


School Management Committees and the Pitfalls of Decentralized Governance in India: A Qualitative Study from Jharkhand, India

Abstract: 
This research examines the decentralized system of educational governance and administration. The present study is a qualitative research that empirically explores the role of the decentralised system of education in the state of Jharkhand, India. The research examined the local-self-governing institutions operational at the ‘grassroot level’. Panchayats and SMCs as the local school governing bodies have been studied and analysed. decentralization is understood as a mechanism to foster democratic participation leading to efficient delivery and management of development schemes. For the purpose of the research a primary study in the selected locality was conducted through unstructured interviews, field observation and focus group discussions. The primary data was analysed as against various policies formulated to enhance and implement decentralization across the domain of school governance. The objective of the research was to assess and examine the participation and the effectiveness of the ‘school management committees’ (SMC). While the neo-liberal conceptualization of decentralization informed the analysis of the panchayat, the SMCs were empirically studied.  The empirical evidences suggest that the ‘SMCs’ witness low participation due to various socio-economic reasons of the committee members. The low participation is also due to the ‘stakeholder’ idea of participation that the management committees entail. As against this backdrop the study analyses the various facets of decentralization as a part of the larger reform in the educational landscape. Education decentralization is gaining prominence across the globe. 
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Introduction 
The Indian state has taken a turn to ensure a right based education to all through the enactment of the Right to Education Act, 2009 (RTE Act, 2009). RTE Act, 2009 is the first formal document to recognise education as a right, although in principle education as right has existed through various other constitutional arrangements. As opposed to acknowledging the right to education only in principle until now the act promises to fully confer this right by law and to extend it across the country (Noronha & Srivastava, 2014). It is widely recognised and accepted that the economic and social development is intimately connected with education. Having recognised this the White Paper on Education in the UK stated “Upon the education given to the children of this country, the future of this country depends.” Education has been conceptualized as one of the determinants that leads to economic development and promotes economic growth (Naik, 1963). The Indian Government in the post-independent India recognised the intimate relationship between the provision of a minimum of free and compulsory education for all children in India and the successful working of a democracy that it aims to establish post-independence. Due to its underlying importance, education found its place in the constitution in which the makers of the constitution make a provision for education as a directive principle of state policy stating “the state shall endeavour to provide within a period of ten years from the commencement of this constitution, for free and compulsory education for all children until they complete the age of 14 years”. The passage of the RTE Act, 2009 ensured legal enforceability and sets education within the rights’ discourse. The RTE, Act mandates  “Every child of the age of six to 14 years shall have a right to free and compulsory education in a neighbourhood school till completion of elementary education.” The Act also has laid down detailed provision with regard to the governance and management of the school. As per the act it mandates the constitution of a ‘School Management Committee’ consisting of the elected representative of the local authority, parents or guardians of children admitted in such school and teachers. The following sections in the paper discuss the idea that shapes the functioning and constitution of the school management committees, the policy reforms that have been introduced with regard to the school management committees and will provide a critical analysis of the same. 

Rationale for the Study
India has made remarkable progress in the expansion of the primary basic education since independence. However, while the expansion in quantity and availability of school has been remarkable it has accompanied by poor  quality   Today the dilapidated school buildings, teacher absenteeism, dysfunctional schools with high dropout is how the government schools are best identified. The government provisioning for education has effectively denied education to a vast majority who attend the government schools. These gaps in sector of education provoke questions regarding the failure in the delivery of quality education. To address issues of poor quality of education the government has taken steps to introduce new ways of governance in the school education sector. The paper seeks to analyse the amendments in the school administration system introduced through the 73rd and the 74th amendments to the constitution and the RTE Act, 2009. While the 73rd and 74th constitutional amendments provided local government institutions through the Panchayati Raj Institution greater power over governance of school education The RTE, Act made the constitution of ‘SMC’ in every government school mandatory to improve the monitoring and management of schools. The school management committees were introduced in the schools to address the inadequacies in the public education system in India. The School Management Committee so mandated through the right to education Act, 2009, sought to establish a democratic system of school governance with increased community participation. 
 

Theoretical Framework of the Study 
Decentralization which has been identified as one of the most important phenomenon to have affected educational planning has informed the present research under study. Theories of decentralization have informed many educational reforms taking place across the globe since the 90s and even before. Reasons for decentralization are many but most importantly decentralization has been  used for the efficient management and governance of education (McGinn & Welsh, 1999). Decentralization by definition has meant different things to different groups such as the liberal economist understood decentralization as “getting rid of the interventionist and the over-extended regulatory or predatory state” (Bardhan,1996). Decentralization in the structural adjustment and transitional reform literature was used as a synonym to privatization. Similarly, the anarcho-communitarians understood decentralization as a form of governance which allowed for the existence of the ‘self-governing’ communities (Bardhan,1996). Decentralization by definition is about degrees of transfer of authority namely, deconcentration, delegation, devolution and privatization (Rondinelli et al., 1984). These forms of decentralization can be distinguished by categorizing them as ‘functional’ and ‘territorial’ decentralization. Functional decentralization takes place when the ministry of education transfers some of its function to some parallel body while territorial decentralization occurs when there is downward distribution of control among the tiers of government such as the downward distribution from the central to the state and then to district which is further distributed to panchayat   (the local government at the village level) and even to the level of school (Bray and Mukundan, 2004). The territorial decentralization includes the distribution of authority in forms including – deconcentration, delegation and devolution (McGinn & Welsh, 1999). “Deconcentration is the process in which the central authority establishes field units, staffing them with its own officers” (Bray & Mukundan, 2003). Delegation involves giving authority over certain aspects of education to appointed officials where power still rests with the central authority  and devolution constitutes the most extreme form in the process of territorial decentralization where power is formally held at the low level. In devolution the official at the lower level requires no approval from the senior or central authority for his actions (McGinn & Welsh, 1999; Bray & Mukundan, 2003). 
The present research under study employs the concept of territorial decentralization for the purpose of analysis where the research findings are analysed borrowing from the conceptualization of delegation and devolution forms of decentralization. The school governance system within the decentralised planning in the Indian context aligns with the design of the territorial decentralization as explained above. Further, the idea of empowerment and democratic governance embedded within the institutionalization of the SMC can be thoroughly analysed borrowing from the conceptualization of devolution and delegation. Thus to benefit from the alignment of the conceptualization that lie within the design and theory of the territorial decentralization and the school governance system in India this particular framework is adopted for the purpose of analysing the SMCs. 
Objective of the Study
The Right to Education Act, 2009 (RTE, 2009) identified monitoring the working of the school, monitoring the utilization of the grants the school receives and preparing and recommending the school development plan as functions that the SMC shall perform. The research was conducted to primarily assess the 
(i) Effectiveness of the School Management Committees (SMC). 
(ii) to examine the active participation of the school management committee members in the overall governance of the school.

Analytical Framework:
The present study explored research questions that included – (a) What role does the ‘school management committee’ play in ensuring smooth functioning of the school? (b) How has the constitution of the ‘school management committee’ altered the role and relationship of the stakeholders with the school? (c) What is the level of participation of the stakeholders in the functioning and governance of the school? 
The aforementioned questions were motivated by the objective of the study which is to assess and examine the ‘effective governance’ of the schools through the participation of the stakeholders. The research aims to fill the research gaps that informs about the inadequacies in the functioning of the government school resulting in ‘poor quality’ education and the measures undertaken by the government to address those inadequacies for improving the quality of education in the schools. 

Literature Review
Global Context to Decentralization 
Decentralization became a popular reform in the developing world which was advocated to ensure the improvement in the provisioning of basic services along with enhancing quality of formal education. Decentralization as a preferred mechanism for the improvement of the schools was seldom demanded from the grassroot level. Critics posit that education decentralization as a reform idea is often pushed by multilateral agencies (Channa, 2016). 
School-Based Management within Decentralization Reforms 
The school-based management was a part of the broader reform design of decentralization. ‘Accountability’ is also one important aspect that makes the school-based management important. The school committees that are endowed with the responsibility to monitor teacher and for the governance of the school improve teacher accountability (Edwards, 2019).    The school based management model owing to its popularity was adopted and enacted in many countries (Edwards, 2019). The context that brought the school based management to light was the fact that schools were seen as important sight which affected the educational results as opposed to the household socio-economic status (SES) (Coleman et al., 1966). Additionally, it is suggested that household involvement in education and school administration is influenced by socioeconomic status (Leithwood et al., 2004; Mfum-Mensha & Friedson-Ridenour, 2014; Rose, 2003). Therefore, determining the level of SES is essential in order to investigate the connection between educational performance and community involvement in school administration. 
There are also studies that suggest that popularity of the school-based management stems from the underlying theory that suggest that such model of managerialism leads to various positive results. 
Community Participation and Constitution of SMCs in India 
The model by its design promises increased community participation through the constituted committees under this model. Since the 1990s community based management gained prominence as a popular model of governance and the same was pursued widely in the international development sphere. The increased community participation in turn promises improved teacher accountability that engenders greater efficiency and enhanced educational outcomCes. The participation of the community also ensures student retention and also proven to decrease or check the instances of school drop-outs (Edwards, 2012; Edwards & DeMatthews, 2014; Edwards, 2019). 
In India the institution of SMC has provided parents with alternative means to enforce their right and to seek compensation for the deficit. The provision of SMC as proposed in the Right to Education Act, 2009 is seen as an institution of legal empowerment (Prakash, 2016). The SMC were instituted to primarily include the core element of community participation for solving most of the problems related to education.  The idea that communities can effectively participate and solve issues related to the poor quality of education mainly concerning issues such as ‘drop-out, low-enrolment, teachers’ absenteeism, monitoring and evaluation of teachers performance etc. Govinda and Bandyopadhyay (2010) argue that addressing issues of educational exclusion is closely associated with an increase in awareness among local governing agencies about local educational problems and their effective participation in the day-to-day functioning of schools as well as the decision-making processes.
The instrumental method of community participation has been stressed in SBM (school-based management)  literature due to the growing number of parents and community people acting as actors in school management. According to its assumptions, community members will voice their local demands for school management when they are involved in the process. Community members can hold instructors accountable for better school performance and keep a careful eye on their work (Barrera-Osorio et al., 2009; Bruns et al., 2011).
Conflicts between actors at the school level have been brought about by the instrumental approach to community participation, though. When parents and community members took charge of their job, instructors felt intimidated (Carney et al., 2007) and thought that community members threatened their professional autonomy (Essuman & Akyeampong, 2011). Conversely, community members have found it challenging to question teachers and the headteacher, who had greater knowledge (Suzuki, 2002). 

Research Methodology
This research is a qualitative research which was conducted with an objective to assess and examine the effectiveness of the ‘school management committees’. The qualitative research methodology of the study allowed the researcher to study the context, experiences, perspectives and subjectivities of the respondents. The research tools for the present study included – Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and in-depth interviews. The research tools provided insights that could be analysed through a multifaceted dimension.
Population of the Study and data collection tools:
The site of the research was a government school in the state of Jharkhand situated in the city of Morabadi of Ranchi District. The school had a total strength of 350 children enrolled in classes one to ten of the school. Four focus group discussion including one group discussion that comprised of a group including the teacher representative and the parents was held.  Open-ended interviews of 25 parents and authorities of the school was conducted. The interviews included interviews of of(i) school authorities (ii)teachers, (ii)principal and teacher representative of the school management committee. 
Table 1: Details of the Interview and Focus Group Discussions
	Tools 
	Participants 
	Number 

	Open-ended Interviews 
	1. Ward Member of the locality
2. Head Teacher of the School
3. Teacher Representative of the SMC
4. Parents
5. SMC Members 
	1
1
1
25
5

	Focus Group Discussions 
	1. SMC members including the Teacher representative and the Ward Member 
2. Parents (8-10 members)
	1

4



Purposive sampling was used to select participants for the interviews and Focus Group Discussions. As the research wanted to examine the functioning of the SMC only parents’ whose children attend the government school were chosen. The interview of the SMC members comprised of members who were parents’ and the representative of the PRI (ward member). Interviews and Focus Group Discussion as research tools were chosen to gather an in-depth insight of the understanding, perception and functioning of the school management committees. While the interviews facilitated in capturing individual insight the Focus group Discussions provided a collective view of the SMC. The focus group discussions was also chosen to encourage open dialogue for a detailed and nuanced insight.  

Mapping the Governance and Management of the Primary Schools in India
As it is widely recognised and accepted that the economic and social development is intimately connected with education. Having recognised this the White Paper on Education in the UK stated “Upon the education given to the children of this country, the future of this country depends.” Education has been conceptualized as one of the determinants that leads to economic development and promotes economic The Indian Government in the post-independent India recognised the intimate relationship between the provision of a minimum of free and compulsory education for all children in India and the successful working of a democracy and thus the constitution makes provision as a directive principle of state policy stating “the state shall endeavour to provide within a period of ten years from the commencement of this constitution, for free and compulsory education for all children until they complete the age of 14 years” (Naik, 1963). Education in the post-independent India was treated as a state subject with the constitution endowing the state with certain residuary powers that were to be exercised by the state governments. However, many amendments were made in the constitution in the following years and this redefined the roles of the government for the purpose of governance. These included the 42nd amendment (1976) which transferred the subject of education from the state list to the concurrent list allowing both the state and the centre to legislate on the subject of education and making it a shared responsibility of both the state and the centre (Sujatha, 2019). 
The 73rd and the 74th amendment to the constitution formally recognized the local administrative bodies as the most local level of administration. Thus, school education was governed locally at the panchayat level through the elected member of the Panchayati Raj Institution (PRI). With the enactment of the RTE in 2009, a further decentralized or a rather site-based management arrangement for the governance of the school was introduced with the mandatory constitution of the SMC. The RTE 2009, mandates that every school other that the private unaided school shall constitute a ‘School Management Committee’ constituting of the elected representatives of the local authority, parents or guardians of children admitted in such school and the teachers. The act also mandates that of the members elected at least three-fourth of members of such committee shall be parents or guardians and that proportionate representation shall be given to the parents or guardians of children belonging to the disadvantaged groups and weaker section. Also, fifty percent of the committee members shall be women. The school management committees are entrusted with the task of (a) monitoring the working of the school (b) assisting in preparing the school development plan and (c) monitoring the funds received as grants and its utilisation. 

Result and Discussion 
The analysis of the present study can be categorised as an analysis of the larger framework of decentralization. Decentralization as a popular school reform mechanism brought a shift in the school governance structure. The decentralised mode of governance witnessed the flow of power and responsibility further down to the School Management Committees. The enactment of the Right to Education Act, 2009 mandated the constituting of a SMC in every government unaided school with defined functions and roles and responsibilities to be carried out by the school management committees. The impetus for decentralization in India was a part of the national aspiration since independence. While the instituting of the panchayats did not come from external sources however, the 73rd and the 74th amendments to the constitution which constitutionally mandated panchayats, it must be recognised that decentralization that follows the amendment is embedded in an economy which is rushing to join the globalised force (Mathur, 2013). The experience of the panchayat post the 1990s has been influenced by the ascendency of the neo-liberal and globalised understanding of the decentralization where it is seen more as a technique of management than as a component which strengthens democracy (Mathur, 2013).
The decentralised system of school governance in the Indian context is analysed through theoretical underpinnings leading to the 73rd and the 74th amendment. Whereas, the aspects of SMC is analysed through empirical data through a thematic analysis. The first part of the analysis consists of the theoretical analysis of the constitution of panchayats and its role in school governance and the second part consists of the empirical findings.
School governance and the role of the panchayats:
The village Panchayat is the lowest level of democratically elected self-govrning body within the three-tier system of Panchayati Raj and the Gram Sabha is the basic unit of administration.  The effort to create local self-government body within the three-tier system was expressed in the constitution. Article 40 of the constitution states that ‘the state shall take steps to organize village panchayats and endow them with such powers and authority as may be necessary to enable them to function as units of self-government’. In pursuance with the state objective the first step towards establishing the panchayats was takin in 1957, as a response to the failure of the administration in successfully implementing the Community Development Programme. However, the panchayats went into decline in the early 1960s and the effort to revitalize and empower panchayats could succeed only in 1993 through constitutional amendment (Mathur, 2013). The amendments decentralised the governance structure of various public services and provisions. In India decentralization enthusiastically advocated for introducing shift of decision-making power by bringing it closer to people at the grassroots level (Govinda & Mukhopadhyay, 2010). Under this setting educational governance was given immediate attention and the responsibility for governance of school education was placed with the state. The amendments to the Indian constitution in 1992, required the creation of a three-tier system of strong, viable and responsive panchayats at the village, intermediate and district levels. Post the creation the state governments were to devolve the necessary powers and responsibilities to the elected bodies for the purpose of preparing plans and implementing the economic development schemes to ensure social justice (Ambasht, 1996; Mukundan & Bray, 2003).  
“In the domain of education, the requirements of the constitutional amendments were dovetailed with the National Policy on Education and its accompanying Programme of Action, which were first issued in 1986 and then revised 6 years later (India 1986a, b, 1992a, b). These documents emphasised the importance of decentralisation of planning and management at all levels as well as of ensuring greater community participation. This approach, as observed by Dhingra (1991: 1), marked a shift in educational planning” (Mukundan & Bray, 2003). For an effective and successful implementation of decentralization the establishment of institutional mechanism below the state level was sought necessary. This framework was to be followed through the political decentralization however, more of administrative decentralization (Deconcentration) took place. Deconcentration is defined as “One of administrative decentralization which redistributes decision-making authority and financial and management responsibility among levels of the central government there is no real transfer of authority between levels of government. It may involve only a shift of responsibilities from federal forest service officials of the capital city to those stationed in provinces, districts,  etc.” (Gregersen et al. 2004). A Block Development office (Sub-district level) was set up in each block while the District Education Office which served as revenue division during the British period remained intact as the main centre of governance of the school education in the district (Govinda & Bandhopadhyay, 2010). 
Thus the process of decentralization which was dovetailed in the various education policies in the domain of educational governance necessarily only entailed provisions of deconcentration. The focus was on streamlining the bureaucracy and the policy did not design any mechanism to devolve powers to the local governing bodies of the panchayati raj (Govinda & Bandhopadhyay, 2007; Mukundan & Bray, 2003). The states were initially enthusiastic to implement the recommendations of the education policy however except for constituting ‘village education committees’ no other provision was implemented. The Right to education Act, 2009, mandated the ‘school management committee’ and thus today almost all the schools owned by the government has instituted the SMCs. 
Role of the SMC in the governance of school:
Within the broader framework of decentralization the Village Education Committees and school complexes were established to devolve powers to the local governing bodies. The 73rd and the 74th amendment of the constitution in 1992 delineated specific powers and responsibilities to the local bodies. The panchayat under this amendment was given the responsibility for education. Education, included - primary and secondary education, adult and non-formal education, and vocational education and technical training. With the passage of the Right to Education Act, 2009 the SMC became the most local unit for the purpose of governing the schools. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]To gain a clear understanding of the functioning, its capacity and efficiency of the data on SMC was collected from the school. For the purpose of the research and to fulfil its objective, the study explored the formation of the SMC and its process. The RTE, has implicitly stated the rules with regard to the process of formation of the SMC. While the purpose of the SMC is to enhance the role of the communities it was observed that the government  functionaries’ involvement is too high. The SMCs in the state of Jharkhand are to be constituted by including a total of 16 member for the primary schools. Table 2: The composition of the SMC 

	Sr, No. 
	SMC Member
	Designation

	1
	Parents -12
	1 President and rest as members (11)

	2
	Head Master/ In-charge – 1 
	Secretary 

	3
	Senior Teacher – 1 
	Member

	4
	Panchayati Raj Institution representative -1
	Member

	5
	Bal Sansad – 1 
	Member 

	
	Total
	16 Members 


 
Constitution of the SMC:
The process of constituting the SMC includes the selection of the members through election from among the parents of the children. However, it was observed that the teachers and the block officials present during the constitution of the SMC control the process and influence the selection process. The head teacher informed that the teacher in-charge or the head teacher initiates the process and whoever is present assist the parents in nominating members. Thus the teacher and the block level officials play a critical role in the selection of the parents. They exercise discretion with regard to the selection and depending on their convenience and comfort with the selected group of parents they form the SMC. The child-representative too is nominated by the teacher in-charge or the head teacher. While the composition of the members with regard to the designation is followed as per mandate the process of selection of parents as members is rigged.

Functioning of the SMC:
The meeting of the SMC members as per mandated is to be called once in every month however it was found that the frequency is too low also,  the parents’ are  irregular in attending the SMC meetings. There was discrepancy in response of the head teacher and the SMC Members. While the head teacher reported that the SMC meetings are held regularly the members informed that they are not and are less frequent. The discussions that take place during the meeting is guided and led by the teacher representative and the parents’ participation is very low in terms of setting the agenda of the meeting. The preparation of the ‘school development plan’ which is considered as one of the important function of the SMC is prepared under the guidance of the head teacher and other teachers while  the other members contribute very little. The effective functioning of the SMC requires that the members of the committee be regular and participate actively. The participation however is low, both by not being physically present and through restricted participation in the decision-making with regard to important aspects of the school. The SMC has proven effective with regard tochecking drop-out rates,in bringing back the out of school children to school and both enrolment and attendance of children in the school have improved due to the active role played by the SMC with regard to addressing aforementioned concerns. 
The SMCs and SMDC (School Management Development Committees) play a very important role in implementing and monitoring the progress of the various government schemes at the school level. They act as a strong link between the school and the community at large. The government has taken various steps to develop a sense of community ownership of the school and the schooling process by strengthening the SMC/SMDC. Community awareness programmes through formulation of programmes such as- ‘Vidayalaya Chalein Chalayein Abhiyan’ – to increase the enrolment and to enhance smooth transition to secondary school along with bringing back the out of school and drop-out children back to the school. For checking the consistently low attendance  in the state a mega parent-teacher meeting was organised to increase the local communities interaction and to encourage their participation in the schooling process. Similarly, a programme was organised in all districts to bring together the elected members of the PRIs to discuss various critical issues related to education. 

Conclusion 
“Establishing grassroot level democracy for local self-governance has been an integral part of the Indian perspective on public administration for a long time”. Decentralization in the domain of education administration was first adopted for the DPEP (District Primary Education Programme). The modalities within the DPEP programme for giving autonomy was characterised by “controlled decentralization” model  .  While decentralisation was envisaged to bring about ‘grassroot level democracy’ through the formation of the local self-governing bodies it is observed that upon the failure of the bureaucratic system  a utilitarian value of community was adopted. The local governing institutions at the village level comprising of the Panchayat and the SMC at the school level are increasingly seen to be a part of the management of the educational process. The idea of participation for fostering a democratic governance is superseded by the ideas of ‘efficient management’ and both these institutions are expected to participate in the smooth and efficient implementation of the government schemes. The contribution of these bodies does not involve active participation in the formulation of any plan but only in over-seeing the functioning of various programmes. The panchayats were largely seen as obstacle to bureaucratic strategies and thus the SMCs were formulated to efficient management of the schooling process. However, due to reasons such as poverty and lower educational level of the parents the involvement and participation in the SMC is largely affected. The panchayats as well are only considered as supporting instruments of the various programmes that are decided at the national level.  Little effort has been made to alter the centralized administrative system and there seems to be little scope left for the creation of new democratic institution for governance at the local level). 
The Right to Education Act, 2009 with regard to the constitution of the SMC outlines very general guidelines it leaves open many pertinent questions with regard to its right with respect to how the decision taken by the SMC have to be enforced, the relation of the SMC with the head teacher, the content of a school development plan etc.. The ambiguity in the guideline and functioning of the SMC and its right on enforceability makes it a management body that can only participate with the capacity of an observer and manager. The decentralised governance system at the local level not only  transfers  authority but also the transfers the burden of carrying out the assigned responsibilities 

Implications
The decentralised governance that seeks to establish democratic decentralization at the local level through devolution was prescribed as a tool of development through which the poor would benefit.  However in the globalised neo-liberal world the panchayats are understood more in the language of management than democracy. This constraints the panchayats to act as units of self-government. Also, the adoption of the managerial techniques for the purpose of good-governance has led to the breaking of public delivery system to smaller units – such as SMCs. The neoliberal conceptualization to the governance of school system has led the panchayats to act as bodies responsible for seeing that the benefits of development and schemes reaches them and not in providing it to them. Similarly the adoption of instrumental adoption of community participation defeats the idea of empowerment through participation. The idea of decentralization being presented as the panacea of all ills need to be critically analysed. 
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