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This briefing paper discusses key issues pertaining to recent youth and adult literacy policies and programmes in India. Particular attention is paid to gender. 

1. OVERVIEW OF POLICIES AND PROGRAMMES 

1.1 Policy frameworks and conceptual underpinnings: Shifts and continuities

Since independence, adult literacy and education have been included in each of the Five- year national development plans
. Throughout the 50’s, 60s and 70s adult literacy and education efforts were geared towards meeting national development goals mostly through time-bound programmes
. Literacy for women was (and still largely is) meant to enhance children’s participation in education, improve maternal and child mortality, lead to better health and hygiene and population control. Feminists have critiqued this articulation for being instrumental, focusing on women’s reproductive and domestic roles and reinforcing patriarchal ideologies
. The other overarching conceptual underpinning was of ‘functionality’. 

The National Education Policy (NPE, 1986) brought changes in discourses on literacy. For example, Frierian concepts of critical reflection and transformation of material realities found a place in the National Literacy Mission document (NLM 1988). The NPE also linked women’s literacy and education to empowerment, which subsequently led to the formulation of a national level programme --Mahila Samakhya or Education for Women’s equality (1989). 
  However, policy and discourse shifts are rarely clear-cut. Thus, the NLM document contained both a progressive agenda as well as the narrower functionality objective. In fact the transformative agenda was rearticulated in terms of functionality.
 Ironically, stemming from the same policy document, the NLM’s vision for women’s literacy continued to be outlined largely in terms various instrumentalities,
 which led some to raise questions on what exactly the state envisaged for women.

Concepts of equality and rights have found currency in the more recent literature. For example, Amartya Sen and Jean Dreze
 see education and health as having intrinsic value and being critical constituents in the expansion of human agency and freedom, particularly woman’s agency in catalyzing social and political progress. Interestingly though, the chapter Gender Inequality and Women’s Agency discusses male – female ratio and the role of women in child survival and the discussion on Basic Education focuses on school education, quality, access. The exclusion of women’s literacy and education symbolizes the paucity of research, particularly feminist research, available on this issue and the low priority it holds in the arena of educational discourse in the Indian context. 

Stemming from changed ground realities, where large numbers of women, have entered the public domain through their involvement in empowerment and political processes
, we see a re-articulation of the need for literacy and more sustained education. Grassroots organizing work has created a situation where women from poor, rural backgrounds and often from marginalized communities are playing leadership role in their communities and managing grassroots institutions or women’s collectives. Many of these women are able to articulate their needs. These often relate to different conceptual domains – empowerment, leadership and functionality. The difference is that the functionality is contextualized and is located in a broader framework of women’s empowerment, entitlements and rights related to the roles and contexts being taken on by women. 

Since the late 90s we also find other discourses entering the discussion on literacy, most notably those of skill development, reflecting a certain market orientation. In fact the title of the proposed scheme for the Eleventh Five Year Plan is `Adult education and Skill Development’. The Eleventh Five Year Plan also introduces, in keeping with international discourses, the concept of lifelong learning. In current debates though, lifelong learning rarely finds mention and if at all, it is used interchangeably with Continuing Education. Given that there has been no conceptual clarity on Continuing Education and how it linked to literacy, lifelong learning is a very minimally understood.

Adolescence Education

Education policies and programmes fall within the ambit of adolescence education, a recently emerging arena for policy and programme interventions. As youth or adolescence is defined around age, we find programmes scattered across departments and ministries, which has resulted in a very fragmented approach. The NLM’s programmes are officially meant to target the 15-35 age group, which would include young people. But many believe that the NLM’s programmes do not address the needs and realities of young people. Keeping in mind the specific needs of young people and the fact that it covers a very large section of the population, the Eleventh Plan constituted a work group on adolescence education, which has provided some guidelines. Some of the educational strategies used are described later in the paper. The other area of concern is limited conceptual frameworks used, which are invariably linked to issues of reproductive health and that too usually very narrowly defined as sex education and life-skills education.
 The push has been to develop a broad-based curriculum that includes sexuality education.

1.2 Politics of literacy 

Despite the scale and complexity of the `literacy problem’, the priority accorded to it is shockingly low reflecting a huge gap between stated intent and actual action. The momentum generated around literacy began dissipating since the mid 90s, almost a decade now. The NLM is now largely ineffective and literacy programmes under-resourced. By the government’s own admission in the Eleventh Plan document, the Continuing Education programme has failed to take off, leading to women relapsing into illiteracy. But not much effort has been made in the last decade years to make amends. It is very likely that India will not be able to meet the EFA and MDG goals pertaining to literacy (as was pointed out in the UNESCO Global Monitoring Report 2006).

The problem lies partly in the hierarchies accorded to sectors and priorities. The 90s saw emergence of the discourse on Universalisation of Primary and Elementary Education, which has taken over the education space. Framed in this manner, often adult (and higher education) and elementary education are posited as competing constituencies, which is not useful. The needs of adults and young adults for literacy are very different from children and fulfil different purposes. Significant efforts in school education notwithstanding, dropout rates continue to be high. Young adults, mostly women are continuously entering the pool of non-literates. As women are major participants of literacy programmes, this lack of political commitment and investment directly affects them. Women’s groups have been trying to highlight and bring back the issue of literacy into the agenda of the education sector by intervening in national and international policy level arenas
. 

The low priority is also reflected in the budgetary allocation. In 2002-03 adult education’s share was (0.02%) of the education budget which is way is way below the 6% of GDP commitment.
 The Continuing Education Scheme is one where resources were shared between the centre and the state governments and in many cases the state governments decided that adult education was not a priority.

1.3 Programme design and implementation
National Programmes: A brief overview

National Literacy Mission

The launch of the National Literacy Mission in 1988 marked a significant break with the earlier centre-based programme to a campaign-based approach (Total Literacy Campaign -TLC). Based on a volunteer based model it galvanised large numbers of people to engage with literacy. Possibly the most positive and surprising outcome of the campaign was the huge participation of women (almost 70%) which dispelled earlier held notions that women, especially poor women are uninterested in literacy. The programme was a district-based model, with in the initial days space for a number of innovations
. The Indian TLCs received international acclaim as well and in fact the nostalgia continued for several years after the programme had dissipated.

Main problem areas

The TLC model ran into problems not very different to mass literacy campaigns elsewhere. Several of these problems have been outlined in various documents including more recently in the Working Paper of the Eleventh Five Year Plan (2007- 2012) and the Eleventh Five-year plan itself. Some of the critical ones are:

· The TLC programme was based on a model of linear progression – literacy, post-literacy and continuing education. Conceptually, literacy was seen as a starting point rather than beginning with learners needs or linking literacy with issues of concern to them. Besides the conceptual flaws, in management terms there were inordinate delays between each phase leading to learners ‘relapsing’ into illiteracy. 

· The second crucial area of difficulty was the transition from a campaign to an institutionalized programme. It was soon evident that voluntarism could not be sustained nor could the intensity of a campaign over a long period. However, institutional and programme frameworks for CE were not in place. As the campaign lost its ‘mission mode’ style of functioning the District Literacy Committees who had been at the forefront of many of the successful campaigns became bureaucratic.

· Another major problem of the post TLC phase has been delay in the release of funds from the NLM. Several districts that had run successful campaigns have suffered due to this.

· The programme was essentially a one-size fits all programme. However, the reality on the ground reflected variations and diversity in terms of the learner groups, needs, literacy levels and significant rural, urban and regional differences as well. These distinctions and needs of different groups were not taken care of when planning strategies. 

The travesty is that two years into the Eleventh Plan, a revamped programme is yet to be rolled out. The details of a revamped national strategy are presently being drawn up and based on the lessons learnt some of the new elements being suggested are:

· Restructuring the existing programme so that basic literacy, post-literacy and continuing education form a continuum.

· Programme should be diverse and address the variety of learning needs, target groups and literacy is delivered through a variety of context and group specific approaches. 

· Establishment of a village level centre that can provide a range of literacy and learning opportunities. 

Mahila Samakhya

Mahila Samakhya, is a process-oriented women’s education and empowerment programme within the Ministry of Human Resources Development targeting poor, socially disadvantaged women is now operational in 10 states. At the core of the programme are women’s collectives that address several gender issues, including violence against women. The programme looks at education as an enabling and empowering tool and a process “to think critically, to question, to analyse their own condition, to demand and acquire information and skills they need to enable them to plan and act collectively for change.” What sets it apart from the NLM programme is that literacy has been delivered when a demand for it has been articulated. Literacy has not been an entry point activity. The programme has experimented with developing alternative material and strategies (described later). The long-term residential programme were experimented with in the early 90’s by Mahila Samakhya is now a well-accepted model in the national strategy. Mahila Samakhya has developed a very strong cadre of gender sensitive women activists; a strong process oriented approach unlike other government programmes and an effective training approach and demonstrated how this can be done on scale. 
 

Convergence and the need for contextualized programmes 
The need for convergence is regularly mentioned in policy documents but rarely translated into concrete actionable strategies. For an issue like literacy, not making the connections can have disastrous consequence. Take, the example of micro-credit programmes (known in India as SHG programmes). There are at present 3 million Self-help groups (SHGs) with 45 million women members in India. Although these have been hailed as huge success stories, recent studies point out that the mere provisioning of micro-credit to SHGs is insufficient to alleviate poverty or empower women and that 
 not having literacy skills lead to lower autonomy, transparency and accountability in group processes. The findings show that literacy enables access to leadership, which in turn leads to access to other opportunities, such as credit and capacity building. It also points out that literacy is a critical ingredient in ensuring and sustaining women’s empowerment. Despite this strong evidence, promoters of such programmes, government and NGOs and donors, are not making the linkages and investing in literacy programmes. 

Approaches & strategies for delivering programmes

A number of different strategies are used to structure the learning process and often programmes use multiple strategies depending on the ground realities. Many of the approaches mentioned below have particularly effective with the youth.

Accelerated or intensive learning strategies – Residential camps

The residential camp method has been experimented with for several years now by different organisations
 and has been seen as a feminist approach to doing literacy work. Essentially camps have been found effective as they provide opportunities for intensive bursts of learning at times when women have relatively lighter agricultural workloads. Being away from home allows women the time and space to concentrate on learning. Village settings are often not conducive spaces to discuss every issue or to use different pedagogies. 
 Learning is usually organised in flexible groups. Material generated by the learners during the camps is often used as teaching-learning material. However, in order to sustain learning regular follow-up is essential. Very often organisations are unable to provide regular follow-up or track learning and retention levels. Moreover as camps are often organised in phases, women are often unable to attend all the phases. More importantly being able to actually get women to come to the camp requires a great deal of sustained work as it means building a relationship of trust and helping the women negotiate their time away from domestic responsibilities with the family. Often programmes that do not have this sensitivity are unable to get women to attend residential activities or to sustain the enthusiasm around camps. 

The effectiveness of this approach, especially for women, has led to the inclusion of the camp strategy in the proposed revamped programme. The challenge will be to retain the essential elements of the camp approach, yet deliver it on scale.   

Long-term residential courses for adolescent girls and women

Besides camps, long term residential courses, especially for adolescents have become very common.
 The duration of these courses range from 3 month to a year and are mostly organised with the aim of mainstreaming and are often referred to as ‘bridge courses’. Many of the same principles as in camps – intensive learning atmosphere, groups learning, and interactive approaches –are adopted here as well. Several non-governmental organisations and programmes like Mahila Samakhya, Lok Jumbish, Doosra Dashak run such programmes. As these programmes are primarily aimed at mainstreaming, school textbooks are central to their curriculum. To develop curriculum that is appropriate for this strategy has been identified as a need.

A general area of concern is the short duration for which the programmes, even non-governmental programmes run. In order to lower investments the emphasis is on proving that adults learn very quickly but the evidence shows that short duration programmes do not take learners up to a stable level of literacy. 

1.4 Curriculum, Material, Pedagogy and training

Key areas of concern

Curriculum and material – related to TLCs- need for flexibility

The Total Literacy Campaign required that a set of 3 primers be transacted with an additional primer at the post-literacy stage and supplementary material in the continuing education phase. Evidence showed that the completion of the basic literacy primers only achieved very fragile literacy levels. The primers were based on the IPCL method, which gradually became a technical requirement fore closing the possibilities for any innovation. The development of teaching learning material was entrusted to State Resource Centres who were by and large not able to meet the challenge, especially the diversity of material required. 

Limitations of literacy materials

Material of different types - primers, training manuals, booklets, and newsletters - is produced by various agencies. The variety, quality and expertise available to develop these vary. Much of the literacy material is functional. While such material may be useful they are often didactic and boring for the readers and does not encourage much critical thinking. Gender sensitive material has come to mean material that includes greater numbers of women characters, deals with women’s problems (usually reproductive health or dealing with social evils like dowry, child marriage etc.) or undertakes role-reversal (showing women in supposedly non-traditional roles).
No efforts to sustain literacy or create literate environments 

A significant lacuna, also highlighted in the Global Monitoring Report 2006, is the lack of attention paid to sustaining literacy and creating literate environments. In the absence of appropriate reading material, it is easy for newly literates to relapse into illiteracy.
 The last national readership study conducted in 2006 shows that 359 million literate people have nothing to read. Affordability is not the main constraint; 81% of rural readers have no access to newspapers. Moreover, it means being outside the information loop. Investments made towards making people literate without ensuring they remain so are a colossal waste of both financial and human resources.

A few innovative experiments have potential particularly participatorily developed broadsheets and community based newspapers are another area with enormous potential 
. But in the absence of a commitment to developing an enabling environment such interventions runs the danger of remaining small islands of innovation.
Limitations of literacy curriculum frameworks 

Most adult literacy and numeracy programmes ‘fail’ ostensibly because learners’ lack motivation. But why do learners lose interest? The problem, it is believed, lies partly in the content and design of programmes, curricula and materials: these are invariably designed by institutions who do not share the same experience base as the learners and do not address learners’ needs, cultural assumptions they bring to the classroom and an understanding of the existing literacy and numeracy skills they are engaged with. Using ethnographic and other participatory approaches to understand these contexts and then translate these into materials is an area where some work has been done. 
 There have been a few examples of developing alternative curriculum frameworks. For example, Nirantar in collaboration with the Mahila Samakhya programme in Uttar Pradesh developed a curriculum around the themes of land, water, forest, health and society. Issues of gender, caste and class were interwoven into these themes for a long-term residential education programme. This has been used in the recent National Curriculum Framework Document (2005)
 to illustrate possible new and alternative approaches that link the sciences and social sciences, and that integrate issues of gender, caste and class into the concepts being taught.

Future directions

Issue-based or thematic literacy

Making linkages between literacy and other issues (and conversely, including educational and literacy agendas when taking on other development programmes) is difficult and for the most part not yet been achieved. Some of the potential areas, mentioned earlier as well, are members of micro credit groups, women’s federations and panchayats (institutions of local self-governance) members.
 But they have specific expectations from literacy programmes –learning literacy and numeracy skills that will enable them to negotiate the new worlds they have entered.
Several organisations have been working on building capacities of elected leaders and some have now started including a literacy component as well. Such interventions, called issue-based or thematic literacy is generating new energy. For this the requirement is to develop curriculum that addresses specific needs but does not in the process become narrow and didactic. The proposed revamped NLM programme also has provisions for thematic literacy camps.
Equivalency programmes 

There is a growing demand for equivalency programmes. At present two approaches are being discussed. One, where a system is evolved to certify skills and knowledge of adults where credit is given to prior knowledge. The other is a system that establishes equivalency with the mainstream. There is presently no curriculum for mainstream equivalency and adults if they want certification must follow the school curriculum, which is completely irrelevant and inappropriate for adults. An appropriate curriculum and delivery mechanism needs to be put in place. 

1.5 Data, Monitoring and Evaluation

Issues related to data

The quality of data available poses a problem in assessing the actual status of literacy. Official estimates (census figures) are based on self-reported or indirect data, and is believed to be inflated and are therefore questionable. 

Definitions of who a literate person is very narrow. The Census of India, defines a literate person as “one who is able to read and write with understanding in any language.” National Sample Survey of India also conducts periodic surveys where it actually ‘tests’ people. The literacy campaigns use different definitions and also conduct ‘tests’ on the basis of which districts were declared 100% literate. 
 

Besides, the dichotomous categories of literate/illiterate that are presently used are inadequate in capturing the range of literacy skills that exists. Moreover, literacy is assumed to include numeracy, but is rarely taken into account. Policies and programmes are written and designed, and allocations are made on the basis of information and data. Thus inaccurate data or limited information (like the categories literate/illiterate) can make programmes and policy planning go awry. 

It is acknowledged that monitoring and evaluation were weak aspects of the NLM strategy. The number of full time staff was low, they were inadequately trained and actual field based monitoring was minimal. The monitoring system was ultimately reduced to summative external evaluations. There were no mechanisms to track literacy and numeracy progress dynamically. As a result there is no data on retention. The system of declaring districts 100% literate ended up being political declarations rather than a reflection of the literacy status. 

2. EVIDENCE OF PROGRESS AND CHALLENGES

By now we are all quite familiar with the nation's achievements in literacy in the last decade. The data from the 2001 Census shows a significant jump in overall literacy rates (from 52% in 1991 to 65% in 2001), a sharp increase in female literacy rates (15%) and for the first time a drop in the absolute number of illiterates. The State loses no opportunity to flourish these figures in various national and international fora. The figures show improvement, but a closer examination shows that there may not be that much to cheer about. For one, there continues to be a significant gap - nearly 22% - between male and female literacy rates
. The scenario gets less rosy if we look at the situation of marginalized groups. In 1991 the female literacy rate for Schedule castes was 23.7  % and for Schedule tribes 18.19 %. 
  So while literacy and enrolment rates may be increasing in general, it is the disaggregated picture that raises concern. In 2001, illiterates in India numbered close to 296 million, of which 190 million were women. As recently as 2003-2004, 34.6% of the world’s non-literate population resided in India. A majority of these are women, given that in 253 districts of the country, female literacy is significantly lower than 50 %. Regional variations are wide and north Indian states like Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Jharkhand, Bihar and Rajasthan have low literacy indicators and are nationally recognised as `problem’ areas. 
� The Eleventh Five Year Plan is presently operational.


� (footnote egs. Ref. Ila paper)


� (Ref Vimla, Ila, see gender paper)


� Education will be used as a basic agent of change in the status of women.’ … the National Education System will play a positive interventionist role in the empowerment of women. ’ (Government of India, National Policy on Education, 1986, Plan of Action 1992).





� The focus of NLM was not merely on learning the 3 Rs, but on functionality, which included ‘ knowing the causes of one’s deprivation and moving towards the amelioration of their condition through organisation and participation in the process of development.’ (NLM document)





� See chapter titled “The Relevance of Literacy.” 





� Women and Literacy:  A Quest for Justice by Lalita Ramdas.  Convergence, volume XXIII, Number 1, 1990. pg 37.





� India Development and Participation, Jean Dreze and Amartya Sen OUP 2002





� Ref: SHG Charter, Working grp reps etc. Post the 73rd amendment where seats were reserved for women in the three-tier panchayati raj (or local governance structures) large numbers of rural women have entered the political arena.


� For a critique of the existing approaches see, Sexuality education report.


� For example, a people collective of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights recently (April 2008) submitted a report entitled Divided destinies, unequal lives: Economic, social and cultural rights and the Indian state to the UN Committee on ESCR highlighted the current . Similar concerns were raised in the shadow report prepared by women’s organisations and presented to the CEDAW Committee in January 2007. The concluding observations of both the CEDAW committee as well as the UN Committee on ESCR took note of some of these issues and made recommendations in its concluding comments as well. 





� Selected Educational Statistics 2002-03.


� Pudukottai, Nellore etc.


� Patel, Ila, Literacy as Freedom, op cit, p. 140.





� A national-level survey conducted by Nirantar, with 2,750 micro-credit collectives formed under both Government and NGO programmes across 16 states, threw up telling data. The links between literacy, access to resources and decision-making were clearly established by this data. 61% of SHG members surveyed were non-literate. Leaders of the SHGs constituted only 13% of the total numbers of members in the groups, but this small group had a literacy rate of 69% and availed of 46% of the large loans.


� For an account of one of the early experiments with camps read, Srivastava, Kavita and Sharma, Jaya (1991),  Training Rural Women for Literacy. Jaipur: Institute of Development Studies.





� For example, due to cultural reasons and a lack of private it may not always be possible to use activities that require physical movement. 





� For a detailed account of accelerated learning approaches read, Fostering opportunities to learn at an accelerated pace: Why do girls benefit enormously, read Ramchandran, Vimla (2004), Unicef India. 


� In Muzzaffarpur district of Bihar, literacy rates were pushed up to nearly 80% during the literacy campaign. Recent surveys show a dramatic drop to 25%.





� Khabar Lahariya - Bundeli for ‘News Waves’ ��- �is a fortnightly rural newspaper written, edited, illustrated, produced and marketed by a group of women ( most of them Dalit and Kol ( in Chitrakoot and Banda districts of Uttar Pradesh; Ujala Chadi, a rural newspaper in Rajasthan.





� Exploring the Everyday: Ethnographic Approaches to Literacy and Numeracy (2007), Ed. Nirantar published by Nirantar and ASPBAE, New Delhi.


� National Curriculum Framework (2005), National Council of Education Research and Training, New Delhi.


� The 73rd and 74th constitutional amendments reserved one-third of the seats in elected institutions of local self-governance at the village and district levels (called the panchayati raj system) for women. Thus in recent years more than a million women from different classes, castes and religions have come into the political and public sphere through the panchayat system. These women have been compelled to play crucial leadership and governance roles.


� Several groups and programmes have started experimenting with literacy that links SHG related issues with literacy and panchayats. A recent initiative called the Aagaaz Foundation (an initiative of the Hunger Project, New Delhi)





� According to the Report of an Expert Group constituted in 1994, the data from the campaigns on which 100% declarations were made are considered to be unreliable. National Literacy Mission, “Evaluation of Literacy Campaigns in India: Report of Expert Group”, Chaired by Arun Ghosh, Government of India, 1994. 


� The Arun Ghosh Committee 1994, reported that the 100% literate declarations were based on spurious figures and he asked for the system to be removed.


� According to the 2001 Census the male literacy rate was 75.85 % and the female literacy rate was 54.16%. 





� In 1991, the overall literacy rate for Schedule Castes (SC) was 37.41 % & the female literacy rate 23.7 %. The overall literacy rate for Schedule Tribes was 29.6 % & female literacy rate was 18.19%. Source: Women and Development in India: A Statistical Profile, Lalit Latta, Manek Publishers, Delhi 2005.
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