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Private Bills seek
sitting of Parliament
for 100 days a year

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

Senior Opposition mem-
bers in the Rajya Sabha De-
rek O’Brien and Manoj Ku-
mar Jha have moved
separate Bills seeking to
make the sitting of Parlia-
ment mandatory at least
for 100 days in a year. The
leaders said the move is to
reform the Parliamentary
system by ensuring that the
working hours of the
House are not lost due to
disruptions.

While Mr. O’Brien has
proposed a minimum sit-
ting of 100 days, Mr. Jha has
sought 120 days sitting of
the House annually.

Mr. O’Brien said that
while the idea of a fixed ca-
lendar was explored by the
General Purposes Commit-
tee of the Lok Sabha in
1955, the importance of
having a minimum number
of sittings was highlighted
by the National Commis-
sion to Review the Working
of the Constitution in 2002.

Mr. Jha said his Bill is to

provide a framework for
enhancing the perfor-
mance of Parliament
through fixing a minimum
number of days of sitting,
introducing the provision
for extending the hours of a
sitting, bringing a short ses-
sion in addition to the exist-
ing three sessions, institut-
ing a mechanism to
separately discuss Opposi-
tion business and compen-
sating the hours not util-
ised due to disruptions.

Meanwhile, the Union
Education Ministry op-
posed the introduction of
the Coaching Institutes (Ac-
countability and Regula-
tion) Bill, moved by Nation-
alist Congress  Party
(Sharadchandra Pawar) MP
Fauzia Khan saying that
education is in the Concur-
rent List and the States
would have to regulate the
coaching centres.

But when Opposition
members insisted that the
Bill be introduced, the ob-
jection was withdrawn and
the Bill introduced in the
House.
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Indian Nawvy’s TROPEX
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» YRS HE@: U8 SR TP YR qeRdl B! SGIdl § qUT HRA & FHa! Y& is under way in the ndian

Ocean Region, from Janu-
il 1 & o e JHi-d, Tebigpel Wiciishal Y12 el 8 | oy Vhich the
! combined fleet, compris-
ing approximately 65 In-
dian Navy ships, nine sub-
marines, and over 80O
aircraft of different tvpes
are being “put through
complex maritime opera-
tional scenarios to validate
and refine the Navy’s Con-
cept of Operations™.

This is conducted bien-
nially with participation by
all operational units of the
Navy along with substan-
tial participation of Army,
Air Force, and Coast Guard
assets.

‘Maritime security”

“TROPEX-25 is aimed at va-
lidating Indian Navy’s core
warfighting skills, and en-
suring a synchronised, in-
tegrated response to pre-
serve and protect national
maritime security interests
in a contested maritime en-
vironment against conven-
tional, asymmetric as well
as hybrid threats,” the Na-
vy said in a statement.

The exercise is being
conducted in various phas-
es — both in harbour and at
sea, integrating various fa-
cets of combat operations,
cyber and electronic war-
fare operations, live wea-
pon firings during the joint
work-up phase, and am-
phibious exercise.
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Growth over inflation

The interest rate cut signals a shift
in the RBI's immediate priorities

F or the first time in nearly five years, the

Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) of the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) pivoted on in-
terest rates, unanimously deciding to cut the
benchmark repo rate from 6.50% to 6.25%. This
move, while maintaining a neutral stance, marks
a significant departure from the previous bi-
monthly review, where the committee had opted
for the status quo with a 4:2 vote. At the time, the
MPC was contending with inflation at a 15-month
high of 6.2% in October and a sluggish second-
quarter GDP growth of 5.4%. Now, with inflation
moderating to 5.2% in December, still above the
RBI’s 4% target, and growth projections for 2024-
25 slipping to a four-year low of 6.4%, the central
bank appears to be prioritising economic expan-
sion over inflation control. RBI Governor Sanjay
Malhotra, in his first policy review, highlighted
the challenges posed by global economic uncer-
tainties, including stalled disinflation, diminish-
ing prospects of rate cuts in the U.S., and a stron-
ger dollar pressuring emerging markets and their
currencies, including the rupee. These factors
have complicated policy trade-offs for India,
making the case for supporting growth even
stronger. The MPC justified its decision to look
past current inflationary concerns, citing expec-
tations that price pressures will ease further, with
inflation projected to average 4.2% in 2025-26
from 4.8% this year. This outlook hinges on as-
sumptions of a favourable food inflation trajecto-
ry, a normal monsoon, and a bumper harvest of
key vegetables such as tomato, onion, and pota-
to, which are, historically, major contributors to
price spikes. While inflation remains a concern,
the panel has signalled that weak economic
growth is more pressing, especially given the se-
cond-quarter slump and limited signs of recovery
since then. The RBI's post-Budget policy stance
also suggests closer alignment with fiscal policy,
apparently heeding the government’s call for mo-
netary and fiscal measures to work in tandem
rather than at cross-purposes. Whether the Bud-
get’s stimulus measures, combined with the rate
cut, will revive consumption, attract private in-
vestment, and boost growth remains uncertain.
Interestingly, had the MPC met a week later, it
might have had additional justification for the
rate cut, given expectations that inflation in Janu-
ary could have cooled to around 4.5%. With a
new Governor at the helm and an upcoming ap-
pointment for the Deputy Governor overseeing
monetary policy, the RBI could consider adjust-
ing the MPC’s review schedule to incorporate the
latest inflation data. A slight shift in the timing of
its bi-monthly meetings could make monetary
policy more responsive and data-driven, enhanc-
ing the committee’s ability to justify its stance
with real-time economic indicators.
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A surge of dead sea
turtles in the sand

Olive Ridley

| have beet

first week of January in the Chennai

en
and Chengalpatt districts. Conservationists say the number of deaths is three times the usual number during

the maing season and Have sounded s bell bout bottom lnml{ng the widespread use of fihing g, and
age

plastic

Chennai
Chengalpatty

TR $1 fazeyur:

sands for eggs.
‘Abhishaek, 24 CN, and

ee

‘When trawl boats often encroach into
restricted areas, it increases the risk of urtle
entangement and death.

s AR
Founder, TREE Foundaton

deaths emerged, the Tamil Nadu government
formeda task force headed by the Principal Chief
Conservator of Forests and Chief Wildife War-
den, Rakesh Kumar Dogra. On January 27, the
task force decided to strengthen regulations on
trawl fishing, enforce the use of Turtle Excluder
Device (TED), andretrict he horsepower of
boat engis

"TEDs ae metalgridsdesigned 10 allow trtes
o escapefom trawl et Bt sberol v cxc

ressed concerns tht these devices could red

% sherman working on 3 mechan-
ised boat in Kasimedu explains that with dwin
dling resources i the ocean, even a smal fal in

months they are requir says.
Kumar refutes this. He says TEDS do not result
in significant catch Joss. He explains that larger
typically do not travel in schools and are not
often caught n trawi net
‘The government has also increased joins
ot moking e Plberies Départmenc Forest
, Indian Coast Mari

m
50 begin soon. Plans have also been put i place
t0 involve police authorities in monitoring and
addressing trawler viokations.
ieanwhile, the Southern Bench of the Nation-
al Green Tribunal took suo motu notice of the is-
sue on January 18 and criticised the Tamil Nadu
government for faling to regulate trawlers and
enforce the use of TEDS despite previous orders,
surge in turtle deaths also coincided with
i

report that the seas have been particularly turbu-

SST
his peers p.lm)l ‘o stretches of the coast bet

well beyond its usual last date of December 31, as
per the Indi

night in the nesting season. As they walk, they | Palayam argues that its not fair to place the
smmih e s o by e i o | b ey o i, i v b rkiog
them. currents and w y day since 2018
ing, they use a ‘probe’, a long hollow rod, to | and notes Wt this has been unusual

check for nests. If they find egs, they carefully
collect them and measure the nest’s dimensions
0 recreate the conditons I huicheries, before

g the onset of th Tanil Thal month,the
scas yplcally cabm. But that hasn'tbeen the
case this year. The olni (easterly) current could

St e s s ek e ey e

the shore,
plain how dead carcasses from Andhra Pradesh

shaped my st i
turles are a huge part of my lfe” he sa.
r\hh)(hack o has spent four years with
e team hardly found
v e wecks ot "Y‘{plulll), wefind
about 30 nests. But this year, w

" e says.

A collaborative effort
Kartik Shanker, an ecologist and author of From
Soup 1o Superstar: The Story of Sea Turtle Conser

two," he says. of the regulations that are necessary t protect
na sunny day in January, A. Prakash, QQ and reach only about 2 feet in shell length. Their turt idy covered by fisheries laws; the
40, its on a boat in Kovalam, off the Nets challenge lies in improving compliance with the
East Caast Road (ECR in Chengalpat (hard upper shells). Though their numbers have | By the end of espe
{u it of Tamil Nadu. He has st Theturthes | eyined stable in recent years, Olve Ridleys e- Andhrs Pradesh o began to ot | tona heren

retume saw 10 | arelike the higher than

(Ol Rideysea et aremacs floaing i the | LA f | s aeiiod vubgrsbie by the nerraion Conservator of Forests n the | turtle canservation can someimes be counter-

sea. “We (isherfolk) have been seeingmany such | our village. | al Union for Conservation of Nature Red List. i ofthe Andhta Pradesh Forest De- | productive,eading to conflcts betweensectos

carcasses every day since the beginning of the | They come Sea turtles play 3 erucial role in the marine “sea tu increasing n many

year” he says, perturbed. back e | €50, By eeding on custaceans that e | il Nadu Suprss, Diain foundes of the -mzz pars of the ey \n(ludmg on the east coast,

Prakash points 1o an elderly woman nearby, | <110 seabed,
who comes to pick up  basket of tiger prawns des Forest Department, says et 2082 tr- | fo the negrty of coustal cconysems because
-m boat, and saysher son helps the Forest | e Ie\vk Ly nikilng oo segrie nd i, “They | tles had died unti Jamuary 26 in awling is a destructive practice. Traw-
childrer p sea

ment bury the carcases Placin the b
et ey on b head: Ram €5,
ot bricd b and came e

cially important fish
Fpeien and:comrot el popuacons tht

il nets. The Tamil Nadu

ich
Nrine Fihing Regulaton Act, 983, stipulates

just urtles,” he says.
Kumar says protecting critical turtle habitats

In the Chennai and Chengalpattu districts, lo- | ! In Tamil Nadu, conservationists and fisherfolk can also benefit local ishermen. “When we se-
ateddong the 1076 dometr g coali o “guests” and even . T ot just o
umi Nadu, many “ v fishermen such as A. Palayam, 62, | milles (approximately 926 km from the shoe. | vaton b ssosupport the thelhoods of -
- turtles washed ashore this year. foom e Kepparn i st Nagar i e, | T i s reser who do not g "

man from Uthand, off
ECR, spotted four of them in the first week of Ja
. R Ral. 63 fom Ijambaidam i Chen
i, Says he has seen about 50 since the irst week

iy i doglrg

ses e b8 cburlsnd ikl gt

ing e b -Howere, despe reguon,

cance. impor
ok o he e ko e s
cultural significance, fisherfolk view sea turtles

these e Dhain sayx. “Wher raw boats o
ten encraach into rest areas, it increases

the sea;” he says.
This s not a ey sk, he adds “The Tl

Nadu Forest De st collaborate

iy wih fahermen, whie the Fisherics Depart

ofthe year, Maria,  nature enihusiat, ays she asa symbol of a healthy ecosystem. the risk of turtle cma_hmcm and death” ‘ment needs to take a more serious approach to
peli Kupy Every year, Olive Ridleys pore out of the sea, | R. Suresh Kuma, where . » ngis
. whic ‘crowd the shore. , and then wai tobe | e nstute of i, explins tht turtes dort | oo he says
ex waters, such as the southern Akantic, Pacific

thousands and lay exgsn an event known as arri
bada Grrival by sea in Spanishy. While Odisha isa
s nesting it for Ofve Ridley turtles i nds

swept into the sea again. Referring o ths, R. San
KarL 7, a resdent of Nemunel, s, “The urtes
ke the ‘They come

visit nesting beaches but congregate i
¢ areas befow nesing, “Destrucive iing

jus

iy
pressure on the marine industry s im-
mense,with demands fo both local consump-

aegegaon soes coukd bc a significant factor in

" he
the harmiul effects of traw

studies is coast, We
e it o b gl et s
Selvam calls for a more

housinds of these snall wild anals sk come I Chnnal, an o the few metfopolan s | ling K. Bharatl president of the South Indan. | Inchadesdeniying ey matingan
adicall 10 nest betw Inlndiawherethesesa tutes ome tones s | Fisiermen Welfae Asiocaton, says those who | aeasin these. This araegy ‘hm.m mml\r e
u.,.w e T N coasine, s Wine fo not just fisherfolk who speak passionately about | violate nal Fisheries Department and local unites
‘who depend on fishing for their livlibood. irts; conservationits and students sport T. | governaent bas Alled toprovideany vabe uaer. | move cosely, e say. However, he department

erse and eco-sensitive Gulf of Mannar,
located offthe districts of Thoothukudi and Rama-
nathapuram in the south, is an essential feeding
site for these turthes, The creatures then migrate to
Odisha, West Bengl, and beyond.
‘Along the 34-kmlong coast from the Marina
ach in Chennal to Kovalam in Cher N
ing dead sea turtles on the shore during mat-

counted 1,200 dead sea turtles, more than three

times the normal figure. The Tamil Nadu Forest
Department provided a more conservative esti-
mate (706 turtles until January 23). The depar.
ment has refused to provide numbers since then.
Tomake matters wone, he unber ol seatr
e nests alng the shores
"Mt turties hat were t nest e di Al he
dead female turtles we bury have eggs in their
bodies,” says Ganasekar, who has been working
with the TREE Foundation, 4 marine conserva:
tion organisation, for two décad

Guests from the sea

shirts and set off at

limited resources and manpower, which

tle species. They weigh up to 45 kilogrammes

B.J0mM IO

makes it dificult

Montorng such vas ocat aeas s 3 -
gisticalchallenge. “Coll cween fisher:
e o ton. e and e e ol
techniokogeal ol e aps 0 track e actv
ity will be crucial

Fishermen point Cousinat inaddblonto raw
ters, il nes, and scuid et the sea tures ace

ican thrss rom the plasic waste that
floods the ocean. “Why can' the goy
L] Phstics fom ot

N o sl o about the grow
ing number of hard structures, such as groynes,
being buit along Tamil Nadu's sandy beaches,
‘which dammage the estng haitat.

“Over the years, we have noticed that when
the turtles come to nest, they find the sand pol-
luted and return without nesting.”
Abhishack.

Saving he s b ahout sfeparding he -
turcof both the sea and the; relyonit.
1 remesnber my fuber ofierng
turtle accidentally got caught in
his net. He wouldn't o out o sea for
turtles are i trouble, how will we survive?"
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play women
under the stat:

For centuries, men in Maharashtra's Sindhudurg Tegiofi nd parts
n playing women characters in Dashavataf perforfancestliantel] storiSw
ah talks to them totind
lenges in their roles.

have be
of Indian mythology. Purnim
their identities on and off stage, and their'd

Men apply moke.

nbrthern Goa

A thecomplexities of

nd in society

arap village of Kudal taluka in Sindhu
durg district, Maharashtra, is bustling.

It the evening, and the lanes are a
with Marathi devotional songs and
stalls selling toys and vada-pav, shakkarpara and

Khaja. The village temple and its surroundings
are it up with twinkling lights. The fragrance of
light jasimine and incense is in the air.
'At10.30 .., the Dashavatar artistes gather at
Semie Tendollar' hous o dimes S s the
owner of the Tendolkar Paramparik Dashavatar
Natya Mandal, s company that has been

Fora society
that has
placed men
and women
intwo
brackets
witha
cortain

= B —

800year-old Ganesha mukhavata (face masks)
used by his ancestors. He says his forefathers saw
Karnataka's Yakshagana performances and felt
the need to promote mythological stories in
Maharashtra.

Eight brothers split into different
and formed Dashavatar companies. G
runs Balkrshna Core Dashavatar Natya Mandal,
claims, “Those days Dashay
formed by Bratmins, but afer the desth of the
rodhers, the Devl communty abo

Devadas, considered lowecaite people. who

for the past 40 years. After eating chicken, rice,
an shoed onkon i e, e gt e to
the temple.a ometre o here, in the
oo, behind the curtaing f the concrete
ey get ready for the show that will begin
at midnight

Artistes pray to a petara, a box where the
props used in the show, including the Ganesha
mask, are stored. Ganesha is the god of auspi-
cious beginnings. Then, they sit in a row next to
each other with a mirror piaced over their iron
trunks that hold costumes, hair, and make-up. In-
candescent light bulbs hang over the boxes. A

form into female characters.

‘Omprakash Chavan, 56, from Amdos village,
playing Rani Sukhanti, a character in her 205,
play from the Shiva Purana, a text considered
acred by the Hindus. Ganpat Ankush Marjare
llage is pl
m e witof  drank e, She s copie In

he play, who later saves the queen'slfe.

Dashavatar is a form of theatre that relies on
improvisation around a mythological narative,
and practitioners claim it has a history of at least
800 years in Maharashtra’s Sindhudurg district
and northern Goa. Ever since it began, men have

playing women's roles. The men are usually
farmers or small business owners or daily wage
Iabourers for some part of the year.

Gender blender
Every year, the Dashavatar season begins after
the paddy harvest, towards the end of the Nava
ratri fast in October and continues until May of
the following year.

‘The plays are based on a clutch of stories of
the 10 incarnations of the Hindu god Vishnu: Mat-
sya (the fish), Kurma (the tortoise), Varaha (the
boan), mha (the lion-man), Vamana (the
dar), Ramafrom the Ramyang, Parachur
(Rama with a Krishna (or his brocher Bal
rama from the. Mlhublmmlu Buddha, and Kalki
(an avatar yet to come)

“The teraple authoriies rom villgesoffer con
tracts to Dashavatar theatre companies to per-
form during the annual fair, called jatra. The
comparies sgn up Dushavtar aristes through
verbal contract that they will be touring and per-
forming withthem or e seaso

I Sindhudurg, there are around 400 Dashava
tar artistes, of which about 25 experienced men
lay women characters. Prashant Tendolkar, 48,

male characters for

o decades, says, "For a society that has placed

men and women in two brackets with a certain

identity, we have a long way to g before people
see artistes as just artistes.

He recalls instances when m wo-
mmen e iy faciog # woumn e

People question their gender identity which is
hatd o ot v Mt wan 0 play ke charac
ters as rong, powerful, and
Gominating Prashant hasa mokcyle st cov
er shop in Tendoli village in Kudal taluk

Dinceh Gore s an th generadon praciioner,
who claims his family started the Dashavatar in
Sindhudurg. His house has what he claims is an

arasin

» CRTAR HERIY & Riggr ford $iR I a1 &1 U URURS Aed &4 g, foraet o fig URIfre Hursh # 5 |
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identity. we
havealong
way togo
before
people see
artistesas
justartistes
PrASIANT

Dbt e
who o plays

dition alive.” Two years ago, Gore formed a wo.
ien's Dashavatar group, but participation and
acceptance have been low.

A woman on stage
The night grows deeper in Zarap. Omprakash,
who says he has performed in over 8,000 rendi-
tions across 40 years, cleans his face with water,
puts on moisturiser, then layers it with founda
tion, lipstick on his cheeks for blush, and powd-
ers the whole look into place. He carefully wears
eyeliner, kajal, mascara, and shapes his eye-
brows using a kajal pencil. He combs his shoul-
der-length black curly hair into place.

“When 1 performed the Dashavatar at Mum
bai's ). Hospital 25 years ago, the organisers had
hired professional make-up artistes. That is
when I realised how make-up is done. Earlier, |
would use powdered colours mixed with water

old woman, a pregnant woman, a young bride, a
queen, Draupadi and many more. He modulates
his voice, pitching it higher, making movements
that are fiuid, t
Once he wearsa biouse, Omprakash covers his
chest with a piece of cloth to finish hair and jewel
lery, before draping the sari. *I grew up around
ny mother and have watched Pranali this wife),
By society’s defintion, men are supposed o be
hot tempered, strong. But women have layer
emorions hatthey use when require. | vas very
nervous when I performed first as I was aware
o sockey pereeles & man dredeng de 8 v
as he slips on green glass bangles
hat represent fortune and lertlty = a bappy
married lfe.
Helas been marred 2 yesr o, Pranal
is an ASHA (Accreditd Sockal Heall
worker. They o bink 403 Cghes
From being childhood frends o fallng in ov,
Pranali has seen her husband's journey. *I have
always loved watching him get dressed and per
rm. | tell people

my husband

ay3at thek home
before he sets out
for the

®

By society’s definition,
men are supposed to be
hottempered. sr

1o paint my face,” Ompra . king that

stllusel” Hewas 10whenbe st watched o
10 he durvanchi judi, a
high school in In\\lllag(- e dreant u’lmmuu:
as a professional actor, but the closest he could
9t was Dashavata, becase R required 0o
trained actng. Al it needed was knowledge of

oL SO performance,
Butwomen have lavers  PRAREe
of emotions that they own_ challnges.
ften bullied

ot

Disharsspeioses who who akes on wo-
P s s ko St

My parents were
against our marriage. Most women don't find a
man who s sensitive and calm,” she says. Ompra
kash sells homemade spices, sculpts clay idols

somvin law. Shiva, the Hindu god of destruction,
had promised Dambhasur that no one would be
able to kill him except his son-in-aw. So, the de
‘mon would kill every daughter bor to him and
his wife. However, his daughter, Rani Sukhanti,
was rescued and she married Sukant. Each play
has all the nine rasas, including anger, humour,
and sorrow. There is music with a harmonium, a
‘pakhawa] (a percussion instrument), and sym-
bols. Musicians sit in a comer of the stage.

The bench on the stage changes its role de.
pending on the requirement of the character and

what they m
lash, where

jump into the make-
comic, climbs up to rescue her and they both all
off the bench, behind the curtain that separates
the green room and the stage

‘The audience is so impressed by the perfor
mance that they offer cash (bakshish) ranging
from 250t 22,000, People walk up to hand over
money to an actor, who stops for a second, col
lects it, and carries on.

The three-hour-long show runs without a
break, and while the story line and movements
are plotted, several aspects of it remain im
promptu. Most actors get paid between 2200 and
2500, while senior artistes like Omprakash get
21,000 per show. Samir, the troupe head, distri
buites the bakshish after the show.

“People love Omprakash's performance and
the mention of his name brings 4 good crowd:
dmits that there isn't enough
Tooey In the |vu\mv\\ tomake a full ot o
e get around 8,000 t
210,000 from the temple authorite. 1 dstribute
some among he arttes and he es i ued for
does at Jeast 200 shows
s Shii, who s a meckanic and

fession. “For one

each seasor

A e b passed away, his mother
took up daily wage labour jobs and sculpted clay
idols. Omprakash would draw science projects
for his classmates t ean in stationery, to keep
h . il class

drinks w
the firstletters of both their names, and a word
means ‘drink in Hindi.

bout why only men

10, A1 15 performed s the Dashaatar eat our

perform in Dashavatar: one is based on the tale of
s Mo-

E§

ini, a female avatar to outsmart the demons,

The future
Ravi Bibhishan
ra
the last 15 years, the S
organising Dashavatar

villag. | had two reasons o join: one to fill my | The other s that menstruation resricts women | tions in the Konkan region. This year' festival is
somach aud anothe, toact” he says. from particpatng i any religious vents” sty | across anuary and February

130 year om In March, at the E Bh
few cohs s bt o el with theste yard) sari. B bt i o C ot foster

companies for six months, sieep in temples and
move o the nextlocaton on oot Omprakashs
first performance was of Vatsala,
Balaram. The Walavalkar Dashintar company,
which s ovr 100 yearsod iked bis work and
offered him a twoyear contra

Late, he jined Naik Mocherna
tar company and performed with them o
years. Omprakash says he has played a 20-year-

The stars shine bright

A the nght e dakerandthe o g eaer

inthe o esidents of Zarapand ne:

lages gather at e tempie ground. They st on
sheets and wrap themselves in shawls to

ing cultural exchanges, Dashavatar will be per
formed in Odisha. “Maharashtra has over 350 art
-an only select five for the league,”

ns an
Chavare says.

“There are more than 70 troupes who perform
Dashavatar. Our aim is to preserve and promote
the at fom by crpising s el st are

d Dambhasur,

Omprakash C

pletely s
He adds tat the govemment oflers an honorar:
150,000 er troupe sk withlodghg and
el expenses. “The State government also
{ves 15,000 monihly o artses above 50"
Omprakash has never been a part of a govern-
ment initiative. In fact, he worries that the art
form may be dying. It began when television
came to the village, about 30 years ago, he re
counts. “Today there are several distractions, Itis
not the fault of the audience if they lose interest
In Dustar: s p 1o 5 10 keep them coing
back to our performanc s Omprakash,
who refuses %o Jon socal el 8 promaot:
Dashavatar. “Only those looking for validation
need suchtook
Onmprakastand Pricalls bime, et b the
Hmid!cu’upeu land, the walls are covered with
ctograph of perforrances. There are deties
500 swards next 1 cach othe on 3 e, In one
of the wooden cupboards with a glass front are a
few props Oik &2 taby mapped & Skl
‘When I play the role of a mother, | carry this doll
with me;” Omprakash says.
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Technology and the challenge of equitable education

a time of education activities on a mass scale.

But results from the nationwide Annual
Status of Education Report (ASER) surveys of that
period indicated that while enrolment and
infrastructure indicators showed a rush to
schools, learning indicators pointed to no change.
At the same time, computers, mobile phones,
and digital technology were making waves. It was
a time of many possibilities and promises with
digital solutions and businesses. However, it was
when the COVID-19 pandemic struck that the
digital revolution hit the ground in rural India.
This is reflected very well in ASER data.

l n India, the 1990s and the early 2000s were

5
Madhav Chavan

is a co-founder
of Pratham

Smartphone use and rural households

In 2018, nearly 90% of rural households had
simple mobile phones and 36% had
smartphones. In 2022, the proportion of
households with smartphones had risen to over
74% and, according to ASER 2024, it has grown
further to 84% this year. While the percentage of
children who have access to a smartphone at
home is nearing saturation, the proportion of
children aged between 14 and 16 years who own a
smartphone has risen from 19% to about 31%
within a year.

It is not clear from the ASER data whether
mothers of young children have their own
phones. This ownership of smartphones is
important when it comes to use in supporting
young children’s learning and their own learning.

The main use of smartphones during the

India lacks a
road map in the

pandemic period was that of a carrier of texts, field of
worksheets, and videos, which were a substitute education that
for textbooks. Virtual training sessions had allows the
become common too. As the pandemic faded promise of

away, the digital skills learned during the period
sustained, although some of the practices became
less important and a new excitement began to
build around artificial intelligence (AI).

The best promise of the digital revolution was,

technology to
be harnessed
for those who
need it the most

GS Paper 02 IGIEIECAICEICITY

to this writer, in the open and continuing
education domain for the underprivileged. The
need and the possibilities in India are
tremendous. For example, at this time, over 40%
mothers of schoolchildren are not schooled or
have completed school less than class five. Nearly
another 40% are schooled between class six and
class 10, and the remaining have completed class
10. Educating mothers so that they can help
children is an investment India should make to
accelerate and strengthen the education of
children.

Over the past 30 years, we have lived through
the computer, the Internet, and mobile
revolutions, and we are now looking at AL With
every new wave of technology, there is new hope
and talk of revolutionising education. By the time
the technology becomes affordable, something
new and exciting for the privileged shows up on
the horizon, but technology has not delivered on
its promise where the education of the
underprivileged is concerned. One of the biggest
constraints is the availability of devices.

But, as ASER 2024 data show, availability of
individually owned smartphones is going to be
less and less of a constraint. Most rural
households already have a smartphone. Getting a
second phone may be easier for many families in
times to come.

No language barrier
Hardware, without a doubt, is becoming easily
available. Language used to be a major
impediment. It is not so any more. Writing or
dictation in local languages is now possible.
Translation from one language to another is easy.
All the tools needed for learning are accessible, if
you know what to access, where, and how. But
what if there was one place in a village — let us
call it school — where questions of what, where,
and how were answered by an intelligent device?
Access to schools is complete. But school

attendance is still a problem. In a village or a
community, some children go to a private school,
some to a government school, others to private
classes and some do not go to school at all. This is
somewhat of a chaotic situation at the level of the
village and also at the larger community level,
which reflects in the quality of learning in
schools.

During the pandemic, in many villages of
Maharashtra, a learning programme was
broadcast from a vantage point. It should be
possible to work out a curriculum and broadcast
schedule in villages so that group learning can be
organised. Organising new schools in this manner
should be possible, although, initially, there may
not be many takers.

Every civilisation has created its own schooling
system over the last 5,000 years. Teachers and
methods in one education system did not work in
another, the curriculum in one country was not a
good fit in another. That was because civilisations
were separated by time, space, culture, and
technology. The age of empires and colonialism
started integrating civilisations. Although
separated by national boundaries, countries
today are integrated by science and technology.
Education too is an integrating factor. But so is
profit. Every technological innovation, barring
those promoted by philanthropists as public
goods, has to look for a “for-profit market’. Where
profits cannot be made, innovations find limited
use.

The prediction that hardware and devices
would become inexpensive has come true but the
need for a higher order and bigger hardware is
growing with the innovations of AT. Will
philanthropic investments be enough to help
universalise the innovations that could
revolutionise education? As a country, India
needs to come up with a road map that allows the
promise of technology to be harnessed for the
benefit of those who need it the most.
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1990 3R 2000 & IRF B! Yw3ATd A & & w54

® 1990 3R 2000 P TRH B! YT H HRA H A& &1 78 TAM W R gl

» 3T THI & ASER Fdeu ot Raré § A iR gt e & fasr # gfe 3t 12
» A, S T & Wpd S & STale Y- B TR ufafdd @

» 39 &g, ffored d@-ie, AIegd B iR $uex Edl U HR R U
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