
Reservation as a tool of social engi-
neering seems to be fl�avour of the
season in India. To add to the com-
petitive populism of caste-based re-
servations, a few months ago, the Od-
isha government proposed a 15%
reservation for government school
students in medical and engineering
colleges to reduce “inequity arising”
from lack of “physical and
economic access to coach-
ing institutions”. The state
machinery hailed it a his-
toric decision. But is it?

A number of reports
highlight the poor condi-
tion of government
schools in many parts of
the country. Odisha is no
exception. Whether the
State government has any serious
plan of action to improve the func-
tioning of government schools is not
clear. But this decision certainly re-
fl�ects a lack of political will in improv-
ing the state of education in schools.
This intervention gives the impres-
sion that little can be expected of go-
vernment schools. The current ob-
session with developing model
schools reinforces this impression.

Failing in its duty
About 62% of students attend govern-
ment and government-aided schools
in India. The other 38% go to private
institutions, some of which belong to
the elite category and the rest of
which are of questionable quality. A
much higher percentage of students
in Odisha go to government schools.
Reserving seats in higher technical
institutions for government school
students rather than focusing on im-
proving these publicly funded insti-
tutions defi�es all logic. By announc-
ing this policy of reservation, the
government seems to be admitting
that it has failed in its duty to provide
the majority of students with good
education and equip them with re-
quisite competence to get admission
in technical institutions on the basis
of their own merit.

Decades ago, students from Od-
isha had a high success rate in nation-
al-level competitive examinations.
This was attributed to the strong edu-
cational foundation laid in govern-

ment-run schools. During those days,
teachers were known for their un-
questionable sincerity and integrity.
They were dedicated to their calling
and commanded respect from the so-
ciety. Over time, this seems to have
changed.

There is no dearth of ideas or prac-
tices that can improve the quality of
education in government schools.
What is lacking is the government’s

resolve to work on these
ideas including capacity
building of teachers to
implement new peda-
gogic practices, empha-
sis on language teach-
ing, fi�lling up vacant
teaching posts, and a
change in the mindset
among people and poli-
cymakers that govern-

ment schools are typically backward
and inferior to private schools. In-
stead of addressing relevant issues,
government is trying to fi�nd a solu-
tion which could worsen the pro-
blem. The policy of automatically
promoting the students to higher
classes without passing examinations
needs to be scrapped. 

Building an institution is tough.
Rebuilding it is even more so. The
state can’t simply shirk this responsi-
bility of improving education in go-
vernment schools where an over-
whelming majority of the children
study. Focusing on them will go a
long way in building the morale of
teachers and students who are likely
to grow up with an inferiority com-
plex if fl�awed policies like the one
mentioned above are pursued.

Benefi�ts to few
Some may argue that the quota
would help some sections of the so-
ciety which have long been deprived
of good education and decent jobs.
But this justifi�cation can nevertheless
be questioned on several grounds.
One of them is that the benefi�ts of qu-
ota, if any, would be cornered by the
creamy layer of students with better
access to coaching and additional
technology-enabled resources. There
might also be an urban bias in the be-
nefi�t-sharing. 
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