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A SAFETY NET: ON UNION EDUCATION MINISTRY'S DIRECTIVE 
The pandemic has upended schooling, and the effort should be to help the hardest hit 

 The Union Education Ministry’s directive to the States to launch a mission to avoid large-scale 
dropouts in schools in the coming year, partly by relaxing the detention policy, should end the anxiety of 
millions of students about their academic prospects. Managing schooling during COVID-19 has been a 
challenge, with UNESCO estimating that at the end of 2020, about 320 million students were locked out of 
schools globally. South and West Asia are among the regions where students are at highest risk of not 
returning to schools and tertiary institutions, along with sub-Saharan Africa. Assessing the problem is key to 
planning for 2021. The Indian school education system remains top-down in making policy, which may not 
advance educational reform, but the vast administrative resources can be used to quickly assess the 
pandemic’s impact on students, teachers and schools. The pandemic year has thus far witnessed apprehensive 
governments keeping the majority of school instruction online, and treading carefully when it comes to 
reopening campuses. They must prioritise the door-to-door surveys needed to identify students who are not in 
a position to return to classes when schools reopen, and whose economic circumstances have changed due to 
the pandemic’s impact on their families. Clearly, the priority should be to draw up a database, to plan 
incentives that will prevent dropouts. Education continues to be covered by a cess on tax, and the funds could 
be deployed in 2021 towards this objective, through the Centre’s Samagra Shiksha scheme and other COVID-19 
relief plans. 
 The irrevocable role played by examinations in determining the fate of students, who come from 
varied backgrounds and preparation, has long been criticised for its rigidity, and these arguments were raised 
afresh when the Centre removed the no-detention policy under the RTE Act a couple of years ago. In the year 
of the virus, asymmetries among groups of students stand aggravated, and any detention would be illogical 
and unjustified. Particular mention should be made of the situation for girls, whose enrolment in higher 
numbers has been achieved over the years with considerable effort, as well as children in less-urbanised States 
where access to schools is weak. When the pandemic had still not swept India in February last year, Education 
Minister Ramesh Pokhriyal said, among the reasons for children remaining out-of-school or dropping out were 
poverty, economic reasons, and ill-health. The economic factors have, over the past dozen months, been 
exacerbated by COVID-19, while the digital divide witnessed in online education became an unprecedented 
cause of deprivation. Moreover, vaccination cannot cover the bulk of the population quickly, and education 
can possibly achieve a semblance of normality only well into the next academic year. This is the time to create 
a safety net for education, letting no student fall through. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 

 safety net (noun) – something which gives 
protection against misfortune or difficulty. 

 directive (noun) – instruction, direction, order; 
rule, regulation. 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a new 
disease; The illness spreads around the world and 
typically affects a large number of people across a 
wide area. 

 upend (verb) – to affect or destroy something 
completely/drastically. 

 schooling (noun) – education, teaching, pedagogy 
(at school). 

 the hardest hit (noun/phrase) – people who are 
severely affected. 

 mission (noun) – assignment, a specific task/job, 
operation. 

 drop out (noun) – discontinuation, termination, 
withdrawal. 

 relax (verb) – make something (rule/condition) 
less strict; moderate, ease up, lessen. 

 no-detention policy (NDP) (noun) – The no-
detention policy in education (NDP) is a policy 
under the Right to Education Act, which deems 
that no student should be failed or barred from 
school until they complete their elementary 
education. This covers classes 1 through 8. It 
means that children will inevitably be promoted to 
the next class no matter how much he or she 
scores. 

 anxiety (noun) – concern, apprehension, disquiet. 
 prospects (noun) – possibilities, chances, 

opportunities (for success). 
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 academic (adjective) – relating to education. 
 The United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (noun) – UNESCO 
is the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization. It seeks to build peace 
through international cooperation in Education, 
the Sciences and Culture. UNESCO’s programmes 
contribute to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals defined in Agenda 2030, 
adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2015. 

 lock out (phrasal verb) – exclude/remove 
someone from. 

 tertiary (adjective) – higher-level, higher; (tertiary 
institution means higher-level educational 
institution like college/university). 

 sub-Saharan Africa (noun) – it is geographically 
and ethno culturally, the area of the continent of 
Africa that lies south of the Sahara. According to 
the United Nations, it consists of all African 
countries and territories that are fully or partially 
south of the Sahara. 

 top-down (adjective) – relating to the approach/ 
policy which relies on higher authority figures to 
determine larger goals that will filter down to the 
tasks of lower-level employees. 

 advance (verb) – promote, improve, make better, 
progress. 

 thus far (phrase) – until now, till date. 
 witness (verb) – see, observe, view, notice. 
 apprehensive (adjective) – anxious, worried, 

concerned, strained, stressed, frightened. 
 tread (verb) – take a step. 
 prioritise (verb) – make a point of, highlight, call 

attention to (something as very important). 
 circumstances (noun) – situation, conditions, state 

of affairs. 
 due to (phrase) – because of, owing to, on account 

of, as a result of. 
 draw up (phrasal verb) – formulate, create, work 

out. 
 incentive (noun) – stimulus, impetus, boost 

(payment or concession). 
 cess (noun) – a form of tax charged/levied over 

and above the base tax liability of a taxpayer. A 
cess is usually imposed additionally when the state 
or the central government looks to raise funds for 
specific purposes. 

 deploy (verb) – use, utilize, employ.  
 asymmetry (noun) – lack of equality, non-

uniformity, unevenness, lack of symmetry. 

 Samagra Shiksha scheme (noun) – an overarching  
(comprehensive/all-inclusive) programme for the 
school education sector extending from pre-school 
to class 12 has been, therefore, prepared with the 
broader goal of improving school effectiveness 
measured in terms of equal opportunities for 
schooling and equitable learning outcomes. It 
subsumes the three erstwhile Schemes of Sarva 
Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA), Rashtriya Madhyamik 
Shiksha Abhiyan (RMSA) and Teacher Education 
(TE). 

 irrevocable (adjective) – irreversible , 
unchangeable, unrectifiable. 

 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be 
instrumental in, be a factor in. 

 fate (noun) – future, destiny, outcome. 
 background (noun) – social/family circumstances. 
 rigidity (noun) – hardness, inflexibility, severity. 
 afresh (adverb) – anew, over again, once more. 
 Right to Education (RTE) Act (noun) – the Right of 

Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act or 
Right to Education Act (RTE) is an Act, of the 
Parliament of India enacted on 4 August 2009 
under Article 21-A in the Constitution of India, 
which provides free and compulsory education of 
all children in the age group of six to fourteen 
years as a Fundamental Right. 

 stand (noun) – attitude, point of view, opinion, 
standpoint. 

 aggravate (verb) – make worse, worsen, 
exacerbate, compound, increase/intensify. 

 detention (noun) – an act of detaining someone. 
(an act of detaining a student from proceeding to 
the next class by barring/failing him/her based on 
their exam scores). 

 enrolment (noun) – the act of enrolling/joining at 
an institution (school or college). 

 considerable (adjective) – substantial, 
appreciable, significant, much. 

 sweep (verb) – affect (an area) quickly and 
completely. 

 drop out (phrasal verb) – withdraw, give up, 
discontinue. 

 exacerbate (verb) – aggravate, worsen, 
compound. 

 digital divide (noun) – the gap between the 
people who access computer/the internet and 
those who don’t access them. 

 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 
experienced before. 
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 deprivation (noun) – poverty, impoverishment, 
hardship, destitution. 

 moreover (adverb) – besides, furthermore, in 
addition. 

 vaccination (noun) – treatment with a vaccine to 
protect against a particular disease; immunization. 

 semblance (noun) – similarity, equivalence, 
resemblance, likeness. 

 normality (noun) – a normal state of affairs, 
regularity. 

 let (verb) – allow. 
 fall through (phrasal verb) – fail. 

****************************************************************************************** 

BRIDGING THE GULF: ON GULF RECONCILIATION SUMMIT 
Saudi Arabia, now rebuilding ties with Qatar, should learn not to threaten its neighbours 

 The Gulf reconciliation summit, in Al-Ula, Saudi Arabia, where the kingdom and its allies decided to end 
their blockade of Qatar, has brought to an end, for now, their long feud. In 2017, Saudi Arabia, under the 
leadership of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS), the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt imposed the blockade 
and severed diplomatic ties, accusing the tiny Gulf country of supporting terrorism. They also issued 13 
demands for it to be lifted, which included shutting down the Qatar-funded TV network, Al Jazeera, closing a 
Turkish military base and reducing diplomatic relations with Iran. Qatar did not budge despite the heavy 
economic cost. When the Saudi and Emirati airspaces were closed, Iran offered Qatar global connectivity. Al 
Jazeera is still live. And, Qatar has invited more Turkish troops, bolstering its ties with Ankara, which is eager to 
play a bigger role in West Asia. Moreover, it played an important role in the U.S.-Taliban deal and continued to 
host talks between Taliban representatives and the Afghan government. If the original Saudi plan was to 
isolate Qatar and make it kneel, it has backfired. And in the last weeks of the Trump administration, MBS and 
his allies seem to have realised their strategic folly. 
 Qatar has made few concessions to reach the reconciliation. The 13 specific demands were replaced by 
a broad agreement on non-intervention in other countries’ internal affairs and cooperating to ensure regional 
stability and security, which can be open to different interpretations for different sides. After the summit, 
Qatar’s Foreign Ministry has said that the country had no intention of altering ties with Iran and Turkey. In 
practice, the Saudi side stepped down from its demands and made amends with an unshaken Qatar as a new 
President is going to assume power in the U.S. The Saudi U-turn could be the result of a genuine tactical 
rethink. The rift in the Gulf helped Iran and Turkey, Riyadh’s main rivals, while it failed to scuttle Qatar’s 
standing. Iran, reeling under U.S. sanctions, also got some financial relief from Qatari payouts for using its 
airspace. By lifting the air and sea blockades, the Saudis and the Emiratis could deny Iran of those funds and 
also try to put up a united Arab regional front as Joe Biden is preparing to renegotiate the Iran nuclear deal. 
The Saudis may also be hoping that bridging the Gulf between two American allies would help them warm up 
to the Biden administration. While ending the feud is welcome, it cannot be overlooked that this unnecessary 
crisis was born out of an ill-thought-out Saudi-Emirati strategy of coercion. It reflects poorly on them. They 
should learn from the mistakes and build ties based on mutual interests and cooperation, not on threats and 
coercion. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 bridge the gulf/gap (phrase) – try to find a way to 

reduce the gap and bring the two separate 
viewpoints together. 

 reconciliation (noun) – reunion, resolution, 
compromise. 

 summit (noun) – meeting, conference. 
 tie (noun) – bond, connection, association, 

relationship. 
 neighbour (noun) – a country that is next to 

another country; (bordering) country. 
 ally (noun) – associate, colleague, confederate, 

partner. 

 blockade (noun) – barricade, barrier, 
obstacle/impediment. 

 bring something to an end (phrase) – cease, stop 
something, terminate. 

 feud (noun) – argument, dispute, disagreement, 
quarrel, row, fight. 

 sever (verb) – break off, discontinue, suspend; 
bring to an end, end, put an end to, terminate. 

 diplomatic (adjective) – (delicate & sensitive) 
consular, foreign-policy. 

 lift (verb) – cancel, raise, remove, withdraw, 
revoke. 
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 shut down (phrasal verb) – discontinue, cease 
activity, close. 

 base (noun) – (military) camp, post. 
 budge (verb) – change one’s mind, give way, give 

in, yield. 
 cost (noun) – loss, damage, undesirable 

consequences, adverse effects, disadvantage. 
 bolster (verb) – strengthen, support, boost, 

reinforce/buttress. 
 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be 

instrumental in, be a factor in. 
 moreover (adverb) – besides, furthermore, in 

addition. 
 host (verb) – present, organize, arrange (an 

event). 
 make someone kneel (phrase) – make someone 

bow down; make someone get down on one’s 
knees; make someone show reverence. 

 backfire (verb) – rebound/boomerang, come back, 
have an adverse effect. 

 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-
term or overall (military) goals; planned, 
calculated, deliberate. 

 folly (noun) – foolishness, stupidity, madness, 
irresponsibility, thoughtlessness. 

 concession (noun) – compromise, adjustment. 
 intervention (noun) – the process of intervening in 

something; involvement, interference. 
 non-intervention (noun) – non-involvement, non-

interference, non-meddling. 
 affairs (noun) – concerns, matters, activities. 
 stability (noun) – safety, security, strength. 
 interpretation (noun) – explanation, 

understanding/reading, clarification. 
 in practice (phrase) – in reality, actually, 

practically. 
 step down (phrasal verb) – give up, stand down, 

abdicate, renounce. 
 make amends (phrase) – compensate, 

recompense, make it up to (for a wrongdoing). 
 unshaken (adjective) – single-minded, 

determined, purposive. 
 U-turn (noun) – about-turn, a reversal of policy, 

change of mind/plan, about-face, a sea change. 
 rethink (noun) – reassessment, reconsideration, 

review. 
 rift (noun) – break, division, split; disagreement, 

difference of opinion (in a relationship). 
 rival (noun) – opponent, adversary, contender, 

competitor. 

 scuttle (verb) – (intentionally) cause something to 
fail. 

 standing (noun) – reputation, status, position. 
 reel under (phrase) – to suffer (due to a burden). 
 sanctions (noun) – action taken, or an order given 

to force a country to obey international laws by 
limiting or stopping trade with that country, by not 
allowing economic aid for that country, etc 
(Courtesy: VOA Learning English). 

 payout (noun) – payment, reward, recompense. 
 put up (phrasal verb) – construct; present, display, 

show (a specific amount of effort). 
 front (noun) – group, camp. 
 Iran nuclear deal (or) Joint Comprehensive Plan 

of Action (JCPOA) (noun) – JCPOA, known 
commonly as the Iran nuclear deal or Iran deal, is 
an agreement on the Iranian nuclear program 
reached in Vienna on 14 July 2015, between Iran 
and the P5+1 (China, France, Germany, Russia, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States) together 
with the European Union. 

 warm up (phrasal verb) – prepare, get ready, get 
into condition. 

 overlook (verb) – neglect, ignore, disregard, turn a 
blind eye. 

 born out of (phrase) – has happened as a result of 
something. 

 ill-thought-out (adjective) – not carefully 
considered, not carefully planned. 

 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to 
achieve a more expansive set of political, 
economic, and security interests). 

 coercion (noun) – force/pressure, oppression, 
harassment, intimidation. 

 reflect on (phrasal verb) – to affect other people’s 
opinion of someone, particularly in a bad/poor 
way. 


