From: "Lily Paul" <lilypaul@gmail.com>

Date: May 17, 2011 5:51 AM

Subject: Fwd: Questions about HLC

To: "Anjana Mohan" <shortindiangirl@gmail.com>

Hi Lily Aunty,

I called, but no reply. I have 25583715. I don't have any other number for you. At any rate, we discussed with the treasurer and one other member today who was not present the last meeting. Several questions were raised that stalls us now. So I need to talk to you about these before we can confirm our support. The intent of my questions are completely sincere and I trust that your answers will be equally so.

The questions stemmed from Hippocampus being a name that our member recognized as a successful library resource for urban India. Knowing the name as resource for privileged children triggered a red flag for him and he called in. Our discussion raised questions both philosophical and operational. 

Your member is right but not aware of the full extent of Hippocampus programs. Hippocampus started with the library in Bangalore which is a membership library and has various activities as well. Hippocampus Reading Foundation was set up to address the problem of reading in government schools and with underprivileged children in villages through a Grow by Reading program and training teachers in these schools.See http://hippocampuslearningcentres.wordpress.com/about/hippocampus-reading-foundation/  

Hippocampus Learning Centres was set up to promote learning in rural areas and is based on feedback received from our work with libraries in rural areas. 

I am attaching a 1 pager that describes all the 3 activities. 

1) At a fundamental level what is the "privilege" or "underprivilege" level of these children that HLC will serve through these projects:

Families in the villages are not affluent at all. Most of them are farmers who till between 1 to 2 acres of land and try to make a living.Then there are the scheduled caste landless laborers and unemployed people.
a) Children will pay Rs 60 to Rs 120 per month to attend these tuition centers after a Rs 500 joining fee. How affordable is this for the children ? 

It is not affordable for all. Our pilot centres are running to almost full capacity who are paying, because they are seeing the benefit in it. Their children are not getting quality education in the government schools and they cannot afford a private school.
The children who can afford private schools do not join our Centres.

b) Who are the children who cannot afford this and what is available for them ?

The concern here is whether we are facilitating better access to resources to the children who are already privileged in these village settings ? I don't have a good economic context to understand the strata of these children. But we, as Asha, are very concerned about those who cannot afford Rs 500 as a one time joining fee and the monthly fees. Again at a fundamental level, are these the children who are already doing well, and will somehow find other ways to pass. Or are these truly those who are not passing the SSLC's. Help us understand this.

The children who cannot pay the fees are the children of landless laborers and those without any employment.We expect around 20% of children in each centre will need scholarships. You have seen my document about the scholarships funding? 
In some villages we are working with the Panchayat leaders to pay the fees for the scheduled caste children. This will also help to create accountability.

The children  are yet to appear for SSLC exams. It will benefit those who can pass by helping them get better grades and those who are doubtful by helping them learn better and therefore stand a chance of passing.
HLC supplements the government schools. They are after school centres with the aim of teaching concepts and helping children do better at school.
2) Who are the teachers / partners that will teach at these centers ? Will they also be teaching at local government schools ? 

The concern here is that the quality of the classroom instructions in the regular school will go down, if teachers are moonlighting as tuition instructors on the side. So the worry is that the children who can afford it get the after school academic attention from their teacher for a fee, but the poorest of the poor lose out. We understand that the Government School systems is broken, but there is a little concern that we may be enabling an outside fix that actually further weakens the system itself.

So maybe you can help us understand the choice criteria for these teachers (if there is anything other than qualification, such as not being a local teacher or having been one for the previous 5 years).

Our policy is NOT to select teachers from the local government schools or the local private schools as this would be conflict of interest. We select a woman from the village who has studied up to PUC (12 grade) level. Currently she could be unemployed or just a housewife. 

The selection  is done through a rigorous process that consists of a written test, a class room teaching test and an interview. They are then trained to teach the concepts using material developed by Hippocampus curriculum team.
I am attaching the profiles of 6 of the teachers from our pilot centres, so you have an idea. 

As i mentioned, all  the information regarding each centres, students , location etc will soon be available on our website.
Our initial goal was to set up 120 centres by June, but after the selection procedure we were able to find only 82 teachers who matched our criteria. 

3) Would like to understand each line of the capital costs and to understand how it translates to a breakdown for each of the 3 age groups of a center.

Cost of curriculum kit and material: This is all the material for the subjects taught, including learning aids and in the case of Kg learning through games etc.
 
Infrastructure required:  In the case of PEC, this is the audio equipment for teaching to get pronunciations right etc and in the case of CC’s this is the TV, DVD player, speakers.The KG centre will not need these equipments.
 
Electrical fittings and emergency lights: self explanatory
 
Centre infrastructure and signage: This is the storage trunks/ cupboards to store the material plus the signage for the Centre.
 
Mats  X 4: In the villages children are used to sitting on the ground and learning.
Misc costs: are the wear and tear costs/ repairs/ replacements of material. 
 
All of these costs have been arrived at based on what we have spent for the pilots.
4) Grameen Koota microfinance for a 20% interest rate seems like an exorbitant rate. Is this truly the best that's available to these women ? If an investor helps fund the up-front investment of Rs 10,000 that the teacher / partner would otherwise have to cough up at the rate of 20% interest, does this money get paid back to the investor ? If so, at what interest rate, if any ? You said something about Grameen Koota themselves funding 20 of these centers. Help me understand more about who else is funding these centers for the upcoming launch.

20% is standard interest charged by the MFIs and is usually for a year. We are pushing GK to make this a 2 year loan.. We are on the lookout for partners who can provide better rates. You must understand that we are still in the pilot mode. Our first 7 centres were pilots and now we are in the 'pilot to scale' phase. We hope to eventually find long term partners. 

If we can create a fund or find an investor who can lend to them at lower rates than 20%, that would be great! these are some of our goals

While the 10,000 must look like a big amount for a village woman, they have come to understand the viability of the project from the pilot centres functioning. It teaches them financial literacy, the ability to take a loan and repay it is an empowerment at many levels. It also builds ownership and buy-in as its her investment in the Centre. We are trying to create entrepreneurs.One of our PEC teachers from the pilot group has now approached us to run a KG centre in the mornings. 
Grameen Koota is funding 15 Integrated Centres that will have all 3 age groups, so a total of 45 centres in all. 10 centres are being funded by individual donors, that leaves us around 25 more centres to raise funds for.
5) What rules govern / caps the size of the center and the ongoing quality of tuition received there ? How will this be managed, especially given the ambitious scaling up of the number of centers ? 

We are clear that the quality of education should be good. The ideal ratio in our opinion is 1 teacher to 20 students. 

PEC will have a total of  40 students in 2 batches of 20 each. Each batch learns for 1.5 hours. PEC centres run from 5pm to 8pm in the evenings

CC Centres also have 2 batches of 20 each and run for 2 hours each batch.

The Kg centres have 25 students, are single batches and run for 3 hours in the morning. 
6) How many "helpers" can a teacher have ? Is there a limit to these helpers ? What qualifications will the helpers need ? How are they chosen ?

The PEC and CC centres do not need helpers. The KG centre would need a helper to manage the small children. The helpers are just efficient people who can manage small children and are chosen by the teacher with our help.
7) What was the reason that Karnataka was chosen for the pilot test ? What has been done, if anything yet, to study the strategic growth to a national scale ? 

The intent of this question is to understand where the highest needs are, and how we understand the need.

Hippocampus is based in Bangalore and hence the reason to start with Karnataka. We are in the pilot to scale phase. The pilots have shown us that the model works. The strategy to scale will be drawn up over the year as we learn our lessons from the scaling to 82 centres we are doing now.

8) What challenges have there been at the pilot centers and how were they overcome ? Are there any strategy or policy / rules of the game type issues that you can define as a result of real life challenges from the pilots ?

The biggest challenge we are facing is the quality of the education that the teacher/partners have had which has not been great. Therefore training them to impart high quality education, building their capacity is our biggest challenge.

Our training system is getting better and better and the Education Coordinators for each area monitor consistently and provides continual back-up.
One idea is to pitch to young women from the village who are studying for BA in colleges, so we get better educated teachers, they earn some money and this will fund their higher education as well.

Thank you aunty. I have copied on here the core Asha St. Louis group. You can reply directly to me and I will pass your answers on to them. Since it is a Yahoo! group and you're not a member of the group, any response to them will not be sent to them until I forward it.

Also, anytime you send me an email, I can give you a call and discuss this verbally.

Thank you,

Anjana.

