
In India almost 70% of the population lives in rural areas and most of them are dependent on agriculture or land based occupations. Thus land and land related issues have an important bearing on not only the economic conditions but the general lifestyle of the entire family including kids. Despite a lot of money and effort, by the Government of India many roadblocks and hurdles exist in the education system especially so in the rural areas.
A major obstacle faced by the educators is large scale absenteeism among children hailing from rural background. Annual State of Education Report* shows a direct co-relation between regular schooling and learning abilities of children. For the kids living in villages going to school is not the priority (unlike kids from urban areas) but assisting their parents in daily chores or lending a helping hand in the fields takes precedence over education.
Why do children need to help in fields?  
This question may cross the reader’s mind; let us try and understand the reasons for this. At the time of country’s independence in 1947, most of the land was in the hands of few powerful landlords. In various parts of the country this system was known by various names like Ryotwari, Zamidari, Mahalwari, etc. The government decided to bring in land reforms with an aim to reduce the inequality between various sections of the society and improve the welfare of the weaker sections of society. The first step was the Abolition of Jamindari / Jagirdari Systems Act; this was passed by most states in late 1950s and early 1960s. Subsequent to that each state brought its own Land Ceiling Act where the limit of landholding was decided based on factors like quality of land (fallow, uncultivable, irrigated, and cultivable) and number of crops grown in a year.
With the introduction of the land ceiling act the excess land owned by landlords was redistributed among the landless or the near landless farmers. The limit for land holding is around 10-18 acres for the best quality land depending on the individual state laws and for inferior quality of land the holding size cannot exceed 54 acres.

In the year 1961-62; 60.6% of the rural households were marginal farmers (area under farming less than 2.5 acres) and they owned merely 7.3% of the land. In contrast to this 30.3% of the land was owned by 3.1% of the farmers. Due to the government’s efforts this gap reduced and by 1991-92 both groups held about 15% of the land.

Redistribution of land led to formation of smaller size of farms; for a small sized farm a farmer has to rely on labor intensive method of farming as mechanization is not cost effective. Buying threshers, tractors, seed drillers etc requires capital investment; the small size of land does not produce enough to justify the investment. Also small size of land means that the farmer hardly has any surplus between crop seasons to invest in buying farm equipment. It is easier for them to work as a family in the fields; often men women and children work side by side during harvest and sowing season when the pressures are high (as the sowing/harvesting windows are small). Children are often pulled out from school for days together so that they can help on fields, more hand means faster work and the family is also saved from paying for hired labor.
Across the world in America in Kenny lakes region of Alaska schools are shut down for a week during the fishing season. Similarly stores/schools are closed for close to a week in Fairbanks, Alaska during moose hunting season. On these occasions owing to harsh weather conditions subsistence activities take precedence over other activities like schooling these are one of occurrence in a year and children may or may not join their parents. Since schools are also shut down children do not lose out on school days and may actually enjoy a break. Developing life skills and not only school education should is an integral part of overall learning and growth.

There are more than 240 million people in India who are still landless; these people are caught in a vicious cycle. Having no land coupled with lack of education and training forces them to work as daily laborers at very low wages in exploitative conditions where often their safety and health may be compromised. The children may accompany parents to work or stay back at home to look after siblings or do chores like cooking, cleaning and fetching water.  These children rarely see the inside of a school and are doomed to live on the fringes just like their parents.

Challenges in Rural Education:
Apart from the above mentioned aspect there are a few other issues that plague the education system in the rural areas. They are:

a) Lack of adequate number of teachers; student teacher ratio is very high 
b) Quality of teachers in villages.
c) Lack of motivation for village kids/parents
d) Unawareness about government initiatives and how to utilize the facilities offered by the government.
Non-availability of good teachers can impede any steps taken by government for the education of rural kids. With the growing trend of urbanization most of the educated youth aspire to move to the cities in pursuit of better job opportunities, better infrastructure, higher salaries and an improved lifestyle. Teachers in the cities rarely want to move to a village due to factors like lack of proper infrastructure and the lure of living in a city.  Lack of sufficient number of well trained teachers compromises the quality of education and the attention kids receive. High student teacher ratio adversely affects the learning environment as teachers are unable to provide the requisite amount of attention to each student.
In India moving from a village to the city or vice-versa is not controlled or monitored in contrast to China (both share the problem of a burgeoning population) where a residency permit called hukou is required to live in a city which allows the migrants to register in local schools or qualify for local medical programs. 
Unavailability of centers which can provide requisite training to get into specialized courses or apply for higher education course like management, engineering, medicine etc. and the huge difference in the quality of education provided at urban and rural centers puts village kids at a disadvantage. Going beyond primary education can be tough for them; even if a few of them do manage to apply for higher education not knowing English (most text books and teaching is in English), lack of computer skills etc can pose challenges for them. 

A large number of rural children are first generation school goers; their parents are uneducated and are not in a position to offer any assistance or guidance to their children. The parents often may not have the requisite knowledge, wherewithal, confidence or the motivation to send their kids to even the free schools started by the Government. Free government schools conduct an entrance for admitting children; not knowing how to prepare for the test can be a big stumbling block for these kids. Such children require direction/support to be able to continue their education. 
The literacy rates in India have gone up from 16% in 1950-51 to 74% in 2011; for the urban population it was 85% and for the rural population it was 69% in 2011. Apart from the gap another worrying feature (as per a study conducted by Annual State of Education Report) was the fact that most rural kids did not have the requisite language and mathematical skills. The aim should not be to make the kids literate but it should be to educate them; quality education at is the need of the hour.
Government Efforts:

In the year 2011-12 the Indian government’s expenditure on education was 3.2% of the GDP; this is way higher than > 1% of GDP in the year 1951-52. As per the Kothari Education Commission 1964-66 the government must ideally spend 6% of the GDP on education; all political parties have it on their manifestos but somehow the same has not happened. 
As per the Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education passed in 2009 each child in India should receive eight years of education. To ensure this the government has taken up initiatives like Mid Day Meal Scheme, Jawahar Navodya Vidyalaya Scheme and the Shiksha Mitra program.

The Mid-Day Meal scheme at schools acts as a motivator both for parents and kids; getting a free nutritious meal is often a great attraction for children. The government has set up residential schools under Jawahar Navodya Vidyalaya Scheme; these schools are focused in providing free quality education primarily to rural kids (75% reservation) irrespective of the parent’s economic conditions. By March 2007 there were 565 Navodya Schools in the entire country. The residential schools can take off the economic burden on parents and can help in reducing the dropout rate.
Shiksha Mitra is one of the innovative schemes introduced by the government to address the problem of scarcity of teachers in rural India. The scheme aims at training local villagers especially women and young people who are educated till intermediate (to serve as para teachers) to teach village kids till Grade II. This scheme tries to provide a minimum number of two para teachers per school in addition to three regular teachers. Young villagers teaching at school can act as role models for kids and can help them stay motivated. 
The long road to education with no clear tangible benefits in sight as compared to immediate monetary returns of kids working with parents can cause the parents to give up easily on schools. Free education, regular meals and making the parents/kids see benefits of education can be helpful. Similarly teaching vocational skills (like sewing, typing, and computers) after completion of secondary education can help them in gaining economic independence.

Central Expenditure on Higher and Technical Education combined for the year 2012-13 was close to Rs. 239,000 million. Unlike many western countries higher education in India is still heavily subsidized. Most experts in the area of education believe that primary education should be given much higher priority vis-a-vie higher education as the benefits of primary education spill over into the larger economy unlike that of higher education. Thus subsidizing higher education is not the best use of resources for a developing country like India; these funds should be directed towards providing better facilities for primary education for a larger section of society. 13% of the population is under 6 years of age so their learning will greatly impact the country’s future.
Despite the government efforts a lot more needs to be done; this gap can be bridged participation of the private sector be it in the form of corporate, NGOs or individuals doing their bit.  
*A study conducted on 30,000 rural children in Std 2 and Std 4 across five Indian states of Andhra Pradesh, Assam, Himachal Pradesh, Jharkhand and Rajasthan for a period of 15 months.


