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More students, tech in
class: how Kerala govt
turned its schools around

SHAJUPHILIP
THIRUVANANTHAPURAM, AUGUST13

W Until twoyears ago, the government lower
primary school at Vattarkkayam in Kerala'’s
Pathanamthitta had zero students and faced
closure. It now has 22 students.

M Last year, the government lower primary
schoolat Kuleriin Kasaragod only had 36 stu-
dentsin its four classes and was identified for
closure. This year; there have been 22 admis-
sionsin Class 1.

B The Punnakkad model school at
Karuvarakkundu in Malappuram has regis-
tered athree-fold increase instudent strength
over the last six years, and now has 750 stu-
dents.

W In Alappuzha, the govermment upper pri-
mary schoolin Velliyamkulam has increased
student strength to 800 this year, from 300

five years ago.

A CONCERTED push by the Kerala govern-
ment, combined with a growing people’s
movement in favour of public schooling,
hasmeantthat for the first time in adecade,
the number of students enrolled in Class 1
in government and government-aided
schools increased this academic year:
249,533 in the 2016-17 academic year to
2,61,731 this year, an increase of 12,198,

The numbers went up across classes in
these schools — thisyear saw 1,45,208 new
admissions for Classes 2-9, an increase of
16,710 over last year.

Thesenumbersare significant because
over thelastcouple of decades, the student
population in government and aided
schools have been dippingevery successive
year in the state. This year too, the total
number of students in government and
aidedschoolsdropped by 20,837 — yet, it's
abig leap from last year's drop 0f60,592.

Thisdip inenrollmentnumbers, attrib-
utedto thestate'sdeclining birthrate, coin-
cidedwith theriseof English-medium pri-
vate schooling. In 2006-07, the state had
587 (BSE schools, which rose to 1,360 in
2016-17. As a result, several
government/aided schools were declared
“uneconomic” -- with less than 25 students

each — and by 2016-17, there were 5,715.

Over the years, the neglect of publiced-
ucation began to be reflected in the infra-
structure of government schools, with rick-
ety benches, unplastered walls, thatched
shedsand poor sanitationand drinking wa-
ter. In 2000-1, 17 per cent of government
schools functioned from thatched sheds.

State Director of Public InstructionK V
Mohan Kumar says the turnaround, aided
by the Centre's Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan,
funds from local civic bodies and the Local
Area Development Funds of MPsand MLAs,
began sometime last year when the LDF
government identified “revitalisation of
public school system asoneof its missions”.

At thestart of the lastacademic year, the
government took over four ailing, aided
schools. Gradually, Kumarsays, several gov-
ernment schools got “smart” classrooms
with connectivity, public address systems,
new toilets and drinking water.

Kumar says the government soon re-
alised that oneofthefactorsthatledtothe
neglect of government schools was that
parents were attracted to private English-
medium schools. “So we introduced
English education in our schools from the
pre-primary level. That, according to me, is
one of our key successes.”

The government also ensured it got
technology into its classrooms. “We
launched a plan to convert 1,000 govern-
mentschools into centres of excellence and
45,000 classrooms into high-tech ones. This
created confidence among parents about
the public education system,” he says.

Education Minister C Raveendranath
says the government has decided to set
apart Rs 2,000 crore for infrastructure de-
velopment over the next five years, adding
that 45,000 classrooms in secondary and
higher secondary schools would be made
“high-tech” ata cost of Rs 490 crore.

Kerala School Teachers Association
president K ] Harikumar says, “Now, most
government schools offer [T courses, Inthe
past, unaided and CBSE schools used toat-
tractstudents by promisingIT-enabled ed-
ucation and English-medium education.
Once we started giving all this at no extra
cost to the students, the trend changed.”



