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P

olicy makers, educationists, civil society
organizations and community groups came
together on the eve of the new academic year for a
Consultation on “Guaranteeing Stigma-free Education to
Vulnerable Children in the context of Right to Education
(RTE) Act”, in Hyderabad, on May 10, 2011.
The overall consensus that emerged at the Consultation
was that that stakeholders responsible for the
implementation of the RTE Act must take on the
responsibility of preventing incidents of stigma and
discrimination against vulnerable children.
The day-long deliberations and sharing of experiences
by communities severely affected by stigma and
discrimination was conducted in the presence of Dr. S.
Sailajanath, Minister for Primary Education, Government
of Andhra Pradesh, Dr. Santha Sinha, Chairperson,
National Commission for Protection of Child Rights
(NCPCR) and Dr. K. Nageshwar, Member, AP Legislative
Council and noted academician.
The deliberations concluded with a set of
recommendations, the most important being that Sarva
Shikshan Abhiyan should provide the platform and
opportunity for all stakeholders to initiate a state wide
public education campaign on the RTE Act.
More specifically, it must put out the message that the
law disallows all acts of stigma and discrimination,
especially against vulnerable children. It has therefore
become imperative for the State Government to chalk
out a plan of action to take this campaign forward during
the academic year 2011-12.

Introduction

Stigma is an inequitable
relationship that stems from a
negative attitude towards an
individual or group of people
on the basis of a particular
reason or attribute i.e. HIV.
Stigma is basically an attitude.

D

uring the last three years the nation has witnessed
an unprecedented increase in the incidents of
stigma and discrimination against children living
with and affected by HIV with Andhra Pradesh alone
accounting for 27 of the 61 students expelled from
schools on the grounds of HIV/AIDS. What makes the
situation even more worrisome is the fact that a Law like
the Right to Education Act has not succeeded in
guaranteeing their rightful access to schooling and
safeguarding their basic and inalienable right to
education.

Discrimination is the
manifestation of stigma in the
form of distinction, exclusion
or restriction.
The Challenges:
Vulnerable children are being denied their
fundamental right to equal opportunities.
The irrational fears of various stakeholders are
being legitimized at the cost of the rights of
children.
Accountability is lacking at all levels.
There is the growing danger of stigma and
discrimination being covertly practiced and not
reported.

I

n 2009, APSACS in collaboration with Freedom
Foundation, MV Foundation, Divya Disha and the
Centre for Advocacy and Research had organized a
Roundtable Meet, in Hyderabad, on the issue of stigma
and discrimination against children living with and
affected by HIV/AIDS in educational institutions. This
was against the backdrop of a series of incidents across
the state; the most alarming being the summary
issuance of transfer certificates to 24 children,
supported by Freedom Foundation, by a Hyderabadbased private school- City Public School.
Major Outcomes of the Roundtable:
The Roundtable, which was attended by a number of
stakeholders, including representatives of
managements of private schools and prominent social
workers, unanimously felt that the issue needs to be
confronted on various fronts: with the managements of
educational institutions, teachers, parents, students,
statutory bodies, Networks and organizations working
on the issues of child rights and HIV/AIDS. It also urged
the government to constitute a grievance-redress and
prevention mechanism in the form of a multistakeholder Task Force.
Consequent to this, a Task Force, comprising of
representatives of civil society organizations,
government officials, teachers and representatives of
the managements of private schools', senior media
persons and members of parents-teacher associations,
was formed.

Background

The Task Force also held a series of meetings and
decided that it was essential that it (the Task Force) be
mandated with the following:
l

The Task Force must be a multi-stakeholder
entity, which draws its mandate from the
Government and works in close collaboration
with it

l

A Task Force, with representatives from
concerned Government departments and
institutions, NGOs, Parents- Teachers
Associations, school managements and public
figures, should be formed in each of the
districts.

l

The Task Force should enlist strong opinion
makers and influential leaders to strengthen
anti-stigma and discrimination initiatives.

l The Task Force should bring credible voices to

allay the unwarranted fears and biases that
sections of the general population harbor
against HIV positive people

Summary Report
However, it soon became clear that while a
beginning had been made to collectively address the
issue, it was also necessary to continue dialoguing
with each other and the government and partner
each other to make the government and all related
stakeholders more accountable on the issue.
In fact, it was because the situation called for an
urgent and concerted response to prevent the
recurrence of incidents of stigma and discrimination
in schools during the academic year 2010-2011 that
the Consultation on “Guaranteeing Stigma-free
Education to Vulnerable Children in the context of the
Right to Education Act” was convened in
Hyderabad, on 10 May 2011.

The consultation included an extremely vibrant mix
of policy makers including Dr. Santha Sinha,
Chairperson, National Commission for Protection of
Child Rights, Dr. S. Sailajanath, Convener, AP
Legislators Forum on HIV/AIDS & Minister for
Primary Education, Government of Andhra Pradesh,
Dr. K. Nageshwar, Member, AP Legislative Council,
senior journalist, representatives of the recently
constituted Media Forum - Mr. Emani Krishna Rao,
Doordarshan and Ms. Uma Sudhir, NDTV,
government officials and representatives of leading
civil society and community organizations.

Present Initiative

Key objectives:
to develop a multistakeholder response
l to ensure that the
academic year 2011-12 is
free of incidents of stigma
and discrimination against
vulnerable children.
l to take forward the
recommendations made at
Hyderabad Roundtable
Meet, 2009.
l

The Process

To achieve these objectives we ensured that this
consultation defined each stakeholder's obligations
and responsibilities.
The first session began with an assessment of the
situation and the release of a Dossier that touched
on the key dimensions of the issue, the magnitude of
the problem in Andhra Pradesh, a national data alert,
global experiences vis-à-vis the issue and an
enumeration of the State's obligations and
responsibilities. The Dossier was formally released
by Dr. Santha Sinha, Chairperson, National
Commission for Protection of Child Rights.
During the sessions that followed key stakeholders
from the media, civil society and policy makers held
interactive discussions to reach a consensus on
what each must do to ensure that the Right to
Education Law is implemented and stigma and
discrimination against vulnerable children is not
allowed to repeatedly raise its ugly head.
The experiences and opinions expressed in each
session substantiated the various aspects that had
been captured in the Dossier and set the tone for a
purposeful debate. It also helped in planning the
future course of action to ensure the implementation
of RTE in letter and spirit in the context of vulnerable
children. News clips that highlighted stigma and
discrimination faced by children living with, and
affected by HIV/AIDS in educational institutions was
also shown.

Representatives of the Media Forum facilitated the
discussion and reflected on how the media can
partner with civil society in drawing attention to the
issue; thereby impacting not just the quality of the
implementation of the law but also setting the highest
ethical standards with regard to the social inclusion
of vulnerable children.
Drawing attention to the problematic representation
in the media, especially the electronic media,
participants requested the Media Forum to sensitize
journalists on the importance of not breaching
confidentiality by revealing identities.
CFAR then made a presentation to highlight specific
incidents of stigma and discrimination against
vulnerable children especially the cases of expulsion
that have occurred in A.P.
The emphasis was on exposing the magnitude of the
problem, revealing the trends that emerged from
monitoring the media reports on stigma and
discriminations against children across the country
and sharing with everyone the obligations and
responsibility of all stakeholders to comply with the
framework of including RTE that we are all bound by
and committed to.
The Consultation also provided civil society
organizations an opportunity to share their
experiences and define the processes and strategies
needed to cope with this highly complex and difficult
issue. Given the complexities involved in tackling the
issue, it was felt that the first step should be that of
alerting everyone to their responsibilities as

“

“Civil society should
put pressure on the
government to appoint
an able and qualified
person as an
ombudsman to tackle
the issues of
children.”

”

mandated by the Right to Education Act. The
representatives of civil society organizations drew the
attention of the participants to the many unreported
instances of stigma and discrimination meted out by
educational institutions to the children of
marginalized communities like female sex workers.
For instance, in a recent incident, in a school on the
outskirts of the capital city of Hyderabad, a child was
asked to leave the school because its mother
happened to be a sex worker. Ironically, it was a
teacher of the school who revealed the woman's
identity after visiting her as a client.
This was followed by a extremely thought provoking
response from Dr. S Sailajanath, Minister for Primary
Education and convener of the AP Legislators' Forum
on HIV/AIDS, who spoke of how social prejudices
often hampered the government's efforts to help the
under-privileged adding, “RTE has been mandated by
the Government of India but we need to mount a
public education campaign in order to inform and
communication to the people about the importance of
this Law”. He also cited an incident from Ananthapur
district, where a Gram Panchayat had passed a

resolution expelling an HIV positive child from the
village school, to stress on the need to educate
people so that they can overcome their fear of HIV.
Only then would they stop discriminating against
children and people living with and affected by HIV.
The session concluded with a consensus being
reached under the leadership of Dr. K. Nageshwar
on the three key steps that must be immediately
taken.
l

Making media accountable

l

Facilitating civil society to speak up and
recommend strategies

l

Building consensus

In-depth Report
For starters, an electronic media clip was used as an
ice-breaker to highlight the plight of vulnerable
children. During this session the various forms and
manifestations of stigma and discrimination,
including those that were reflected in the media and
some that happened because of media, were
discussed. It was also pointed out that even the use
of terms like Mahammari, created a sense of fear
among the parents which was why it was imperative
to have a mechanism that would ensure that
sensitive aspects, like revealing the identity of the
person or breaching the confidentiality of people
living with HIV, were not violated.

“

“The civil society should
bring pressure on the
government to appoint an
able and qualified person
as an ombudsman to
tackle the issues of
children.”

”

Why Redressal
Mechanism?

Responses to how the media could partner on the
issue:

Andhra Pradesh
Tops the Table
l Andhra Pradesh tops the list with

the highest number of incidents
of stigma and discrimination
against Children living with HIV.
lAccording

to the Central
government, more children are
thrown out of schools in Andhra
Pradesh for their HIV/AIDS status
than in any other state in India.
Over the last three years, 27
children in the state have been
asked to leave their schools
because of their HIV status.

l Statistics also reveal that as

many as 61 children have been
expelled or removed from various
schools across India over the last
three years after they were found
to be HIV-positive.
Andhra
Pradesh is followed by West
Bengal (13) and Haryana (9).
Other states on the list are
Gujarat (4), Kerala (4), Uttar
Pradesh (3) and Maharashtra (1).

Isidore Philip, Director, Divya Disha said, “The
Juvenile Justice Act says that nothing should be
shown of a vulnerable child. So the media masks the
face but end up showing the child's school, its family
and home thereby revealing the identity of the child.
Revealing such details is a violation of the Act and
there is a fine of Rs 25,000 for such violations. We
should focus more on the ethical standards of
reporting”.
Ms. P Mekhala, Deputy Director (Care, Support
& Treatment), APSACS, stated that: “Recently a
PLHIV couple participated in a TV programme
presented by popular film actress Sumalatha in the
hope that it would help them in resolving a property
dispute. But contrary to their expectations it made
their life more miserable because it has resulted in
more stigmatization by society including, difficulties
in accessing services, loss of jobs and their children
were denied admission to school.”
Responding to the criticism, Uma Sudhir, Member,
Media Forum, said, “While Media is the closest ally
of vulnerable populations, we need to work with it in a
way that enables it to stay with the issue so that the
issue gets resolved and stakeholders are made
accountable. The groups sitting here have to work
towards it. Media is a reflection of our
unpreparedness and everything has to be done to
overcome this”

Narender Revelli, CFAR, then made a
presentation that focused on the key dimensions of
the issue as presented in the Dossier. Some of the
trends that were revealed were:
l

Over the past five years incidents of stigma and
discrimination had worsened.

l

Key stakeholders are unable to uphold the
rights of children guaranteed under the
Constitution and subsequently reinforced by
major international conventions and domestic
legislations.

l

Andhra Pradesh tops the list with the highest
number of incidents of stigma and discrimination
against Children living with HIV.

l

According to the Central government, more
children were thrown out of schools in Andhra
Pradesh for their HIV/AIDS status than in any
other state in India. Over the last three years, 27
children in the state have been asked to leave their
schools because of their HIV status.

l

Statistics also reveal that as many as 61
children have been expelled or removed from
various schools across India over the last three
years after they were found to be HIV-positive.
Andhra Pradesh is followed by West Bengal (13)
and Haryana (9). Other states on the list are
Gujarat (4), Kerala (4), Uttar Pradesh (3) and
Maharashtra (1).

“

The SSA is the right body
and forum where we can
address these issues. SSA
will be happy to take up
anything and will be happy
to help in organizing the
campaign. Let us take a
pilot in one district and
then extend it to the rest of
the districts.

”

“

The School education
department and the health
department have come up with
'Jawahar Bala Arogya Raksha”
launched in November 2010.
We have noticed that many of
the school children drop out
because of simple health
reasons. Health is an integral
part of RTE and hence she
urged everyone to use that
initiative to take forward the
issue of greater social
inclusion and acceptance of
all vulnerable children

”

Prashanti, Programme Manager, Freedom
Foundation said,
“Two years ago 24 kids living at Freedom Foundation,
Hyderabad, were thrown out of a city school. The
children were kept at home for more than a year. The
trauma that they have undergone is beyond description.
It is almost impossible to answer their question, “Why
are we not going to school?” After running from pillar to
post we did manage to get them back to the school. The
Education department, APSACS and SSA were all
approached but nothing worked. Finally, we resolved the
problem on our own by knocking on the doors of some
70 schools. The trends revealed in the Dossier tell us to
ensure that a mechanism to deal with such incidents
must be put in place so that the right to education of
vulnerable children is ensured.”
Priya, PLHIV representative related how, “In
Addagutta, in Secunderabad, a seven-year-old girl child
was thrown out of school after her parents who were HIV
positive died. The management asked the child to stop
coming to school because she had a small injury. The
school principal refused to take her back and asked the
caretakers to admit her in a school meant especially for
Children living with HIV/AIDS.”
Uma Sudhir, NDTV/Media Forum opined that, “It is
possible that an intervention by a Minister or some
influential persons may help redress this incident but
what we are looking for is an institutional mechanism to
tackle these incidents of S & D in schools across the
state”.
Participants were pained to note that the fruits of RTE
were still far away for the vulnerable children and as
Isidore Philip, Director Divya Disha asked, “What has

changed after the Right to Education Act? Access is still an
issue. Violation is still a norm. 5% reservation is yet to be
operationalized and though school admissions have
commenced modalities for the 25% reservation for
children have not been worked out. Denial of admission is
a violation of RTE itself. Rejection of admission is a
violation too”.
Mr Philip also pointed out that, “Absence of authentic data
is a problem because unless we know the number of
infected and affected children we cannot effectively
implement RTE. More importantly, the issue of HIV
positive children must not be seen as an issue of APSACS;
it is an issue of Sarva Siksha Abhiyan (SSA) too.”
Sharing NCPCR's experience in protecting the rights of
children affected by HIV/AIDS, Dr. Santha Sinha
described the Consultation as “a very, very important
deliberation especially in the context of Right to Education
Act” and stressed on the fact that with the right help of a
lot can be done within the system to strengthen social
inclusion.
Dr. Sinha also said that some states like Karnataka and
Tamil Nadu were more positive and this had enabled the
Commission to prepare policy guidelines on HIV/ AIDS
infected and affected children.
With regard to Andhra Pradesh, she said that the results
had not been as encouraging when have compared to
other states. But one thing that had come out very clearly
during the Public hearings was that the children
themselves wanted to speak in public.
The other thing that she thought she should share is that
they have also heard voices of not just children living with

“

“The Commission has heard
through its public hearings held
across the country on the
predicament of children living with
and affected by HIV and AIDS and
we have followed up with 300
children during the course of last
year and resolved almost half of
them on a case-to-case basis. It
has been a difficult journey and I
agree with what the
representative from Freedom
Foundation has just said. We as a
Commission feel that we are now
better empowered to resolve the
issue but it has been as
frustrating as it has been for
anybody else sitting here”.

”

HIV/AIDS but also children going through other chronic
illness and found that they also face stigma and
discrimination in school. Therefore, when one talks
about children impacted by HIV/AIDS, one should also
talks about children with other kinds of chronic
illnesses, otherwise we can fall into another trap of
inclusion and exclusion.

Media Playing A
Key Role

“

“In a village in Anantapur
district, recently a child was
removed from the governmentrun village school. It was
brought to the notice of the
village sarpanch and he was
requested to intervene in the
issue and help the child to get
back to the school. The next
day, shockingly, the Panchayat
passed a resolution defending
the school's action. It was also
prepared to raise Rs 1000/from each household to help the
child to get admission in some
other school.”

”

The third issue she raised was that she had just heard
that Andhra Pradesh was working on a grievance
redress mechanism to implement the Right to
Education Act. The state was also working out the
details for a mechanism to receive complaints, the
kinds of complaints it would receive and how it would
respond to them. She said that the Commission would
encourage this and added that the Commission has
also been repeatedly asking the Ministry to set it up
similar mechanisms at the national and state level.
Though at the end of the day what is required is a
grievance redress mechanism at the level of the school
where the violations actually takes place.

Media playing a key role
Dr. Santha Sinha appreciated the role the media was
playing in helping the statutory bodies/authorities
concerned in responding to crisis situations by
unearthing several cases of stigma and discrimination
against vulnerable children.
In his response to the suggestions and experiencesharing by the participants, the Minister for Primary
Education, Dr S Sailajanath, said that the government
was in the process of constituting a mechanism, which
will be in place up to the mandal (sub-district) level, to
address the issue of stigma and discrimination against

vulnerable children. The government was also doing
its best to address and prevent incidents of stigma
and discrimination but there is an urgent need to
bring about a change in mindset of the society.
“Once society accepts it, the implementation of any
law becomes easier for the government. The
Government of India enacted RTE on behalf of the
Indian people but it is difficult to implement the same
without the support of the people”.
To illustrate this point, the Minister narrated how, “In
a village in Ananthapur district, a child was recently
removed from the government-run village school.
This was brought to the notice of the village
Sarpanch and he was requested to intervene in the
issue and help the child to get back to the school.
Shockingly, the very next day the Panchayat passed
a resolution defending the school's action. It also
said that it was prepared to raise Rs 1000/- from
each household to help the child to get admission in
some other school.
He went on to say add that, “The Government of
Andhra Pradesh has a special concern for children
as well as people living with HIV. It has introduced
entitlements such as pensions and travel
concession. However, because of stigma and
discrimination, not even a thousand people have
come forward to avail of government entitlements.
The Government can take the decisions on behalf of
the people but cannot impose it on them.
“We are initiating a redressal mechanism up to the
mandal level. Now we think it should be taken to the
school level but again we should not forget the fact
that most of the schools are run by the local people.

Call For Action

“

“Vulnerable children
should be mainstreamed
into the formal education
system. This will sensitize
other children to their
concerns, break the
thread of stigma and
discrimination and ensure
that it is not inherited by
future generations.”

”

“The two immediate tasks that the Government is
intending to take up are:

“

“The government is in the
process of constituting a
mechanism, which will be in
place up to the mandal
(sub-district) level, to
address the issue of stigma
and discrimination against
vulnerable children.”

”

a)
A meeting on Right to Education with the Media
Forum and Legislative Forum.
b)
The constitution of a redress mechanism up to
the mandal level.
It was then suggested that the upcoming “Badi Baata” (a
special drive by the government to ensure that every
child goes to school) should also include vulnerable
children.
Session II
This session chaired by Dr. K Nageshwar, noted
academician and member of the AP Legislative Council,
deliberated on an immediate plan of action to stem the
occurrence of stigma and discrimination-related
incidents and violations of the Right to Education Act.
Dr. Nageshwar, MLC, began by requesting participants
to come up with commitments and assured them that as
a member of the Legislative Council he would support
their demands and urge the government to be
responsive.
He added that to strengthen the commitment to
implement RTE meetings must be conducted at the
districts to sensitize officials of the Education
Department about the Act. Civil society on its part
should bring pressure on the government to appoint an
able and qualified person as an ombudsman to tackle the
issues of vulnerable children.
Dr. Nageshwar also spoke of the need to hold meetings
on RTE with special focus on stigma and discrimination

at the district level adding that, “ Unless this is done
people will overlook incidents of stigma and
discriminates because as it is not a part of the
system.

Recommendations

“Parental attitudes must also be changed by holding
discussions on the issue of stigma and
discrimination in Parent- Teacher meetings”

Participants Response:
l

Children should be present at Parent Teacher
meetings and they should be given a chance to
express their concerns.
l
We need to focus on the operational
modalities of 25% reservation for poor children and
5 % reservation for disabled children and children
in difficult situations, including children affected by
HIV/AIDS.
l
The issue of confidentiality to be sorted out
l
Andhra Pradesh does not have proper data of
infected and affected children. Without accurate
data it is difficult to address the issue effectively.
l
There should be a policy frame work for
children who need special care and attention.
l
Children of positive sex workers are being
subjected to severe stigma and discrimination
l
When people agitate for the removal of certain
children from school they do not recognize the fact
that they don't have a right to do so and that it is
illegal to do so.
lThe deliberations concluded with the

recommendation that the following be
implemented at this juncture:

Participants’
Response

1) Appointment of a State Commission for Protection
of Child Rights
2) A time-bound campaign on Right to Education
3) An inclusive grassroots education movement on
Right to Education with special focus on stigma and
discrimination against vulnerable children.
Anusha, Dept of Health- School Education said
that, “The School Education Department and the
Health Department launched the 'Jawahar Bala
Arogya Raksha” in November 2010. We have noticed
that many of the school children drop out because of
simple health reasons. Since health is an integral part
of RTE everyone must use this initiative to take
forward the issue of greater social inclusion and
acceptance of all vulnerable children”.
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Krishna Rao, Sarva Siksha Abhiyan felt that, “SSA
is the right body and forum to address these issues. It
will be happy to help in organizing the campaign. Let
us take a pilot project that will focus on an awareness
campaign on RTE and an implementation programme
in one district and then extend it to the rest of the
districts”.

