 

prevent him or her from completing primary education.  Furthermore ‘Compulsory education’ 20

casts an obligation on the appropriate Government and local authorities to provide and ensure 

admission, attendance and completion of elementary education by all children in the 6-14 age 

group.  21

 Before going into details on RTE provision, a terminological clarification on how schools 

are run in India might be required. Elementary and secondary schooling in India are state level 

responsibilities in the federal system of government. Within the RTE policy framework, four main 

types of secondary schools—government schools, local body schools, private aided schools, and 

private unaided schools—coexist, differentiated by how they are resourced. Government schools 

are directly administrated and fully financed by state budget. Here, most of the teachers are state 

employees on permanent contracts, while earning materials and infrastructures are provided through 

state development funds. Local body schools are run at local level below the state with governing 

bodies responsible for oversight of day to day management; most teachers are government 

employees and most buildings are publicly or community owned.  Private aided schools receive 22

 Ibid., 20.16

 MHRD.17

 The Constitution (Eighty-sixth Amendment) Act, 2002 inserted Article 21-A in the Constitution of India to provide 18

free and compulsory education of all children in the age group of six to fourteen years as a Fundamental Right in such a 
manner as the State may, by law, determine.

 Right to Education Act, YouTube, Published May 16, 2016. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NRnwbDwwP38.19

 MHRD, Department of School Education & Literacy, Ministry of Human Resource Development, Government of 20

India, “Right To Education”, last modified May 8, 2018.

 MHRD.21

 Lewis, 384.22
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subsidies from the government to cover teachers’ salaries and some other recurrent costs; as their 

facilities are privately owned, however, they retain a degree of autonomy over their building and 

classrooms. Finally, private unaided schools do not rely on government funds, but rather on the 

tuition fees they are free to charge at levels above the nominal fees in local body and private aided 

schools.  To what extend this differentiation has an impact on the equal implementation of RTE Act 23

is controversial, as it will be soon illustrated. 

 Having shed lights upon the multi-layered structure of the school system in India, it is now 

time to enquire what RTE actually entails. Stating that “every child shall enjoy the right to full time 

elementary education of satisfactory and equitable quality in a formal school which satisfies certain 

essential norms and standards” , the Act clarifies duties and responsibilities of appropriate 24

governments, local authority and parents with regards of RTE implementation.  25

The four goals encompassed by the RTE umbrella are as follow: 

1) Improving access to schooling infrastructure; 

2) maintaining a favorable pupil-teacher ratio (PTR); 

3) reducing inequities through reservation of quota for disadvantaged children, and  

4) maintaining teacher quality training and support. 

This four-goal strategy has represented a remarkable breakthrough in India not only with regards to 

Right to Education, but perhaps more crucially in a more holistic view on human rights. It is 

striking that, with RTE, India has moved forward to a rights-based framework that mandates a legal 

obligation on the Central and State Governments to implement Right to Education as a fundamental 

child right enshrined in the Article 21A of the Constitution, in accordance with the provisions of the 

RTE Act. 

 Improving access to schooling infrastructure is a particularly crucial element to increase the 

Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) among Indian pupils. In order to counterbalance the 2010 scenario

—which saw 8.1 million children aged 6-14 still remaining out of school, —the act makes 26

provisions for a non-admitted child to be enrolled to an age appropriate class, simultaneously 

prohibiting screening procedures for admission of children, capitation fee, private tuition by 

teachers and running of schools without recognition. Arguably, these measures would increase 

enrollment in both urban and rural areas, while simultaneously guaranteeing equality, non-

 Lewis, 385.23

 MHRD.24

 Right to Education Act, YouTube.25

 Ibid.26
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discrimination and transparency. As the table underneath reveals,  the GER in primary education 27

has undergone a noticeable improvement. 

TABLE 2: GROSS ENROLLMENT RATIO IN PRIMARY EDUCATION (ALL CATEGORIES) 
(CLASSES I-V) (AGE 6-10 YEARS) (2000-02 TO 2011-2012) (%) 

Arguably, the GER in primary education increased from 95.7 per cent in 2000-01 to, as a result of 

RTE Act implementation, 108 in 2011-2012.  

 Maintaining a favorable pupil-teacher ratio (PTR) is another fundamental goal of RTE 

which aims to ensure quality education in classrooms environments. While international reports  28

record an average of 60 pupils per classroom before 2010, RTE provides pupil-teacher ratios not to 

exceed 30:1 (for classes 1 to V) in schools below 200 and 40:1 in those above 200 children. In 

addition, classes VI to VIII a teacher for different subjects is required, pupil teacher ratio adherent 

to 35:1 and where there are more than 100 children the head teacher is expected to be full time. This 

new PTR must be achieved within six months from the enforcement of the Act. In addition, part 

time instructors need to be employed for art, health and PE, and work education.  In this way, RTE 29

caters for rational deployment of teachers by ensuring that the specified pupil teacher ratio is 

Government of India, Ministry of Human Development, Education For All, Towards Quality with Equity, National 27

University of Educational Planning and Administration, 2014, 26.

 World Bank, India, Sustaining Reform, Reducing Poverty, Oxford University Press,  New Delhi, 2003.28

 Dixon.29
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respected for each school, rather than just as an average for the State or District or Block—thus 

discouraging any urban-rural imbalance in teacher postings. 

 An essential—as much as controversial—provision introduced by RTE Act consists in 

making 25 percent of seats per class reserved for the children belonging to Economically Backward 

Sections (EBS), Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST) and Other Backward Class (OBC).  30

Opening the doors of private schools to the aforementioned underprivileged groups serves the 

clearcut goal of reducing inequalities and bridging social gaps. Despite the implementation of 

Inclusive Education (IE)  framework prior to RTE, before 2010 the state had no obligation to 31

thoroughly guarantee Education for all; that is why RTE has been playing a crucial role in fostering 

inclusion, equity and non-discrimination in Indian education system. 

 RTE also provides measures with regards of maintaining teacher quality training and 

support. Teachers can only be appointed if they have minimum qualification “as laid down by an 

academic authority, authorized by the Central Government” ; failing that, they need to gain the 32

aforementioned qualification within five years.  Teachers are also required to teach the curriculum33

—within the specified timespan and in the medium of instruction as per the “child’s mother 

tongue” —in consonance with the values enshrined in the Constitution, thereby ensuring the all-34

round development of the child, building on the child’s knowledge, potentiality and talent and 

making the child free of fear, trauma and anxiety through a system of child friendly and child 

centered learning.  Teachers are forbidden to be involved in any private teaching activity or in non-35

educational work other than decennial census, elections to local authority, state legislatures and 

parliament, and disaster relief. Finally, the Act sets out the minimum number of days and hours to 

be worked in an academic year and sets the minimum working hours per week for teachers.  36

 “Scheduled Castes” is the official name given in India to Dalits community; "Scheduled Tribes" refers to specific 30

indigenous groups whose status is acknowledged to some formal degree by national legislation. Other Backward Class 
(OBC) is a collective term used by the Government of India to classify castes which are educationally or economically 
disadvantaged.

 Against the systematic segregation of children with disabilities in special schools—which in India dates back to 1883, 31

when the first school for deaf was set up in Mumbai—IE prescribed integrated development of all learners (with or 
without disabilities) through access to common pre-school provisions, schools and community educational setting with 
an appropriate network of support services. Pupils with special educational needs had access to regular schools which 
should accommodate them with child-centered pedagogy capable of meeting their needs, thereby undermining 
marginalization and exclusion.

 Right To free and Compulsory Education Act, MHDR, New Delhi, 2009. Section 23.1.32

 Ibid., 23.3.33

 Ibid., 28.34

 Ibid., 24.1c.35

 Dixon.36
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 Undeniably, the enactment of the RTE act is a step in the right direction for Education for 

All. The road ahead, however, seems to be rough, given that the implementation—with its related 

“how” and “where to”—remain ambiguous in various important respects in this otherwise 

significant provision.  The following section, based on the case study of two schools in the city of 37

Pune, Maharashtra, will show why.  

 Praveen Jha and Parvati Pooja. "Right to Education Act 2009: Critical Gaps and Challenges." Economic and Political 37

Weekly 45, no. 13 (2010): 20-23. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25664271.
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II. From Paper to practice: A case study on RTE 
There have been extensive debates on the extent to which the RTE Act actually paves the way to 

right to education as provided in Article 21-A of the Indian Constitution. This is due to systemic and 

fundamental issues rooted in the Indian school education system, arguably perpetuated by the Act 

itself. The two case studies presented here intend to contribute to the debate on RTE, additionally 

grasping how the inner structure of the two schools has been re-moulded to abide by the four goals 

introduced by the Act—that is, as earlier specified, improving access to schooling infrastructure; 

maintaining a favorable pupil-teacher ratio (PTR); reducing inequities through reservation of quota 

for ST, SC, and OEB sections, and maintaining teacher quality training and support. 

Aksharnandan 
 Aksharnandan is a government recognized, unaided Marathi-medium school located in the 

heart of Pune. Started in 1992, when a committee of inspired thinkers and experts had come 

together to discuss several models of education, today the school offers education—everyday from 

9:35 am to 3:45 pm—to around 500 students, boys and girls, from Kindergarten to 10th standard. 

Four have been the benchmarks of Aksharnandan since 1992: first, education in mother tongue; 

second, creativity (and learning by doing) rather than rote learning; third, school inclusive space, 

where students from different social strata and different intellectual capabilities come together and 

enjoy the process of learning, ; forth, collaboration rather than competition and fifth, integration, 

eco-sensibility, cooperative learning and freely question as values to be imparted. 

 The RTE Act has introduced new measures to Aksharnandan’s agenda, starting with PTR. 

While from first to third standard there are two teachers per class—namely, one  doing the teaching, 

the other one giving extra help—from third standard onwards the PTR has been set at 1:40 (but for 

Physical Exercises, 1:20). Also, although even before RTE programs for inclusion had taken place 

and a 10 percent quota was reserved for economically backward sections, in 2010 Aksharnandan 

which has had exchange and intercultural diversity as a mantra since 1992 welcomed a bigger 

“Nigrani  Group”, representing 25 percent of the classroom. These students, who come from the 38

neighborhood—1 to 5 km from the school,—have been sent year by year by the government, are 

entitled to free and compulsory education and, therefore, pay no fees. 

 The access to school of this group has been facilitated through various strategies—

articulated by a newly born groups of teachers who, out of interest or motivation, work specifically 

 In Hindi, Nigrani refers to something to nurse, to take care of; the term has been adopted by school teachers to refer 38

to RTE students.
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with RTE. First, even though policy demands admission of RTE children at first standard, at 

Aksharnandan admission is guaranteed at Junior KG, thereby catering for earlier educational 

exposure and familiarization with the space. Since the government does not subside RTE students if 

not aged between 6 and 14 years, a scheme for donation has been articulated, allowing 

underprivileged students to enjoy a right to free and compulsory education even before their sixth 

birthday. Second, lunch is occasionally provided to Nigrani group. All the students are expected to 

bring their own tiffin filled with nutritious food; however as it has been observed that some students

—mainly belonging to RTE group—do not bring food, two or three times per week they are 

allowed to fill their tiffin with food provided by school and eat it with their peers. Third, in order to 

establish an ongoing dialogue with RTE parents, meetings are organized specifically for them. In 

this way parents are made involved in the life of the school, motivated to contribute to it and 

encouraged to send their children to school on a daily basis. This measure has been so far extremely 

successful, admittedly contributing to decreasing absenteeism and school drop out. 

 The fact that inclusion of underprivileged students is guaranteed through the quota is 

clearcut. How integration in classroom of students coming from SC, ST or OBC is actually 

facilitated, however, is a horse of a different color. In these regards, Aksharnandan has developed a 

structural strategy to bridge inequalities and safeguard equity. First of all, while Nigrani children are 

directly admitted in school, the admission of the other 75 percent pupils is upon selection. Both 

their parents are expected to fill out a questionnaire, whose aim is not only to understand whether 

parents and school perspective on education matches, but also to test family mental set-up when 

cast, class, religion, gender identity are concerned. In general, like-minded parents tend to be 

preferred—whereby positively shaping their children approach towards “otherness”. RTE students 

might be considered as “the other”: being themselves first generation learners and often coming 

from a non-Marathi background (having Telangu, Kanara or some non-standard varieties of Marathi 

as their mother tongue) they often lack social exposure and hence are more likely to experience 

behavioral problems or to feel alienated from the school environment. It is duty of the teacher to 

reconcile these disparities and to cater for students all-round inclusion. Here are three example of 

successful measures. 

 First. Parallel classes (mainly for Math, English and Marathi) are run for those pupils—both 

RTE and non-RTE—whose learning difficulties have been identified. In groups of 5 to ten students, 

content and pace are adjusted according the need, and students with akin learning abilities but 

possibly from different social strata are brought together and followed step by step in the process of 

studying.  Second. Two or three times a week Nigrani students—particularly from lower standards
!14



—come to school at 9 instead of 9:30. In this time-span they play, talk and chat altogether and with 

a teacher coming from the same area, who tends to speak both Marathi and Nigrani’s mother 

tongue. This half an hour appears to be very precious: not only are RTE’s academic skills improved

—through the oral exercise of Marathi idiom in a more intimate and less intimidating environment,

—the knowledge of their native language is also valued and encouraged through, for example, 

song-playing. When those very songs are taught to the other students, a process of inter-language 

exchange occurs and a space of sharing, socialization and co-learning created. This is only one 

example of the so called non-formal, alternative practices adopted in Aksharnandan. Third point. 

Besides adopting the syllabus recommended by the government, Aksharnandan has integrated a 

complementary syllabus—in particular for sixth, seventh and eighth standard. This encompasses 

innovative practices (like excursions and field trips); hands-on activities; workshops on music, 

dancing, painting and art-making; group-works; multi-sensorial approaches to learning; movie 

screening; and creative thinking. These non formal-education methods  are intended to provide the 39

students with a holistic knowledge—through interlinking school experiences and social activities; to 

trigger diversion thinking, to stimulate parallel, peer-to-peer and cooperative learning, and to 

encourage horizontal inclusion through ruling out discrimination of any kind—gender, ethnic, social 

or religious. 

 Teachers are the primary facilitator of such a holistic, all-embracing learning. Selected 

according to their enthusiasm, positive attitude and willingness to learn rather than based on their 

academic background, teachers are trained twice per year—for around 12 working days as a whole

—by pedagogic experts and mentors. Attendance in the trainings is required. With RTE, two 

measures have been introduced. As a specific certificate on education has been required by the 

government within five years of service, now teachers are expected to undertake the exam. 

Additionally, a specific training with regards to work with Nigrani students has been implemented.  

Through film-screening and role plays, a process of self-reflection has been initiated: what are the 

challenges of working in such multi-strata classrooms? What can we do, as teachers, to facilitate 

inclusion? Do we think we are doing them (RTE group) a favor by admitting them to the school or 

are we (teachers) also going to benefit from their integration? These are some of the guiding 

questions teachers ask themselves not only during trainings, but also on a daily basis, while 

committing to the alienable challenge of providing education for all. 

 Nonformal Education (NFE) is any organized educational activity that is flexible, learner-centered, learning-by-doing 39

oriented, characterized by a participatory approach and horizontal. In non-formal education learner and facilitator are in 
horizontal relation, as both sides supply each other with knowledge and abilities.
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Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan 
Founded in 1948 by Kanhaiyalal Maneklal Munshi, member of Constitution committee of India and 

with the blessing of Mahatma Gandhi, Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan is a co-educational, English-medium 

institution and cultural organization whose mantra is shaping and spreading vidya (in Hindi, 

knowledge). In the last 75 years, Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan has scattered all over India and in 7 

countries abroad. In Pune, Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan established in 1982 and comprehends three 

complexes—including pre-primary, primary and secondary school in both morning and afternoon 

shifts. It is, all in all, a private, unaided school affiliated with SSC Board which offers education to 

around 3,000 students coming from the surroundings (thereby implementing the concept of 

neighborhood school) and distributed in 10 standards—with three divisions each. The PTR is 1:50 

except for pre-primary level, where each class has two teachers. 

 Though the school embraced the inclusive education model even before RTE, the Act has 

brought about important changes especially in terms of management. With the introduction of 25 

percent quota for disadvantaged sections, Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan started welcoming RTE students 

from Junior KG level. Transparency is always guaranteed: they do not pay fees and are admitted 

without undergoing any screening procedure. Foreseeing that the financial contribution of the 

government for RTE students admission would be irksome, the school has tessellated some 

expedients in order, on the one hand, to safeguard Right to Education; while on the other hand, to 

counterbalance potentially bloomy economic backdrops. Prior to RTE, the school had only a 

morning shift; after the Act, however the same schooling infrastructure has been implemented in the 

afternoon and seats doubled. As a result, the increased number of students who pay fees has 

facilitated the free access to education of RTE group—which amounts to 25 percent as policy 

requires. 

 In the newly formed classrooms “regular” and RTE students work together and receive 

education in English medium. Although other languages—mainly Hindi and Marathi—are taught, 

Education in English is a fundamental element in fostering education for all. At Bhartiya Vidya 

Bhavan, education has always been English-based. Since school inception this provision intended, 

on the one hand, to arm the students with adequate language competences for competitiveness in the 

job market; on the other hand English as a language of instruction was instrumental to harmonize 

communication within and between the 87 Vidya Bhavan schools spread all over India. In a country 
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where 22 are official languages,  99 the so called non scheduled languages—namely, those 40

languages that, albeit being used in the country, do not have the official status by the government of 

India; and 3 the languages to be taught at school (Hindi, English, and the school’s state language, as 

written in the Three Language Formula), English has been elected de facto to official language and 

communication can only be guaranteed through English. With the introduction of RTE, the “English 

as a medium” policy by Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan admittedly embraced a wider purpose: representing 

a foreign language for the majority of the students, it served as a cross-sectorial glue, thereby 

harmonizing and leveling off the process of learning. This is also why admission of RTE students in 

Junior KG is pivotal: three years of linguistic grooming is arguably necessary to make the students 

familiarize not only with one another in the schooling environment, but also with the foreign 

language. 

 Starting from pre-primary, students work together with no discrimination nor segregation 

occurring. As teachers themselves are unaware of who is an RTE student and who is not, equal 

treatment and transparency are safeguarded. Sometimes, and only for learning purposes, kids are 

divided into groups, nonetheless this happens within the classroom and merely for the seek of 

learning and understanding. For students with special needs a counseling program is run, either 

before of after the school shift. In terms of curriculum, the school strictly follows the one prescribed 

by the government , further integrated with best practices—the so called “Value Education”. 41

Encompassing classes on Internet and digitalization, computer science, and sustainable awareness 

these modules are imparted with innovational, though always formal, approaches and aim at the all-

round development of the child, rendered best citizens of the country. Teachers play a core role in 

this path. Being potential applicant only if holding a 2 years Diploma in Elementary Education 

(ELD), teachers are thoroughly selected and systematically trained by professionals twice a year, 

thereby sharpening their teaching, time management and social skills. 

 In conclusion, Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan has welcomed the Act in 2009 and smoothly 

integrated it into the school’s education system as a natural, awaited progress towards an  

inalienable right to education.  

 According to the Official Languages Act (1963), these are Assamese, Bengali, Bodo, Dogri, Gujarati, Hindi, 40

Kannada, Kashmiri, Konkani, Maithili, Malayalam, Manipuri, Marathi, Nepali, Odia, Punjabi, Sanskrit, Santali, Sindhi, 
Tamil, Telugu and Urdu.

 This choice is oriented to prepare the students for state board exam happening in 10th standard, whose content is 41

regulated by state board and strictly laid down in then school curriculum.
!17



III. Comparing and debating: Towards Right to Education? 
The presented examples show that the enactment of RTE has re-shaped the Indian school system, 

whose structure has been re-moulded to welcome the Act. Now, the two cases study also illustrate 

that this re-moulding may be undertaken in different directions, although Right to Free and 

Compulsory Education represents the ultimate goal. 

Aksharnandan and Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan: a comparison 
Besides being private and unaided, co-educational and neighborhood schools providing education 

from Pre-Primary to Tenth standard, Aksharnandan and Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan do not share many 

similarities. The former is an alternative, Marathi medium institution attended by 300 students; the 

latter a mainstream, English-medium educational body for around 3,000 pupils. Albeit committed to 

the same goal of guaranteeing education for all, the “how part”—that is, how such goal is 

accomplished—sometimes deeply diverge.  

 Although in Aksharnandan and Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan access to school looks extremely 

facilitated, accessibility of school infrastructure is deemed one crucial issue brought about by RTE. 

Researches  have shown that, despite significant progresses in improving gross enrollment during 42

the last few decades, if school education is still unavailable to a vast number of children in the 

country is because the Government primarily relies on GER to bolster its claim for progress made in 

expanding school education in India.  Enrollment, however, is a rather unreliable element for 43

assessing the degree of access to education and figures for attendance and drop-outs must be taken 

into account. Both in Aksharnandan and Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan, access to school infrastructure is 

facilitated and constantly monitored, with insignificant figures for absenteeism and drop outs. Albeit 

akin outcome, success is achieved though different strategies. Both schools have opened their doors 

to RTE pupils at Junior KG level, however Aksharnandan relies on a donation scheme that see non 

RTE parents financially contributing for Nigrani students.  At Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan, on the other 44

hand, a more substantial enrollment of regular students is what has allowed admission of RTE 

students at KG level. In a glimpse, though the family of regular students here do not directly pay for 

RTE tuitions, it is only through the increase of Pupil-Teacher-Ratio (set here at 1:50)—and, as a 

 Dubey, Muchkund. "The Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009." Social Change 40, no. 1 42

(2010): 1-13.

 Ibid.43

 This happens mainly at Pre-primary level that is, where the government does not pay the fees for RTE students.44
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consequence, to the slight detriment of quality of education—that RTE students receive enrollment 

at Kindergarten. At this point, one controversy may appear glaring. Having said, according to the 

Act, that 25 percent of seats per class are reserved for the children belonging to disadvantaged 

sections, that RTE children are sent by a state agency affiliated with the government and that the 

pupil-teacher ratio must not to exceed 40:1, the PTR at Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan is problematic: it 

entails that the state agency is aware of the superabundant ratio, and therefore that RTE parameters 

are not thoroughly respected—at least as long as PTR is concerned. 

 The two schools adopt relatively akin strategies regarding teachers training and support. In 

Aksharnandan, teachers are selected based on their willingness to learn, enthusiasm and 

preparedness on the subjects. Good motivation is prioritized over a formal academic diploma, 

however undertaking—and succeed in—the state exam soon after starting working is required.  For 

candidates teachers at Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan, on the contrary, a two years Diploma in Elementary 

Education (ELD) is a must. In both cases, a all-round, holistic training—in terms of pedagogy, soft 

skills and psychological awareness,  is held twice a year; attendance is compulsory. 

 The aspect which is arguably more striking is how the approach towards the inclusion of 

RTE students diverges in the two schools. If in Aksharnandan integration is achieved both through 

the creation of ad hoc spaces for Nigrani pupils and through the use of non formal, horizontal 

practices of cooperative learning between the students altogether, a policy of equity and non 

discrimination has been adopted in Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan—where not even the teachers are aware 

of who RTE students are. Regardless of their socio-cultural background, here students share each 

and every moments of their learning experience, filtered through the medium of English language. 

The choice of the language of instruction brings about a wider, often debated problem related to 

RTE. 

Beyond the case study to the heart of RTE debate 
In “The Right of Chidren to Free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009: The story of a Missed 

Opportunity  Dubey sheds light on a wide array of controversies brought about by the Act. The 45

Act, for example, should have also encompassed a language policy which provided the best 

opportunity for the flowering of the talents of the children. By stating that “medium of instruction 

shall, as far as practicable be in child’s mother tongue”, the legislation lacks a clear language 

provision. Not only does the term “mother tongue” lay undefined, thereby giving carte blanche 

 Dubley.45
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given to schools like Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan to continue their present practice of giving instructions 

through the medium of English;  the law also seems to be unaware of the history of denial of 46

mother tongue as a medium of education in India's school system since independence.  Because it 47

was deemed that all children must have equal opportunity to acquire a reasonable proficiency in 

English, since early 1970s the language education discourse has been both dominated and distorted 

by the increasing demand for “English Medium” schools,  due to the assumption that knowledge of 48

“good” English is best achieved through English as a medium. Besides being a mere conjecture, this 

provision fails to take into account the socio-cultural background of the child, exposed to a medium 

of learning—such as English—which is likely to be totally alien to his/her cultural milieu. 

 Another issues lies in the scope to compulsory education being limited to 6 to up to 14 years 

of age. The fact that both Aksharnandan and Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan are committed to providing 

free and compulsory education from pre-primary to tenth standard highlights that introducing 

adjustments while implementing the policy not only is possible; it is necessary. Admittedly, the Act 

should have covered the entire school education system including one or two years of pre-primary 

education, elementary education (i.e., the age group 6 to 14 which is its present coverage), and 

secondary education.  This is true for two main reasons. First, depriving the children in the age 49

group 0-6 of free and compulsory education implies rendering them disenfranchised of their right to 

education, and this is a flagrant denial of human rights. Second, limiting compulsory schooling to 

14 years of age—that is, when the doors to further education and employment have not been opened 

yet, as they start after Class XII—is inconsistent with the Fundamental Right to social justice under 

Article 16 since no public employment or appointment worth the name is available without a Class 

XII certificate.  If both Aksharnandan and Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan cater for free and compulsory 50

education on a wider scope, it is because they boost the financial capacity to do so. The reality may 

be different in other kinds of institutions—like in government schools. 

 All in all it could be noticed that, despite undeniable successes brought about by RTE with 

regards to the two schools here presented, the implementation of the Act is per se insufficient for 

the provision of free and compulsory education. In order to serve this goal, instead the policy must 

 Ibid.46

 Dixon, 25.47

 Ibid.48

 Dulbey, 22.49

 Anil Sadgopal "Right to Education vs. Right to Education Act." Social Scientist 38, no. 9/12 (2010): 17-50. http://50

www.jstor.org/stable/27896288.
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go hand by hand with structurally inherent—and financially demanding—measures enacted by 

education providers themselves. Given the kaleidoscopic nature of India’s school system—

encompassing a wide variety of schools, each of them having different finance and capacity-

building—how realistic it is for RTE alone to actually foster education for all? It has been argued 

that a fundamental problem of RTE is embedded in the framework of a multi-layered school system 

in which the Act operates. Government, local body, private aided and private unaided schools: all  

of them rely on profoundly different infrastructures and financial capacities; not only that. Within 

each of these four categories, there is going to be a whole range of schools—from those government 

schools that barely fulfill the infrastructural norms as required by the Act to those schools, both 

government and private, which are reasonably well-endowed (e.g. with Pupil-Teacher Ratios of 

1:20 to 1:25 and teachers for fine arts, physical education and computers) and, finally, to those 

which claim to be ‘over-endowed’.  51

 The Act not only co-exists with this discrepant multi-layered school system but also 

legitimizes it in various ways. Here is an example: while government schools provide compulsory 

and free education to all children in the age group of 6–14 years admitted therein, in aided private 

schools such education is prerogative of those children admitted therein—in some case, according 

to how its annual or grant allows. The special category schools and non-aided private schools shall, 

since Class I, have a 25 percent quota weaker section in the neighborhood and provide free and 

compulsory elementary education till its completion. These last two categories of schools are 

ideally reimbursed to the extent of per-child expenditure incurred by the State, or the actual amount 

charged from the child—whichever is less. These provisions, apart from perpetuating the present 

multi-layered system of schools, are in violation of Article 21A which calls for the provision of free 

and compulsory education to all children in the age group 6 to 14.  The rampant discrimination 52

which follows is that children of the elite have access to good quality private and special types of 

public schools, whereas the vast majority of underprivileged children, including the minorities and 

marginalized groups, go to government schools whose quality of education is debatable.  The class 53

division in the Indian society is thus carried over by the school system, thereby leading to the 

perpetuation and accentuation of social inequality. We could wonder: 

1. Can there be a Fundamental Right to inferior quality education?  

2. Can there be a Fundamental Right to unequal education? 

 Ibid., 22.51

 Ibid.52

 Ibid.53
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The answer to these questions is obviously going to be negative.  It would be thus rational to ask 54

how can school—milieu of inclusion, growth and non-discrimination par excellence—be the arena 

where subjects become citizens if it is supported by a policy which is deeply unclear and inherently 

inequitable. 

  

Conclusion 
Undeniably, the enactment of the Right to Education Act (2009) is a step in the right direction 

towards the democratization of education in India.  Because it states that “every child shall enjoy 

the right to full time elementary education of satisfactory and equitable quality in a formal school 

which satisfies certain essential norms and standards” , the Act has played a pivotal role in 55

ensuring free and compulsory education for all children between 6 and 14 years of age.In particular, 

measures have been undertaken with regards to improving access to school, maintaining a favorable 

pupil-teacher ratio, reducing inequities through reservation of quota for the children belonging to 

Economically Backward Sections (EBS), Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST) and Other 

Backward Class (OBC) and guaranteeing teacher quality training and support. 

 Despite noticeable improvements, the road ahead seems to be still upward, given that the 

implementation—with its related “how” and “where to”—remain ambiguous in various important 

respects. The file rouge of this paper was exploring the policy and implementation issues that 

surround the RTE Act, discussing how the Indian schooling system in general—and the structure of 

two private unaided schools in particular—has been re-moulded by the introduction of RTE policy 

discourse. Through a case study of two private, unaided schools—Aksharnandan and Bhartiya 

Vidya Bhavan—in the city of Pune, Maharashtra whose RTE implementation measures differ 

significantly, it has been shown that the re-moulding of the school-structure may occur in different 

directions—albeit Right to Free and Compulsory Education representing the ultimate goal—and 

that the implementation of the Act is per se insufficient for the provision of free and compulsory 

education.  

 In order to serve this goal, instead the policy must go hand by hand with structurally 

inherent—and financially significant—measures enacted by education providers themselves and 

financially supported by state funds. The main reason for the partial failure of RTE Act— a large 

proportion of the children remaining out of school and the poor quality of education in schools—in 

 Ibid.54

 MHRD.55
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fact lays is the under-funding of school education. That funding for education has always been one 

of India’s major elephants in the room is glaringly obvious; what it also obvious, however, is that 

only through a more generous financial support free and compulsory education can be provided and 

a real, democratic Right to Education, ensured.  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