SchoolCouponSystem

Draft Concept

School Coupon

Contributors
tracey morgan

silvano borruso

stephen deMeulenaere stephen@strohalm.nl
Problem Statement / Rationale:

In East Timor, although not official, it is currently accepted that state schools generally require payment of fees of the order of $10/year, paid in monthly installments. This varies a lot from school to school and there is frequently an element of means testing.

There are people for whom $10/year is a prohibitive figure. Some do not necessarily place the high priority on the education of their children that would be required to justify such expenditure, on top of the other costs of education including 'opportunity cost' of losing them from the household workforce.

A system for recording contributions of labor on school construction/maintenance projects would encourage people to contribute with a goal in mind: their education.

Project Summary:

A School Coupon is proposed to provide a currency that can only be used for education, so that payment of education costs, and payment for other important goods and services such as food, medicine, transportation, etc. is separated.

Project Background:

The government is engaged in school construction. Not temporary or ultra low tech buildings, but those requiring a full range of skill levels. Contractors submit tenders and are selected in the usual way; broadly speaking, the lowest bidder with a credible track record gets the contract. Sometimes they find it more efficient to bring semi-skilled labour from nearby larger towns or the capital than to employ villagers who might need a bit of training.

Whoever works on the site (local or not), the contractor must, of course, keep a tally of wages earned (otherwise they wouldn’t know how much to pay to whom), so this element of the bureaucracy is not additional. Nor is the honesty of the bookkeeper required to be any higher than if cash were changing hands the contractor is going to have to account for the cash and the workers are going to sign for the value of credits they've earned.

The logistics of 'payday' are simplified by the credits scheme. Small quantities of cash do not get distributed to village workers. Instead the total that would otherwise be paid is periodically (and less frequently than ordinary paydays) sent to the Ministry. My suggested 10% 'discount' is intended to more than offset any administration costs and indeed make it desirable for the contractor to maximize the proportion of wages 'paid' in this manner.

No credits "go to the contractor" the contractor gets paid cash under the contract with the government in the usual way. Indeed in practice it might well be that the cash payments due from the contractor to the Ministry would merely be deducted from stage payments due under the construction contract. But however you look at it, the contractor does not end up with credits that have not already been spent on hiring community labour.

Project Advantages:

-Locals learn construction skills

-Credits earned go towards education opportunities

-People do not need to decide between education and other expenses

Project Goals:

-Construction, repair, maintenance of a school.

-Provision of education services at the community level.

-Providing opportunities for access to education.

Project Results:

-School built, repaired or maintained.

-Low-income families can provide an education for their children without having to spend their limited amount of national currency.

Project Process:

	1.
	Credits are denominated in terms of time, for example months, with the value of labour contribution to earn one month’s education defined by the school offering the credits. Credits can be issued in the form of printed coupon (in case the voucher is allowed to circulate outside the school), or recorded on a ledger sheet (in case the credits can only be redeemed for education at the school).


	2.
	The school offers labor opportunities to locals, either directly or through a contractor, to earn credits by laboring on school construction, repair or maintenance projects.


	3.
	Local contractors engaged in school construction could be encouraged (or contractually obliged) to hire a minimum stated proportion of their labour from the beneficiary community, specifically the parents/ guardians/ older siblings of children who will be attending the school being worked upon.


	4.
	Payment to such 'qualifying' workers would be in the form of credits. Each month (or at completion of the project), the contractor would be obliged to submit to the Ministry a record of the credits earned by each worker and a cash sum equivalent to the total wages that would otherwise have been paid to those workers.


	5.
	A 'discount' of perhaps 10% could be given to contractors operating this scheme in other words if they hire $1,000 worth of labour, they need remit only $900, but the workers will be credited the full $1,000. This will offset the administrative costs and encourage contractors to use the maximum that they can find of qualifying labour.


	6.
	The credits should be redeemable against school fees. Each term/ year the school will apply to the Ministry for cash equal to the total school fees payable by workers who are still in credit. The Ministry pays the school and the relevant workers get their credit correspondingly reduced.


	7.
	If school fees are abolished in the relevant school the balance of the credit could be paid to the PTAs who could determine other acceptable education-related uses for the money perhaps buying uniform for those workers’ kids.


Description Of Process:

Let’s say that by the end of the project avillager has earned $80 of credit. He gives the namesof his youngest sister and his own two kids and to the relevant record keeper. This need not be an employee of the contractor but could be the head teacher or a PTA person someone who will know whether these are really his relatives etc.

Term starts in the shiny new school and the worker is debited $15 for his sister who is in the 5th grade and $10 for his older child who's a 1st grader. There is now no 'means tested' discount, and no rebate if the child fails to attend school.

The school informs the Ministry and receives $25. The worker's credit is reduced to $55. Yes, there's bureaucracy here, but on the school side it doesn't have to spend time assessing and chasing for fees, and gets the full amount, meaning that it can reduce fees for everybody or increase services. And of course it can budget better, knowing the $25 is in the pot come what may.

Project Positions:

Trusted bookkeeper

Construction contractor

Laborers

Potential Risks:

To prevent subsequent trafficking in the credits (if the credits acquire a value outside the education system they will lose some of their power in enabling poor parents to send their kids to school), the identity of the children linked to each worker should be stated in the final ledger that goes to the Ministry. To prevent abuse, perhaps a limit should be placed on the number of such children who are not the natural offspring or siblings of the worker. It might even be desirable (though tricky to police and enforce) to dictate that people living in the community may ONLY be paid in credits i.e. no cash option.

Project Conclusion:

This system allows families who would otherwise not be able to afford to send their children to school, to labor on school projects in order to earn the credit necessary to be able to pay for the education of their children. Secondily, laborers learn skills necessary for future construction projects in their community. Thirdly, community members learn that, if they have a goal they would like to achieve in their community, this system is one way to finance the labor component of the project.
