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Mass promotions mark
a great leap back

R N Bhaskar shows how such policies have lowered standards of education

ost . educationists
shuddered as they
read the news report
inmajor Indiandailies
on September 1 that
the stategovernmentof Maharashtra
haddecidedtograntmass '

promotions
toallstudentsof ClassXItoClass XTI -

Itonly pointed toan inevitable wors-
eningof educational certificationstan-
dards. The Associationof MumbaiJu-
nior College Teachersis aghast and
has protested against the move. But
cynics don’t seethe government re-
lenting. They know that the recent
move hasahistorythat pointstoato-
tallackofvisioninrespectoftheedu-
cational systeminthe tate.

' They are aware of how similar
moves were made seven years ago.
The state government had then de-
creed thatnostudentinclassesitoV
wouldbe detainedbythelocalschool
authorities. In effect, the state gov-
emment had amasspro-
motionscheme forall studentsstudy-
inginany primaryschool classright
fromItoV.

. Ofcourse, the state government

justifiedsucha policyonthegrounds
that many parents had complained

against the arbitrary standards for

promotionthateachschool hadadopt-

ed. Italso claimed thatyoung, tender

. minds should be allowed to explore
theirsurroundingsanddiscoverthings

forthemselves, and notbe regiment-
ed by an examination system of edu-
cation. Certainly, such justifications
squndedlofty. But in reality, such mis-
placed loftiness has only resulted in
the further deterioration of educa-
tionalstandardsinthestate.

Howbad is the situation? Consider,
forinstance, a survey of 34 private,
English-mediumschools inMumbai,
conducted by E-convergence Tech-
nologies Limited
of 2002 (the author is closely associ-
ated with this company). All the
schoolswerelocated inthe not-so-af-
fiuent, north-eastern part of the city.

By selecting private schools, ETL -

hoped to ensure that the exercise
wouldnot comeupwithdistortedfind-
ings caused by the clubbingtogether
of schools run by the municipal cor-
poration and schools run by private
educational trusts. Likewise, by nar-
rowingthechoicetoEnglish-medium
schools, ETL hoped to normalise the
samplebase evenfurther..

Atotalof 16,500studentswerecov-
ered in this survey. Each child was
asked toanswer 10 questionsin Eng-
lish and 10 in mathematics (many of
the questions were as simple as put-
ting the numbers in the right order).
Theagegroupcoveredwasfrom11to
13years (classes VItoVIII). Thechoice

ETL)inthefirsthalf thatperha

of Englishand mathswasbased onthe
growing awareness that any child —
inordertobecome employable—must
have oral and quantitative skills. The
first helps him articulate effectively
whathewishestoexpress,andthelat-
teristhefirststeptowardslogical think-
ing. The results were startling, Over
60percentfailedinmathematicsand
over 70 per cent in English.

‘Worse than Bihar
Initially, there was an apprehension
psthequestionsinthe quiz
contestweretoodifficult. Butthen, just
acoupleofmonthslater, camethetwo-
volume Probe ReportonEducationIn
India published by the Oxford Uni-
versity Press. Thereporthad compiled
together other similar tests conduct-
edbynon-governmentalorganisations
(NGOs) infour states—all aimed at
findingoutif studentshadthelanguage
and mathematical skills they would
needatthesecondary-school levels.

Inall the states where such tests
were administered — Bihar, Madhya
Pradesh, Rajasthanand Maharashtra
~—thefailing rates werein excessof 60
per cent, going up to well over 70 per
centinthecaseof Maharashtra. Inef-
fect, such data showed that Maha-
rashtrahada higher percentage of fail-
uresthan even Bihar.

Undernormal circumstancesthat
does appear a bit incredulous. Ma-

harashtraisbelievedtobe way ahead
of Bihar onaall counts. But all these
tests and the compiled results point
toamalaisein Maharashtrathat the
state government has only been ag-
gravatingyear afteryear. That could
also explainwhymany recruitsatlow-
er levels, where numeric and verbal
skills are criticallyimportant, invari-
ably come from other states.
Andthisstateof rotbegan setting
inmorethan30yearsago. Forinstance,
thiswriterwas anexaminer forschool
anduniversity examinationsin Mum-
bai foralmost 10 years from 1973 to
1982. Even then, it was a common
practiceforthelocal moderatortoad-
viseeachexaminertoensurethatthe
number of candidates who had se-
curedfailingmarks did notgobeyond
40 per cent of the total. In many cas-
es, such advice could not be imple-
mentedasthe educational standards
ofthe candidates was far too poor.

Graceasdisgrace

But, eventhen, the author and other
examinerslikehim wereaware of the
futility of failing such students. Irre-
spective of whether the candidates
were failed, or promoted, the mod-
eratorsinvariably ensured thatthey
would give grace markstoallthe stu-
dentsacrosstheboardtoensurethat
the number of failed students was
nevertoo large a percentage. After

this actof charity, theanswer papers
and the marksheets would go to the
state moderators, where the results
wouldbefurther “moderated” toen-
sure that not too many failed. Even
during those years it was evident to
examiners that anyone securing 25
per cent marks had a fair chance of
being promoted.
Nowconsiderwhathappenswhen
mass promotion is introduced. As-
suminganaverage 10percentfailure
rateforeachclass—haifthe rateof 20
to 25 per cent that the state govern-
mentfinds le—thereisagood
chance of the filtering out of weaker
studentsyearafter year. Consequent-
ly, 100students appearing for the Class
Iexams would get reduced to 90in
Class1l, and thento 81 in Class 11, 73
inClassIV,andfurtherto66inClassV.
By abolishing all exams from classes
ItoV, the state government had en-
suredthatasmanyas35percentofthe
studentsinClassVwerethose whodid
notdeservetobe there. Sinceschools
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would be loath to “fail” 35 per cent of

theirstudentsin Class Vi, thepressure
on schools to cope with weaker stu-
dentshadbecomethatmuchgreater.

Openingthe
Not surprisingly, this showed upin
the tests that ETL administered in
Mumbai. Compounding thiswasthe
slackening of controls that parents,
too, had ontheir children. Awarethat
automatic mass promotion had be-
come the norm, many parents took
their children’sstudies lightly, andbe-
ganputting pressureonthe childon-
ly from Class VI onwards. The child
inthe secondary school was unfairly
burdened, and the deterioration of
standards became inevitable.
Suchanapproach has caused a
largenumberof students, whodonot
matchtheproposed educationalstan-
dards, toappear forthe SSC (Class X)
examinations. Andsincegracemarks
have beeninvariably granted by ex-
amination moderators under an age-
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old convention, the consequences are'
predictable. Many students who do’
notdeservetogetthe SSCpassingcer-|
tificate will get promoted nonetheless.
Thesestudentsthengo tocollege.'
This wouid normally have been the|
nextquality-control check postwhe:
college managements could decide
which students were competent
enoughto appear for the HSC (Class,
X1l examinations. Nowthestate wants
todoawaywiththischeckpostaswell.
Andintheabsenceof small check-
pointsateachandeverystage, thestate
now expects the major state level ex-
ams at Class X and Class X1 tostem
therot! Wishfulthinking. Andthe con-
sequenceswill havetobebornebythe
government andthe corporate sector
thatwill have to find some way of em-
ployingthisyouth.

(Theauthoris an educationist
whoalso runsa company engaged
insatellite-based training. He can
be contacted at mb@yes2etl.com)



