Akshara Education Project

Annual Report   Jan – Dec 2007

Akshara Education Project (AEP) was initiated in 2001 in fifteen schools in the villages around Madanapalle with support from Asha For Education, Seattle. 
It is generally accepted that one of the banes of primary school system has been the stress on knowledge and skills that would be useful to adult life, though such knowledge and skill might be of little interest to the children at the time they acquire it. For this reason, most of the education in the primary schools is still authoritarian in its ethos, with most of the pressure coming from the teacher. It is no wonder that many surveys identified lack of interest of the students as one of the major reasons for drop-out from schools. We have been trying to reform this situation by ‘starting from the child’ in the select primary schools. 
The focus has been to provide learning and teaching experiences that are joyful and realise the potential of the child and the teacher. Learning needs to be a more child-centered activity rather than a teacher directed one. Children need more opportunities to work with their hands, talk, discuss and most importantly think for themselves. Only then they can become creative and active learners. 

One of the main activities of the project is to develop hands on activities for children of class 1 to 5 in Language Learning, Mathematics and Environmental Studies. These activities are then linked to the prescribed syllabus and are introduced to the children in schools. 

The other activity is to encourage the reading habit among children. It was found that the children were not reading any other book except their textbooks. Probably this was because they have had no access to any other printed material other than their textbooks. The project initiated a Mobile Library which issues books on a regular basis to the children. So that children can experience the pleasures of reading. Reading books help in enriching and enlightening ones learning.

The third activity which was introduced a couple of years back is setting up of Learning Centers in villages where the levels of learning among children have been found to be very low. Right now we have two Learning Centers functioning at Poolavandlapalle and Chilakavaripalle. We have identified and trained educated local youth in Activity Based Learning from the respective villages. These trained persons called as animators (teachers) teach in their respective schools during school timings and after school they get the children to play organized games, help them do their homework and encourage them to read library books. Earlier we had three Learning Centers and now we have only two, the functioning of the learning centers is not very satisfactory due to reasons such as, teacher turn over, lack of proper monitoring, sufficient training, motivation and identification of the right persons. 
The project also looks at reaching out to other schools, groups or organizations who are interested in learning about innovative teaching methods and developing learning material.
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January 
During the month there were two rounds of visits to the schools. 
The first round was completely dedicated to language learning. The children were asked to talk about the books they had borrowed and were also encouraged to read aloud selected paragraphs. The children played language games such as bingo and matching with the lesson-wise cards that we have prepared for practice in synonyms, antonyms and singular and plural words. To make the children read hand-written scripts with ease we prepared handwritten reading cards. Handwritten scripts of both children and adults were mounted on to card and were graded according to their complexity.   
After the regular issuing of library books during the second round we got the children to do several experiments to understand the phenomenon of air. All the classes were involved in the activities. Each class had their own understanding according to their level viz. class one children prepared paper propellers to know the difference of air and wind, class two did an activity to identify the different wind speeds and its effects on weather. Class three prepared a wind wane to find the wind direction. Class four measured and weighed air with balloons. Class five did experiments to show air exerts pressure in all directions. So, all children participate in the activities irrespective of their class and share their thoughts and ideas.   
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February
During the preious visits  we had asked the children to identify the local birds and try to know their names and living habits. This was a link to what we were discussing during our previous visit ‘air -birds that fly in air’.  

The children were eagerly waiting for the next visit after gathering enough information about the birds that lived around the village. Most of the children were able to name the birds and tell what they would eat and imitate the call too! Each child selected a bird of their choice and we helped them in making an outline of the bird. The children then cut the birds and colored them. At the back of the bird they wrote the information of the bird, such as name. what it ate, where it lived, etc., These cut out birds were hung on to a stick to make a ‘bird mobile’ for the class.

The second round of visits were for understanding fractions. Only classes’ three to five took part in the activity. The children made their own ‘fraction sets’ out of card. They made several discs cut into various fractional parts. They had to cut each part accurately and colour the pieces carefully. Class three children using the set understood the concepts such as whole, part-of, numerator, denominator and division. Classes four and five understood other concepts such as proper, improper, mixed number, equivalent fractions, like and unlike fractions, changing unlike fractions to like fraction, comparing fractions, addition and subtraction of fractions.
Books issued during the previous visit were exchanged with fresh books from the mobile library during both the visits. 

March
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As a connection to the topic -fractions covered during the previous visit the first round of visits were about learning ‘division and measurement’; during this round we did measurement of length, volume and weight. We had with us measuring rulers, tapes and wheel, containers of various sizes, standard volume measuring cans, scales and weights. 

The children were divided into three groups so that everyone gets turns in measuring lengths, weights and volumes. Children measured small lengths such as length of pencil, book, slate, paper clip. Some children compared the different lengths of spans and foot. One group of children measured the heights of all children and recorded it. Others measured larger lengths such as width and length of the class room with a measuring tape. They also learnt to use the measuring wheel to measure long distances such as distance form school to home, main road to village and so on. Children explored while playing with measuring vessels the different capacities of various containers and bottles. Children compared the weights of different objects first by estimation and then by using scales. They compared the standard weights with the traditional weighing units.
The second round of visits was to reinforce the understanding of air and air pressure by doing experiments and once again going through the lessons. 
We were very happy that Sree (Srinivas) the coordinator for Akshara Education Project from Seattle visited us for three days. He visited the schools met the teachers, animators and gave us valuable suggestions and the much needed motivation and encouragement. 

[image: image4.jpg]i

L o

By 5N
8 | W 1..\!

B




April

April is the month of exam mania; hence there was no scope for more than one round of visits.

To be in the good books of some teachers we got the children to do some ‘serious’ activity rather than ‘fun’ activity. Though it would have been ideal to have done some art and craft activities to relieve the children from all the pressure they go through. 

We got the children to do two experiments to understand that sound causes vibrations in the air. A balloon was cut and stretched over a big funnel and fasted with a rubber band. A small mirror was fixed with cello tape on the rubber. The classroom door and windows were closed to make the room dark. While a child is talking through the funnel another child shines a laser pointer onto the mirror. A dot of light is reflected onto the wall. It was observed that when one speaks gently the dot of light moves slowly and when one speaks fast the light moves rapidly. Children experimented with different words and observed the interesting patterns on the wall.

The second experiment was to show that sound vibrations are amplified by large hollow objects. A piece of string with knots made on it at regular intervals is fixed to the bottom of a paper cup. While holding the paper cup and pulling lightly at the knotted string makes loud tapping sounds. The children understood that sound travels through the string, reaches the paper cup and gets amplified. 

Summer vacations in the schools are from 23rd April to 12th June. All the library books were returned and no new books were issued during April. During April and May the damaged books were repaired and an audit of the library was conducted to find out the missing and damaged books. 
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May
From 3rd to 10th May Ravi visited Varanasi, for the Sangati annual conference. The conference was organized by Guria a group working for the children of sex workers. Ravi visited the centres run by Guria and did some craft activities with the children at the centres. 
During Sree’s visit to AEP in March he gave a couple of puzzles to be used in the schools and he also sent an interesting puzzle similar to tangram but much more complex. We made twenty sets of the puzzle during the summer holidays and used them at the schools. 
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June

On 4th, 5th and 6th in collaboration with Sangati we organized a workshop for art and craft for students and teachers in Chennai. There were thirty two participants and we were able to do about twelve different activities.
We thought it would be appropriate to start the new academic year with art and craft activities in the schools as well. It would be a warm welcome to the new students.

During the visits to the schools we got the children to prepare finger puppets. The puppets were prepared according to the characters of a story they have read or from a lesson in their text book. Each child made a different character, whether it was a person, animal, tree or a vegetable.

Later we linked this activity to learning language by enacting plays using the puppets. During the second round of visits to the schools we got the children to do a map reading activity. All the schools have been given a map puzzle with the different states cutout separately. The states are not labeled so the children learn to identify the various states by playing wit the puzzle.     
To understand the physical features of India the children worked individually on small sized maps and drew the different physical features. Later the children made a large map on the ground, in order to do this they worked in small groups. This exercise involved making grids and understanding scale. They showed all the major rivers using rangoli colors and the mountain ranges were depicted with stones and rocks, the forests were shown using shrubs and grass. 

The mobile library rounds were combined with the school visits.

July
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In the first week of July we did one round of visits to the schools after the regular returning of old books and issuing new books was over we did an activity related to sound.

Children made a whistle with drinking straw. While blowing through the straw the children cut away small bits of straw from the other end. As they did this the pitch of the whistle changed. The children understood that the sound is made by the vibrating tip which is inside the mouth. The sound then passes through the length of the straw. As the length becomes short the pitch of the whistle becomes higher.  

In the second week of July the animators and Ravi prepared eighty hand made folders for the Learning Network conference.
From 19th to 23rd Ravi was at Chamrajnagar for the Learning Network conference.
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August

August was a month for science experiments. We did several more experiments on air. 

The first experiment was to understand low pressure is created by moving air. One end of a long polyethylene sleeve was tied up to make a long bag. Through the other end a pupil had to blow air while keeping mouth close to the mouth of the bag. To fill the bag with air the pupil had to blow more than twenty times. When the bag was held slightly away from the mouth and air was blown, it just took three or four times to fill the bag full with air. But before we did the experiment the pupils thought that blowing in air keeping the mouth away from the bag will take longer. After we did the experiment we tried to reason and understood that a region of low pressure is created by the stream of moving air. Because of the low pressure air from the surrounding regions from outside the bag is sucked inside. But when blowing air keeping the mouth close to the opening of the bag only the air from the lungs gets into the bag.

Similarly another experiment was conducted to understand low pressure. A small plastic ball was placed in a funnel, the funnel was inverted and the ball was held in place with a finger. While blowing strongly into the funnel through the stem the finger is released. The ball does not fall down but it remains to be in the funnel as long is air is blown. Before the experiment was done all the children felt the ball would fall down. All the children tried out the experiment to confirm that the ball remains inside the funnel while blowing air. Though a complicated concept some children understood that when air in blown through the stem, because of the shape of the funnel air rushes out creating a low pressure inside the funnel. To replace this, air from the surrounding regions moves inside to holds the ball in place. For most children this was just amazement and fun.

As a follow up of the earlier activity where we had made a wind wane to find out the direction of the flow of wind, children were asked prepared a chart and record the direction of wind on a daily basis. After a few weeks we noticed an interesting pattern that emerged in the recorded chart.

Books from the mobile library were issued during both the school visits.  
September

[image: image9.jpg]


During the two rounds of visits we did activities to strengthen number and number concepts. Most children had a problem understanding prime numbers, composite numbers and square numbers. One of the easiest ways to understand these numbers is to ask children to arrange a given number of tamarind seeds into a rectangular array. Starting from twenty we worked backwards, so twenty seeds were arranged into 4 by 5 or 2 by 10 arrays. Nineteen was not possible to arrange into a rectangular array. Eighteen seeds were arranged into a rectangular array, seventeen was not possible but sixteen was arranged in the shape of a square. Similarly we did the same with the remaining numbers and tabulated the results. The children discovered that all the number which could not be arranged into a rectangle were prime numbers, the numbers which were possible to arrange into a square were square numbers and the remaining numbers were composite numbers. This activity also led us to understand multiples and factors, factors of a number were the rows and columns in the array. After doing this activity the children had a better understanding of Lowest Common Multiple and Highest Common Factor.

While doing these activities we had to work in small groups. When one group of children were doing mathematics the other groups were given magnets to play with. We had several bar, horse-shoe and circular magnets, bits of metal pieces and iron filings. There was no attempt to explain about the forces, fields or principles about magnets. We just wanted the children to explore the ‘magic force of magnetism’ by themselves and have fun with magnets. 
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October

In October children were doing the topic ‘our shelter-houses’ as part of the Environmental Studies. We thought it would be appropriate to develop an activity to make the topic interesting. 
We designed pop-up cards displaying various dwellings such as thatch roofed huts, tile roofed houses, slab houses and even sky scrapers. The children followed the given instructions to cut out and stick the different parts from the photo copied template given to them. Once the pop-up card are ready, when it is opened a house pops out of the card. Children are to collect information about the particular house, the people and write down such details behind the card. On the cover of the card is drawn the people who live in the particular house. We even tried to design cards which depicted houses from different parts of the world such as the igloo, wigwam and desert tents.
Ravi was invited by KAPUCHINI a group in Mangalore in Karnataka for doing a three day workshop for teachers on activity based learning, from 10th to 13th October.  

During the month there was only one round of school visits and two rounds of library visits as we had Dusserah holidays for twelve days. 
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November

We had two sessions of origami (paper folding) this was also used as an activity to teach geometry. 

During the first session the children learnt to make a flapping bird and in the second session a jumping frog.

While doing these activities younger children learnt about the properties of a rectangle, square and triangle. While the older children even learnt to measure angles which were formed when making the flapping bird. They learnt to use the protractor. They identified various angles such as right, obtuse and acute angles. They even measured the three angles of different triangles added them up and found that the sum is always 180 degrees. 

Apart from learning geometry they had immense pleasure playing with the toys they had made.  
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December

The two sessions that we had during the month were a follow up to the activity that we did during October. We developed an activity for the topic ‘the clothes we wear’. Two outline human figures a man and women were printed onto card. The children had to cut out these figures and make dresses for the figures with paper such that they could be attached and removed by the tabs. 

Children made different kinds of dresses with paper for each of the figures such as dhoti, kurtha, pyjama, jubba, wait coat, turban, lungi, trousers and shirt. For the women figure they made a sari, salwar, skirt blouse, burkha and so on. Some children even made dresses which are worn by different professions such as a lawyer, policeman, cricket player, etc,. The beauty of this activity is that all the different dresses fit the same card figure.   
This activity led to a lot of questions and discussion, why people in different parts of the country wear different clothes? why do some professions have uniforms? What were the traditional clothes? Is there a change in this? why some religions have a separate dress? From the internet we collected a lot of pictures with people wearing different dresses, head gear and footwear. We even collected pictures of different dresses that people wear in other parts of the world and showed them to the children.  






