What is the reason for failure rate in SSLC? Any feedback from the students in terms of home pressures etc? Apart from remedial classes, are there any other extra steps being taken?

This year's batch is a very academically  weak and very economically poor batch of students. We have not had a batch like this in five years.
Close tracking has always been done of student scores. This academic year based on continued progress we have done the following
For the present batch of SSLC students prizes are being awarded to every child who has improved his scores in each exam. These have been good pens, stationery, public appreciation.

We have done a profile of each child and are working out a support a child after school programme for continued support to those whose parents may not be able to support them till they are better qualified for jobs. The children have been given points called Olcott points and their performance improvement is increasing their chances for larger support. 

Home environments not supportive of after school study for most children, is a very important reason for the failure rate. The SSLC failure rate is a reflection of the low scoring in the school internal exams as well. The school strictly follows the government policy of passing children with 25% in each subject at the annual exams. This is done because many students fall into this category and would lose out on very important aspects like friends, peer group… School drop out rates are nil because of this. The reasons for low scores inside school are outlined below-

· Parents want their children to study- there is no doubt about that, but they do not realize that success in exams depends on steady work. Most of them believe that children will pass if they study just before the big exams. So they allow their younger children to keep playing and the engage their older children to work before school or after school to increase income. If these were confined to reasonable regular limits then we can expect to see positive improvement.

· Alcoholism, domestic violence, small spaces- all of these directly contribute to children’s inability to develop healthy study habits. Girls are mentally very disturbed and do not find time beyond helping their mothers. The boys just go away from homes and spend time with friends seeking mindless pleasure and land up with bad company.

Apart from remedial classes we are trying the following with some good results (refer increase in success rate to 75%) 

· Holding regular discussions and parenting workshops for each class of students on a regular basis- trained counselors from outside with the school counselor run these on a regular basis. Parents get to attend these at different levels and get to discuss their problems.  

· Having parents and underachieving children meet with the teachers at least once a month and discuss progress. The smallest improvement in the child’s progress and the parents’ involvement is suitably appreciated.  

· Having community visits to identify areas where support to the location can be arranged to create support systems for children 

· Increased medical attention to health matters. The children are taken to the nearby hospital for such support. Support for operations in some cases, has been found. Eye camps and then follow up work for vision problems and providing spectacles where necessary have also improved some children’s performance.

· Early identification of learning difficulties and support through special educators and learning strategies is being tried.

· Concessions for learning disabled children have been successfully obtained for 2 children for class 10 exams- extra time and overlooking spelling errors. 

Please visit-

http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=909 for details on the points above

5 teachers have left in the last year, and ideally we want to keep that number to a minimum. What in your opinion can reduce the teacher churn?

We have said in our yearly report-

Teachers leaving School – Oct 07 to April 2008 – end of previous academic year

· for higher wages-1+1 craft teacher

· Moving out of the city-3

First I wish to say that the school has reduced attrition from as many as 8 teachers to 5 in a year. This has happened because we have been working diligently and intelligently with keeping the school teaching faculty intact, in spite of the difficult situation by identifying factors and working wherever we can to improve the situation

Attrition from our school happens because of

· Lower than market wages. We do not therefore get new teachers who plan to stay with the school but those who look at using the school as a training ground (reputation of a very good school which brings out the best in people and equips them with skills required)

· Very young women teachers who get married and have to move to their husbands places of residence

· Govt. recruitment where wages are at least 5 times the school wages

· Market demand for teachers speaking English and having computer literacy  in fields other than teaching where salaries are also very high- BPO call centres…

Addressing these factors mentioned above the school is working as follows-

1. Increase wages at entry level to attract larger number of applications to the school so we have a choice in recruitment.

2. Without compromising on quality- recruit women teachers from applicants in the neighbourhood who have settled their children in schools. The chance of such people moving out is smaller.

Since attrition seems to be the norm everywhere in Chennai we have developed the following strategies

1. On going, in house teacher training depending on the teachers needs and class room requirements. The trainers are experienced and knowledgeable teachers of the school and from outside, who identify the deficits and provide constructive support.

In the year 2008-09 we have provided incentives to teachers working beyond the normal school hours @ Rs50 per hour for the trainer and Rs30 for the trainee. These sessions are approved by the HM and no misuse or waste has happened. The idea is that, as long as a teacher stays in school the quality of the class room interaction is constantly improving. The negative effects of attrition on the children have therefore been considerably reduced.

2. We are in the process of creating a set up where the experienced teachers will be designated as heads of the different sections on increased, encouraging wages. These people will anchor the different sections of the school and continue, close monitoring of classroom transactions. The teacher training will continue on a very vigorous and creative forms including training in effective use of the school’s large resources base-computers, resource rooms, library. This idea is in proposal form and will have to go through the process of discussion and formal approval from the school committees. This will keep the senior experienced teachers from moving out.

We are basically looking at children being insulated from the effects of teacher churn as the teacher churn is not something very much within the school’s control.

Who are the other beneficiaries of Theological society -- Asha members want to get a sense of the profile of organizations that Theo Soc is helping.

The organization that has made the school and looked after it – the chief source of funds till now- is the Theosophical Society (TS) Adyar Please visit  http://www.ts-adyar.org/ to know more about this organization.

The Olcott Memorial High School- OMHS for short is run by the TS through its educational arm – The Olcott Education Society- OES 

The TS Charity in Chennai is not a helping kind of Charity. It implements things in Chennai. It does have other areas like the Charities which give small time support to some students in the vicinity of the school – not just OMHS, some old age pension support to destitute women. The TS runs a free homeopathic clinic….

Its major support organizations are its own

1. OMHS the largest

2. HPB Hostel for 25 boys (10 to 16 year olds) (For children in OMHS or neighbouring schools)

3. Social Welfare centre foe women- daycare centre for children with free food and nutrition, and some skills training in sewing for the women –flexitime

4. Vocational training Centre for women- where the main course now is tailoring for literate women between 18 and 30 years of age

5. The Besant animal Welfare dispensary for free medical care of animals

The TS runs courses in comparative religions and School of Wisdom lectures.

The organization holds its Annual Convention in Adyar, Chennai-20 (Its International Headquarters) between 26th and 31St Dec every year.

How is the progress with other sources of funding in the US? Eg. Theo Soc in US?

The TS and its different branches (including TS in America) have been contributing to running the school in different years. The TS also has over the years maintained a corpus from which it has provided support to OES to run the school. The fund raising activity that I am now doing now is with express sanction of the TS, as the school demands are more than the TS resources is able to meet. I am the designated fund raiser for the school.

The Theosophical Society in America has recently added Adyar- Olcott School in its online donation page to help friends of the school donate in the US with tax concessions.

The main TS chapters that have been donating to the school in the recent pat are- TS in Australia, TS in Israel, TS in Italy.

Why is this not structured as an after school program for Govt Schools, rather than having it as a school by itself

This school was founded in 1894 when education of the poor especially for the Panchamas (Harijans and untouchables) by Henry Steele Olcott. Its noon meal scheme is probably older than the TN scheme. It has looked at education as a caring, humane empowering, wholistic process, and not as a place for some children to be guided for a few hours after school.

This is not a new school but a historical school.

The members were quite impressed by the report, and wanted to explore if your example could be used to train other centers in India. To that end, has Asha India contacted you to go to other locations ?

Asha India volunteers do know about the school. In the last annual meeting there was a discussion of giving support to teachers in other parts of the country. 

Since I am a volunteer of Asha Chennai and run the RightStart programme in that capacity besides being the chief resource person, I have been helping at least 50 teachers every year from different parts of TN.

I have been the coordinator of Asha Chennai, its treasurerand project steward for some of its projects including the Tsunami funding. I have been creating digital and hands on student resources. I try my best to spread the word and extend support- but I cannot do more unless some Asha volunteers extend their time to help with these projects.

Since the duties as HM OMHS have increased after fund raising activities for the school I have reduced my work load for asha and I am only co-treasurer, co-scholarship project steward, project steward Poorna Vidya. I continue to be available for questions and guidance to the chapter.

Since 2007 I am a trustee of Asha India

What kind of after school career counseling do you have/plan to offer?

We have been regularly telling children about alternatives in education and livelihood areas. This years plan is to have representatives of community schools and short courses for entering livelihood areas, as well as interaction with some nearby school heads on courses available for Plus 1 and then where they can go.

Our aim is to provide guidance in choice of courses based on aptitude and students interests.


Do you keep track of Std 10 passouts and their future progression in their education and careers? Olcott would serve as a good example since we have a 10 yr history to look at.

We have been able to keep track of many students year after year, but there are so many of them. We are trying to get a website in place called Friends of Olcott to have a place where the profiles of the alumni can be recorded and kept. We have old students coming forward to mentor, train, support and contribute to the school, each as per their present capacities. 

Once this website is in place we will be able to improve our tracking. we have some of our students abroad, some well employees in India, some employed in average income groups, other running small trades, some pursuing their studies.

We had a new enterprise- Sunmin- solar lamps on the beach run by our students which went down due to goondaism, but which we are planning to revive. This project was and is with guidance and support fromAuroville.


Can you please send us newpaper reports/other articles of how Olcott has been recognized? It would be a good example to other projects.

Please refer the articles in our website

http://www.olcott-school-chennai.org/articles.htm
I shall send more article scanned from various local Tamil and English magazines ASAP. We have quite a few.


Have you had a chance to go into the community and see how the schooling of the kids has helped changed the communities they are from? 

We keep going to the communities where these children come from. We have the example of one student in UrurKuppam working at awareness in all fronts in his fishing village- (This is the place from where the school started. There is going to be mass displacement from this pocket after the Tsunami to distant away from the shore places. He is helping with RTI act getting correct information and helping his community make informed decisions. He is also his community representative on nature protection including support to the Olive Ridley hatchery in his community. He has a group of alumni of the school supporting him

This is onesuch example. The one common refrain we hear from the areas we serve are that our children do not hang around and become unsocial elements. Even the most difficult students in school are returning to express their thanks to the school and giving us their mobile numbers  and present occupation


How better do these kids do after 10th std, as compared with other Govt schools?

More confidence, better communication skills, higher level of awareness, greater love and respect for the alma mater and keeping in touch

