Questions from Asha SV.

Answers from Lakshmi Suryanarayanan
1. What is the selection criteria for kids - is it based on family income?

a) Family income- less than 5000 per month.

b) Place of residence and nearness to school

c) Siblings in school

When a parent applies to the school a visit to the child’s address is made at least a couple of times to ascertain the family’s financial condition. Teachers and staff of the school, who have come up from similar backgrounds, do these checks.

Children live in the poor hutments and slums around Besant Nagar and some new places to which they have been displaced after the Tsunami. Their homes are usually crowded 15’by 12’ single room huts/ tiled houses which serves all purposes including kitchen, living room, children’s study and play room, TV Room and bedroom, with bad sewage and drain facility, common toilets and bath and common water tanks from which water is carried in plastic pots and buckets for the use of the family. It is easy to ascertain the earning capacities as coolie fishermen (who work for more wealthy fishermen), daily wage earners who work as masons, house painting, small time carpenter assistants, rickshaw drivers, roadside flower sellers and vegetable vendors. 


2. What jobs do the children get after education at OMHS until 10th?

In the past there were children who left school at 18 and got employed in different industries, construction, auto rickshaw drivers,,,,

Children leaving school now (in the past 5+ years) are in the age group 15 to 17 and hence unemployable in any organization. (The minimum age for employability is 18 years)

Children leaving school do the following

a) Those who pass join class 11 in other schools and then complete 12th class and go on to college studies or diploma courses. The school through neighborhood well-wishers and other trusts find sponsors for the Plus one and Plus 2 education for many children. 

b) Parents have also started saving small amounts for the children’s future. The school has found support from nearby banks for education loans for college studies. Some children have managed to get support for their college studies from philanthropists.

c) Some of those who do not complete class 10 in the first attempt join ITI courses, community colleges, home nursing and tailoring courses.

d) A few girls who find it difficult to cope with formal studies work as housemaids. They also work in beauty parlors. Others work in tailoring – export houses, vehicle mechanic shops, drinking water bottling firms. Some of these boys and girls run the family wayside businesses with their parents- like selling coconut water, bajjis on the beach, idlis in the morning.  (These children work in the unorganized sector)

e) *** During school days many of the older children (Class 7 upwards- 12+) do part time work  to help augment family income with work such as milk and newspaper delivery in the early morning hours before school, housemaids and baby sitting in the middle and upper class homes - both before and after school, help in the family run businesses before and after school on the beach and roadside shops- mainly as flower sellers, fruit and vegetable sellers, snack food stalls (idli and tea shops in the mornings and Bajji shops in the evening) to name a few things they do.

The boys and girls also have to fetch water for their homes from the roadside taps, cook for the family as both parents are usually out very early and return after sunset.

3. How long have the crafts classes been around for? 

Since 1988. A building was built and earmarked for this purpose. It has 10 small rooms   and 9 rooms are used for the crafts. The courses run at the craft centre have not been constant. Based on the regular availability of good quality instructors, on the thinking at school, children’s interest the offerings have changed over the past 20 years. For example in 1998 we included handcraft and embroidery

4. Why is pass percent staying at around 60%? 

    First in the last 5 years the result is on a steady though small growth path. The reason for this small but definite growth is that the school is addressing these difficulties from time to time.

The SSLC results of the last 5 years are as follows

SSLC April 
No. passed first attempt
No. appeared
Pass %ge
Improvement%

2003
             30
                          62
               48.4
 

2004
             38
                          71
               53.5
                10.6

2005
             41
                          71
               57.7
                  7.9

2006
             40
                           69
               58.0
                  0.4

2007
             44
                           69
               63.8
                10.0 

Total  

193
                         342

2008



                                         70% expected
Factors affecting our results.

1. Home environment not suited to studying after school. We have introduced after school study for an hour .Teachers are trying tio increase this to an hour and a half for those willing to stay. 

2. Many children have to go home to work outside or in their parents petty businesses. It is their livelihood

3. The school follows the govt. guideline of 25% marks in each subject for passing in classes upto the 9th. The  SSLC pass % is at 35. This is in itself intrisically a psycologically sound concept as almost all children move up with their peers. We are now trying very hard to make children reach the 35% level in the smaller classes. 

4. Inclusive education of learners – a child who is learning disabled, or slow (certification attempted on a small basis) are allowed into the next class on the basis of this difficulty and to prevent then from dropping out. The aim is to give a safe and protective environment to all these children as well untill they are 15 or 16 and can then go out into the world with better life skills. We even place such children with willing mentors till they are 18 so that they get some training as well as safety. 

For concessions to the learning disabled the parents must be willing to meet the certifying authorities. It is a difficult thing for them to understand and they shy away feeling that their child is being branded as retarded. We are working in this area.

5. Teachers who train in the good learning teaching processes and mature into good exam class teachers leave for more  lucrative jobs offered by the lower end English medium schools  who can offer higher salaries since they are fee levying, the inputs that such teachers have received help them secure their new jobs. Since our salary scales are very low we are unable to retain the teachers (explained in the first note to Asha chaptes).

6. The school philosophy emphasizes on learning through understanding and self expression and reasoning. This is in itself is a great task both for the teacher and the learners. However the examinations demand rote learning -  Answer Paper correctors look for key words and memorised answers. We do not encourage learning by rote from bazaar notes . Thus there is a mismatch here. The teachers of OMHS are also trying to see how to bridge this gap. Some of these are:

 and attending education department (govt.) workshops to see if they can learn new things, that they are missing out on in their teaching. ( The tricks and some tipos given for helping the very weak children to pass are about how to take the exam cleverly like marking all true or false questions one way so tnat you have a at leasr 2 out 5 right. This is just one example.) 

WE have to work more with the education dept about framing of questions rather than clever tricks. 

Untill  exam reforms get on further, looks like we will be in some ways having to adopt these tricks which are inconsistent with learning objectives , if we want very high percentage of results. 

The govt. is also moving towards making better question papres and changing the evaluators at the board level. This exam reform seems to be benficial

   
5. What is the typical dropout rate for students? Any gender differences?

No child drops out till class 8. In class 9 and 10 we see an occasional drop out of a boy or girl due to financial or emotional circumstances, like loss of parent or guardian and hence need to migrate. Say one child in 50 or 2% and that is also not every year. There are rare occasions when a child has left because of the inability to cope with the academic demands. But these again are really rare. May be 2 or 3 in the last 5 years.

We do not see any gender difference.

6. What is the student:teacher ratio?

600 students to 32 full time subject teachers + 3 part time subject and craft teachers. We also have part time craft teachers (instructors) (5), games teachers (2), singing teacher(1), audio visual room in charge (1), a librarian (1), computer room in charge(1), a language lab in charge (1). Approximately 1:15 , but 1:20 for subject teaching

7. What are the typical qualifications of the teachers? What kinds of training do they get? 

For subject teachers-

· Graduation is the typical qualification. We do have a post graduate teacher and also some teachers with Plus 2. A few come with pre service teacher training – BEd, 2yr Dip in Teacher Education

· The majority train in-house, on the job- In house training-

· The time-table of classes are so set that every week teachers teaching a particular subject meet for one hour. The days are Monday-Tamil, Tuesday- English, Wednesday- Maths, Thursday- Science and Friday Social studies. Teachers teaching these subjects discuss content, questioning techniques, have demonstration of lessons. Content upgradation happens through exposure to the audio visual medium- Cds and lessons created by senior experienced teachers.

· Lesson planning and setting of question papers done  by co-teachers ( we have two sections and different teachers teaching the two sections to help teachers learn by sharing.

· Class teachers also meet every week in slots like 9th and 10th on Monday, 7th and 8th on Tuesday, 5th and 6th on Wednesdays, 3rd and 4th on Thursday and 1st and 2nd on Fridays. These sessions sort out issues like children absence due to sicknesses, issues related to family environment that these teachers are constantly encountering.

· Training in creation of Learning Teaching Material for all ages is one of our main teacher resource activities.

For non- subject teachers

· For craft teachers- Plus 2 and certificate training in their areas like craft teachers’ course in sewing, book binding, baking or experience in their field as regular artisans like in the case of the carpentry instructor.

· These teachers are sent different teaching institutes for observation and new learning.

· For eg- The sewing, embroidery and tie and dye instructors have had a six month part time training from the professors at the National Institute of Fashion Technology (NIFT), Chennai on seams, color choices, material choices, exposure to available materials and where to buy for quality and lower costs and market trends’ assessment.

· They had exposure at the Madras Craft Foundation with jewelry making, work on lac (Rajasthan handicraft)

· The home craft teacher goes to a baking expert for new recipes and demonstrations….

· For singing teacher- Plus 2 and a govt. diploma in music

· For games teachers- Plus 2 and certificates of actual success as players, athletes

· For the Librarian- Dip in library science

For all teachers

· Teachers participate in workshops held in other schools and outside agencies on many of the above given areas.

· Outside the school - attitudinal and skills development workshops from lecturers from colleges like Stella Maris and WCC Social work departments and practicing counselors take place at least once every term for three terms.

·  Workshops on AIDS Awareness, child sexual abuse prevention are also part of the training. 

8. Why did OMHS go from being govt. aided to being run with private funds?

The school was established in 1894, the first of the 5 schools for the disadvantaged established by the Theosophical society without any govt. support. The body running these schools was called the Panchama (harijan) Free School Society). There were less than a hundred children of different age groups for many years.

In 1974 it was thought that the aided school possibility was worth considering. The International President was John Coates at that time. The approach of the aided schools was restricted and the teacher body while good, seemed often in conflict - were they to follow the mark oriented approach or the care oriented approach?

The management of the school was dissatisfied with the restricted approach that was often seen as adequate. To lay greater emphasis on a child friendly approach, the care that was needed for these children from the extra-ordinarily difficult family and social backgrounds it was felt that running the school with the teachers paid by the OES would be a step in this direction.

Also the Tamilnadu school text books and examination system and rote learning was very dissatisfactory to the management. There were several initiatives that the OES made:

· To help students feel better, the craft section was built and run.

· The Banyan, Centre for educators was started to promote interactions between teachers from various schools of the CBSE Stream , ICSE, Stream and the state board stream .

· One of the initiatives was to define ESSENTIAL LEVELS OF LEARNING for Primary school children. Another was to teach biology without animal dissection.

· The school started a resource for children where the children could use educational games and learn on their own. This room was also a management initiative inside the aided set up with teachers provided by the management. 

Looking back, the reason why the school moved to private funding rather than being a Govt. Aided School seems to have been part of the thrust Olcott Education Society wished to generate for the educational activities under its umbrella.
This bold step was possible with the active support of Miss Ahalya Chari, former Principal of the Mysore College of Teacher education, also Commissioner Kendriya Vidyalaya Sangathana.

Importantly, the school has continued the social welfare scheme of the govt. receiving noon meal support and also the text book support. The school improved the meals with protein supplements. Noticing that students often were tired in the mornings, the nutrition supplement breakfast program was introduced giving all students a multigrain porridge. This is entirely supported by the TS and has been running now for over a decade.


9. What is the breakup of the 6 lakhs in more detail?
     As shown in the financial support statement sent along with till academic year 2006-  

2007 the school made do with Rs25 lakhs from the Theosophical society, the main donor, which was the maximum they could provide from their corpuses and fund raising. The falling bank interest rates added to the problems. The last two years has been a struggle for the OES to manage the school with its growing requirements, difficulty in retaining teachers. Hence after two years of due diligence the OES decided to allow the school’s executive committee to raise funds and nominated the Headmistress as its fund-raiser.

Since the chief area of increase that was required was in teachers’ salaries, the school decided to seek the funds mainly for this area.

The strategy is as follows - the management on its own would work with the Theosophical society to augment funds for the corpus. The school is approaching individual donors to make regular, sustained donations for the corpus building so that in the long run the recurring budget would be sustainable. In the interim period which is estimated anywhere between 3 to 7 years depending on the fund raising success, the school is requesting Charity organizations such as Asha to support the deficit and the increased requirement from enhanced pay structures and other areas.

The 6 lakhs requested of Asha for 2007-2008 is

a) to cover the budget deficit of Rs 4.5 lakhs over the Theosophical society donation of Rs25 lakhs 

b) the enhancement of salaries for staff phase I(from October 2007 till May 2008) Rs 24000*8= Rs1.92 lakhs 

c) the increased cost of medical care. The budget of Rs15000 has to be raised . Right now the health care support is coming on a case-by-case basis for larger amounts from individuals in the community. That is not sustainable and requires enormous time resources.= Rs8000

10. What is the male/female ratio among teachers?
 Subject Teachers- Male: Female- 3:32, Craft and other facilities Teachers 4:12

11.  What is the retention rate of teachers - how many usually leave the school? 

In the last 3 to 4 years,  an average of 8/32 subject teachers (usually experienced and trained high school teachers) and 4/12 other teachers leave the school. In the 

       computer facility area it is 100% renewal every year.


12. How much do you pay your computer teacher and crafts teachers? Is Rs. 2500 the 

      average pay of all teachers?

      Rs 2500 is the average pay of full time teachers. We pay teachers of all types the 

      same scales- as per their qualifications and experience. We have 3 grades- PG, Grad, 

      Plus 2.

      We have pay scale for the part time craft instructors. The average is Rs1350.

       For the computer personnel usually Plus 2 or Grad with a Dip in comp applications 

       look after the computer facility rooms. Another teacher (subject) also comes with her

       class. This ensures that the equipment is properly maintained and the subject teachers 

       use the facility to help their subject learning besides improving their own content and 

       skills.

13. One of the volunteers wanted to know if you have any plans to introduce 

      automotive training as part of crafts - how to repair automobiles etc.

      This is a good area for children to learn, especially strong boys who are very active. 
      However the constraints for such activity for the school is that it will be difficult to 

      provide sustained real life work every day for 200 days in the year. Also the instructor 

      must  be a real life mechanic with real life shop, and also a teacher who will conform   

      to school codes of conduct for teachers, including the dress code and use of language 

      with the children. Our experience with a plumbing section was not happy. The 

      instructor was irregular and would on his lean days only. He would also teach 

      children to circumvent rules, use spare pipes and taps and produce bills for new. It 

      was an unhappy experience and the sad part was that he had quite a group of  children 

     learning, unethical practices. Also the children who leave school are only 15 and 16 

     and still unemployable. So these children who wish to learn automotive repairs, 

     equipment maintenance  (refrigeration and AC) learn it by joining it is after school

     and then apprentice with real time companies or shops.

