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Abstract

There’s an ever increasing trend of parents preferring to send their children to private 
schools over government schools. Reports of CABE, Pratham and personal research 
conducted in rural Karnataka confirm this claim. Those from low income brackets opt for 
low-fee private schools because that is what they can afford. Consistently, the move away 
from government schools is the choice made by all classes of society in urban as well as 
rural India. In the last twenty odd years, with the onset of liberalisation and privatisation, 
the dismal number of students in government schools raised a pressing question; can low-fee 
private schools be an alternative to government schools? The answer to this is multi-layered 
and has to do with the social, economic and political situation in the country. Perceptions of 
society, quality of education and responsibilities of the government have the most important 
role to play in overcoming this impasse and turning the tables. This paper will delve into 
all these aspects and even propose some interventions to turn the situation around.

Introduction

The drive towards liberalisation and privatisation witnessed changes in 
government policies across the world around the 1990s. One major event 
was the Revolutions of 1989 and Gorbachev’s privatisation of the centrally 
planned economy. India wasn’t oblivious to this global phenomenon. 
Liberalisation, globalisation and privatisation, commonly known as LPG, was 
a model of economic reform that made India go through several significant 
policy shifts in the early 1990s. Several industries were privatised of them were 
telecommunication, banking, airlines, media and also education. Prior to this, 
private schools did exist. However, the advent of these economic reforms 
had such an impact that private schools of varied types began to spring up 
across the country. Today, almost thirty years later, there are private schools, 
low-fee private schools, aided schools, quasi aided schools, ashram schools to 
mention all the broad categories of K-12 schools. Parents have a variety
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of schools to send their children to, yet the major distinction comes from 
government schools and private schools. Most parents who have to make this 
choice are from low income brackets for whom the option is generally between 
government schools and low-fee private schools. The mushrooming of the 
latter kind of schools has made students migrate from government schools to 
them. “In recent years India has seen an explosion in low-fee private (LFP) 
schooling aimed at the poorer strata of society. This marketisation of primary 
education, around which there is much contentious debate, is a reflexive 
reaction to the well-documented failings of the government system.” (Härmä, 
2010, pg. vii) At present, more than  ever, the meagre number of students 
in government schools is compelling government schools to shut. This is 
corroborated in a report titled ‘Status Report of Closure of Schools after.

RTE Act 2009’ that analysed data received from 9 state governments and 
mentions, “A total of 8602 schools were closed – primarily due to zero 
enrolment and 15,082 schools merged because of low enrolment. Out of 
these, the majority of closed schools were government primary / elementary 
schools.” (Ramchandra, V. and Reddy, A.N., 2015, pg. 8). Keeping this in 
mind, the question whether low-fee private schools can be an alternative to 
government schools becomes a pertinent one to ask. This paper argues that 
the answer to this is a definite no.

Yet, the relevance of government schools, improvements therein, existence 
of low-fee private schools and possible interventions that can change the 
situation for the better are to be dealt with, keeping the societal perception, 
economic conditions and political efforts in mind. The paper thus structured with 
each of the above mentioned points as a subheading.

Low Fee Private Schools Can’t Be An Alternative

The proposition that low-fee private schools can be an alternative to 
government schools assumes that the responsibilities of education for all 
and the aims of education are the same in both these types of schools. 
Government schools have a Constitutional responsibility to provide “free and 
compulsory education of all children in the age group of six to fourteen years” 
(Constitution of India, 2009, pg. 23) and this education shall be in accordance 
to India’s Constitutional values reinforced by the National Education Policies 
and National Curriculum Frameworks. While this is true for government 
schools across the country, private institutions have no such compulsion as 
they can charge tuition fees, discriminate students based on affordability, 
gender, religion etc. and have values that aren’t necessarily featured in the 
Constitution. Therefore the aims of both entities can and are different in 
several cases.
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Suggesting that low-fee private schools are an alternative to government 
schools implies that if government schools didn’t exist there would be no 
problem. On the contrary, there would be a major problem. To begin with, 
having the choice of only low-fee private schools would deprive a section of 
society from being educated as they wouldn’t be able to afford to pay for 
education. “What is meant by affordability is that a family should be able to 
pay for the education of their children, and ideally all of their children to the 
same standard and at the same type of school, without having to excessively 
restrict spending in other essential areas such as food, medicine or shelter. 
Schooling is not considered affordable where families must cut severely from 
these essential areas, or where loans at punitive levels of interest are taken to 
pay for it” (Härmä, 2010, pg. 6) Subsequently, this deprivation would lead to 
further the divide and inequalities in society. Moreover, a social segregation 
would be created and families would have no avenues to fight out of it. This 
would lead to a number of social problems; to name a few, exploitation, 
discrimination, crimes and oppression.

At present, broadly those who can’t afford even low-fee private schools enrol 
in government schools. “The government sector has become a ghettoised 
option of last resort for the poorest and most marginalised in society” 
(Härmä, 2010, pg. 38). Imagine this population would be deprived of 
their fundamental right. Being educated would be a first step in gradually 
overcoming the problems faced by this section of society. It isn’t suggested 
that all problems would be solved but only that it would help in that 
direction. “At the moment government schools have only those ‘drawn from 
the poorest households likely to be first generation learners.’” (Härmä, 2010, 
pg. 6) Previous generations often weren’t educated and the emphasis on 
education wasn’t as pronounced as it is today, hence it is essential that low-
fee private schools don’t become an alternative and as a result perhaps lead 
to government schools shutting down.

Government Schools Should Continue to Exist

The case being made is for government schools to continue to exist because 
they have a relevance and the government has a responsibility towards their 
citizens. Education is a public good and should be accessible to all not only 
by the monied class. “Governments worldwide have recognised education 
as a fundamental human right for almost 70 years; since then, they have 
made repeated commitments to ensure education for all – and this includes 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) agreed in 2015. (Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, Article 26, 1946) Therefore it is the duty of 
the government to ensure all are being educated and no child is left behind.
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Another compelling reason for government schools to continue to exist 
is that government ensures that education won’t be commoditised. As 
we know, several private ‘schools’ have turned themselves essentially into 
training centers to pass Joint Entrance Examination or Union Public Service 
Commission or to qualify the eligibility to enter top universities. The aim 
of education upon which the objectives and curriculum will be formulated 
would consider education as a development of all aspects of the child as 
its primary goal and not for mere employability. The aims of education 
determines the quality of education and as the government derives its aims 
of education from the Constitution and it is accountable to the public, there’s 
very little room to dilute its aims to that of employability.

Finally, the curriculum across all government schools in the country would 
be largely the same and therefore there would be a contribution to the sense 
of national unity which will be formed in this mass of people. Furthermore, 
if a child has to migrate to another city or another state, if not anything else, 
the education of this child will have a broad continuity.

Despite these fundamental necessities for government schools to exist there 
are numerous shortcomings that need to be resolved at the ground level such 
as teacher’s commitment to teach, accountability, community perception, and 
some at the policy level such as RTE 12 (1) C, English medium instruction 
and burdening teachers with administrative tasks to highlight a few. These 
shortcomings are substantiated by another research that underlines the 
problems in the Indian education system, “The main problems are the 
high drop-out rate, especially after Class 10, low levels of learning and 
achievement, inadequate school infrastructure, poorly functioning schools, 
high teacher absenteeism, the large number of teacher vacancies, poor 
quality of education and inadequate funds.” (Lall, M, 2005, pg. 4) These will 
be later discussed in the ‘Intervention’ section.

Low Fee Private Schools Should Also Exist

This proposition might come as a surprise yet low-fee private schools 
have a relevance too. Currently, it is these schools that are attracting 
most students primarily because they offer English medium education 
(Rahman, 2012) and the perception that sending children to private schools 
guarantees better quality education is rampant as observed on the ground 
in Almora, Uttarakhand and Khambadakone, Karnataka. This conclusion is 
corroborated by research conducted in Khambadkone, Karnataka. Over 50% 
parents interviewed and surveyed in both government and private schools of 
Khambadkone, Udupi district, were of the opinion that they would choose 
private schools because of English-medium education (Tiwari & Rao, 2018). 
This trend is apparent across the country. A report published by Azim Premji 
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University titled ‘School choice in low information environments: A study of 
perceptions and realities in four states’ concludes that teaching-learning is the 
most important reason for parental preference of a school for both public and 
private schools. “Parents’ perception of Teaching-Learning was seen to be 
very important for both sets of parents, that is, those choosing public schools 
as well as those choosing private schools” (Azim Premji Foundation, 2018, 
pg. 8). Public school is the only option for those who cannot afford private 
school. Hence, the  same study conducted by Azim Premji Foundation in 
the 4 states indicates, “ For most of the poor families with children going 
to public schools, the schools were seen to be a default choice in terms 
of affordability. Contrarily, the distinguishing qualities of private schools, as 
expressed during the interviews by parents sending their children to private 
schools, mostly centred on English teaching and discipline.” (Azim Premji 
Foundation, 2018, pg. 8). This study analysed perceptions of parents across 
four states; Karnataka, Chhattisgarh, Uttarakhand and Rajasthan.

The argument for the existence of low-fee private school is that they can 
have different teaching practices that can be useful to incorporate or share 
with government schools or with educational practitioners in general. There 
isn’t one way to go about educating so the more experiments take place the 
better for humanity as a whole. This thought is echoed in the book ‘Turning 
Learning Right Side Up: Putting Education Back on Track’, by authors Russell 
L. Ackoff and Daniel Greenberg wherein they point out, “In the educational 
process, students should be offered a wide variety of ways to learn, among 
which they could choose or with which they could experiment.” (Ackoff, 
R.L., Greenberg, D., 2008, pg. 5). However, a word of caution here is that 
the government should approve or recognise them and should certify them 
as schools if their prime objective is education and not training. Education 
here is, broadly referred to, a pursuit of knowledge and understanding by 
building cognitive perspectives and emotional development and physical 
education. The recognition of these types of schools, including home schools, 
is particularly pertinent as the New Education Policy 2019 makes a mention 
of recognition of such schools or educational practices.

The emphasis on the existence of low-fee private schools can be underlined 
by an example. The Sri Aurobindo International Center of Education 
(SAICE) is an alternative school with its aim of education being different 
from ordinary schools. It offers integral education that is nurturing the mind, 
body, heart and soul. The school’s official website states, “ SAICE strives to 
evolve a system of integral education in an environment that inspires children 
to develop the five essential aspects of personality: the physical, the vital, the 
mental, the psychic, and the spiritual.” (SAICE website). Admittedly this
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school can not be compared to regular low-fee private schools yet practices 
of this school can be an example for others to follow. Pranab Mukherjee, 
the former President of India, said in his address to the students of this 
school, “As a nation, we should aspire to follow these ideals [of Integral 
Education[1] - a balanced emphasis on the physical, the mental, the vital and 
the spiritual].” (Mukherjee, 2013) The families that choose this school do 
so because of the aims of life and education that the institution follows. On 
a personal note, had it not been for this school, my education would have 
been in a government school. The opportunities of learning, reflecting and 
developing my entire being was offered at this school. Others who are also 
from modest backgrounds but go to government schools, often don’t receive 
these opportunities. This is an example of the progressive and avant garde 
philosophy of education and pedagogic practices followed in a low free 
private school can transform lives of students and subsequently families. The 
possibility of such a transformation through education reaffirms the place for 
schools other than government schools.

Additionally, having low-fee private schools makes the government and 
educationists reform education as their existence has built competition against 
government schools. It is possible, the absence of low-fee private schools 
could have resulted in a kind of monopoly where teachers and officials 
would take for granted that children who cannot afford private education 
have nowhere to go, hence they would be obliged to choose government 
schools for education.

The advent of private schools of all levels and affordability occured in 
the late 1990s after the LPG movement. During this period, the education 
sector witnessed a rapid growth in the number of private schools. “For the 
most part, state-run public schools offer their instructions in the respective 
regional languages of the state. Unlike government schools, private schools 
predominantly offer their instruction in English. In multilingual India, English 
is both a dominant language of commerce and higher education, and the 
official language of government transactions. Consequently, across all social 
classes, English is valued as a language for employability and social mobility. 
This in turn significantly drives the demand for “English Medium” private 
schools in India.” (Chattopadhyay & Roy, 2017, pg. 3).

Further, parents perceive private schools as one with better quality of 
education and with elevated societal status. Today, due to the competition 
and migration, teachers and education officers are frequenting households 
and schools advertising government school achievements in ranking, benefits 
provided by the government to study in their schools and sending feedback 
to their superiors to curb this trend. This was witnessed and documented 
during the research study in and around Khambadkone, a village in Udupi 
District, Karnataka.
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Intervention

Although both government and low-fee private schools should exist, the 
current scenario seems to tend towards the disappearance of one at the cost 
of proliferation of the other. A recent article from The Economic Times titled 
‘What is making children turn away from government schools’ states “The 
mushrooming of English medium private schools have led to the decline 
of public schools in Bengaluru (and elsewhere). Many public schools that 
once teemed with children are facing closure” (Akshtha, 2018). The healthy 
balance of the existence of the two is what should be strived for. In order to 
accomplish this there are a number of proposed interventions.

The foremost intervention would be to make it mandatory for government 
employees to send their children to government schools. As soon as their 
children will be in government schools not only will the perception in society 
start changing but also government officials’ investment into improving 
standards and quality of education will increase. This is at the root of it all 
as the following interventions would be natural results of this.However, as 
lawmakers are also part of the government along with government employees, 
it seems unlikely that they would pursue the idea of making it mandatory to 
send their wards to government schools. Therein lies the difficulty of bringing 
to light this proposition.

Next, the government should make English medium instruction mandatory 
from class 1 as that is the primary reason for parents to choose private schools 
to enrol their children. Out of 101 parents surveyed in Khambadkone, a 
village in rural Karnataka, over 50% chose private schools for this reason 
(Tiwari, B. & Rao, S., 2018). However, the teaching of the regional language 
should continue as a subject. This would require more qualified teachers 
hence it should be mandatory for private school teachers to spend one hour 
per week in government schools to teach the same subject he or she teaches 
in the private school. This intervention would help bridge the gap of shortage 
of teachers. Moreover the pedagogic practices might be different and 
knowledge sharing can occur organically. The other solution for this would be 
to merge schools and better optimise the resources at hand that includes one 
teacher per grade or one teacher per grade per subject. Challenges remain in 
closing down and merging schools too; it could dissuade parents to send their 
children to school as the distance from home to school would no longer be 
1km and hence safety would be a concern,  resistance from local chieftains, 
local power dynamics and so on. Efforts of different state governments to 
do so have faced stiff opposition by teachers, parents and associations. One 
such example of “The President of The Gujarat State Primary Teachers’ 
Association (GSPTA), Digvijaysingh Jadega, he said that the merging of
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government schools will prompt a higher drop-out rate in the government 
schools at the primary level.” (Saini, Y., 2019)

A major impetus for the migration from government to private schools has 
been the Article 12 (1) C in the RTE Act which provisions 25% reservation 
in private schools for children of low income backgrounds. Using this, 
many parents have shifted to private schools to offer better education to 
their children, often by faking their addresses, economic status or bribing 
officials. This reason was cited by six out of 8 government school teachers 
interviewed. (Tiwari B. & Rao, S., 2018) Hence, this Article needs to be 
revisited to curb the migration; this should perhaps even be scrapped as it 
seems the government is shedding their responsibility over to private schools 
to educate children, rather it should find ways to improve its own schools.
One step could be to improve the monitoring system of attendance and 
effective teaching practices in schools. It is believed that the principal and 
teachers take their profession lightly in government schools because there’s 
no one to monitor them and there’s very little accountability.

This sentiment was echoed by numerous stakeholders in Khambadkone, 
Karnataka and Almora, Uttarakhand. In order to resolve this issue, it is 
important for the school leaders and teachers to feel like their presence is 
valued by the administration. Regular visits during their work hours will not 
only ensure their presence through the element of surprise and consequences 
if they’re not present but more importantly will also make them feel they 
matter. A similar strategy was put in practice by the BEO of Dhauladevi Block, 
Uttarakhand. Within a few weeks, there was a sharp drop in absenteeism and 
greater cooperation and empathy between the administrators and school staff. 
Further, by making it mandatory for government employees to send their 
children to government schools, accountability would automatically increase 
as they would want their children to be well educated. Administrators, 
politicians and other decision makers would have a direct feedback of 
the quality of education as their children are beneficiaries of their policies 
and execution. Such an organic feedback system would ensure the entire 
ecosystem functions smoothly and effectively.

Due to shortage of staff, teachers are often burdened with tasks outside 
the education domain which prevent them from adequately spending time 
teaching. In all the government schools I visited in Almora district, teachers 
complained of the frequent non-academic tasks given to them almost all year 
round. Therefore, the intervention would be to ensure the BEO’s office takes 
up these non-educational tasks, such as census work, election work, aadhar 
card making etc. The Dhauladevi block in Almora did just that which led 
to the increase in productivity and quality of teaching in all schools because 
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the BEO identified this problem and resolved it by having the administrators 
perform those non-academic tasks.

Importantly, it would be fair for the government to stop subsidising everything 
for private schools and instead invest those funds into their own schools. If 
private schools want to function their water, electricity etc. should be at regular 
rates. “Using public financing to subsidise private education providers is far 
from progressive.” (Global Campaign for Education, 2016) By channeling 
that same money into government schools they would be able to afford 
more teachers and even build model schools. Building model schools is an 
important step that should be taken by the government to highlight better 
teaching practices, infrastructure and quality education. This would also help 
change the perception. It should strive not only to have respected colleges 
and universities but also K-12 schools that are sought after like the IITs.

Finally, government teachers would be pleased if they had the choice of not 
being transferred far from their home if they don’t wish to because that de-
motivates teachers from joining government schools. Instead they flock in 
private schools for a significantly lower pay. This phenomenon was recounted 
during interviews with teachers in Sandeepan School, Khambadkone, 
a private school in Udupi District. Such migration may seem unlikely as 
government teachers are paid more and have permanent jobs. Nevertheless, 
if one accepts this account, some government school teachers migrate to 
private schools to remain close to their homes, then the government could 
analyse the benefits and drawbacks of a system where teachers opt to be on 
the transfer list and are incentivised through an increment in pay scale if they 
are transferred outside their hometown.

Conclusion

Low fee private schools can not be an alternative to government schools 
because that would imply that government schools need not exist if low-fee 
private schools already do. One of the roles of government schools is to 
provide free education to all so that every citizen can develop as mentioned in 
the Constitution “the scientific temper, humanism and the spirit of inquiry and 
reform.” (Constitution of India, pg. 25). Whereas low-fee private schools are 
not compelled to play this role. The aim of education in government schools 
is accountable to the public therefore it will always remain in resonance with 
the constitutional values and higher aims of life. On the contrary replacing 
them with low-fee private schools, the aims of education can easily be slipped 
to employability as is the case already in some schools.

The diminishing number of students in government schools and the increasing 
enrolment in low-fee private schools has brought this debate to the fore.
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For example in Karnataka “According to a study conducted by Grassroots 
Research and Advocacy Movement (GRAAM) a Mysuru-based public 
policy research and advocacy initiative, the number of students studying in 
class 1 to 10 at government schools has come down by 9.96 lakh, down from 
54.5 lakh in 2010-11 to 44.5 lakh in 2017-18. In comparison, the number of 
students in private institutions has gone up from 28.76 lakh in 2010-11 to 41.1 
lakh in 2017-18.” (The Hindu, 2018)

As argued in this paper, there is a positive contribution in the existence of both 
types of schools because both serve a purpose in the larger interest of society. 
However, the current state of affairs in government schools is a consequence 
of neglect at the policy levels and the lack of efficient organisation at the 
ground level. The failure at both levels has led to growing rates of dropout in 
government schools. In a review, Geeta Gandhi Kingdon analyses data and 
concludes, “the average number of pupils per small govt. school fell from 
30.4 pupils in 2010 to 28 pupils in 2015. Pupil teacher ratio also fell from 15 
to 12.7 between 2011 and 2015.” (Kingdon, G., 2017)

Interventions need to be done at the policy level by providing English 
medium education from class 1, tweaking 12 (1) C of the RTE Act and not 
providing subsidies to private schools. Similarly, interventions would need to 
be implemented on the ground by building accountability in school staff, not 
burdening teachers with non academic tasks and optimising resources.

The onset of liberalisation, privatisation and globalisation has influenced 
education greatly, it is time for the government to strive for an equilibrium 
where both, private and government schools, can co-exist effectively. 
The recent New Education Policy Draft circulated for suggestions and 
improvement, mentions the recognition of schools that don’t follow 
any Board; that includes alternative schools, home schooling etc. This 
recognition legitimises the experiments and innovation such educationists 
and practitioners are undertaking.

In the section titled School Education in the New Education Policy Draft, 
2019 under item 8f. an equilibrium for private schools to exist without the 
overbearing pressure of regulation is mentioned. “Private philanthropic 
schools must be encouraged and freed of regulatory overload; at the same 
time private operators who try to run schools as commercial enterprises will 
be stopped.” (NEP, 2019). Further in the same section item 3e. that deals 
with universalisation of education states “The requirements of the Right 
to Education Act will be made substantially less restrictive, while ensuring 
safety (physical and psychological), access and inclusion, the non-profit 
nature of schools, and minimum standards for learning outcomes. This is to 
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allow for local variations and alternative models, while making it easier for 
governmental and non-governmental organizations to start a school.” (NEP, 
2019).

These items serve to highlight the stance in universalisation of education 
and also the legitimisation of alternative modes of learning and underlying 
the need for the existence of both public and private schools while ensuring 
neither promotes commercial activities. It is in this context that the arguments 
elucidated above are not only topical but can also inform policymakers so 
as to include the suggestions in the Draft of the New Education Policy, 2019.
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