A Visit to Govt Schools in South Bangalore

February 8, 2002

By Srikanth Voorakaranam, Asha-Bangalore

Shriram, Thiru and myself (all volunteers with Asha-Bangalore) visited 2 government primary schools that Sikshana (www.sikshana.org) has adoped in South Bangalore in the Banashankari area. Mr. Ramamurthy of Sikshana accompanied us on this visit.

Summary: 

There is a good deal of keenness, willingness and openness on the part of the children to learn. If they are given the opportunities, there is every possibility that many of them will  do justice to their potential. 

The Issue:
90% of India’s children attend Government schools. The reach and penetration of these schools is also impressive. Many governments have a policy of providing for a primary school within easy access (~1 km) of any habitation having a reasonable number of children. 

The number of schools decreases quite significantly as one reaches the upper primary and, even more so, the high school stage. This points to an implicit recognition (and even acceptance) on the part of governments of the fact that many of the children enrolled at the primary level would drop off before they reach the higher levels. A lot of money is spent in bringing the dropouts back into schools (the Chinnara Angala program in Karnataka, and the Chaduvula Pandaga program in Andhra Pradesh). At a more advanced level, these efforts translate into total literacy campaigns that are targeted at illiterate adults. 

The response of the general population to this situation has been two fold. Largely, parents who have the means (which would be a small number, given that such children constitute only 10%) take their children out of the government schools and enroll them in private schools. Parents also aspire to provide an English-medium education to their wards, if they have the choice. This has led to the mushrooming of many private schools, which may not necessarily be any better off compared to their government counterparts in terms of the teaching quality, but which command a premium because of the medium of instruction (viz. English). In the rural areas, the ranks of such people comprise the more economically and socially well off of the village, with the result that the degree of accountability of teachers towards the schools have significantly eroded over the years. 

Conscientious NGOs who have a drive to do something and more innovative pedagogic ideas also go in for starting their own initiatives.
While allowing for the contention that 6% of our country’s GDP should be spent on Education, the 3.6% that is spent today is still a substantial investment, the return on which is unfortunately not commensurate at all. Most of the spending in the school education area goes towards teacher’s salaries. In addition, many government schools have at least some infrastructure, which, though inadequate, constitutes at least some baseline. Interventions (where there are some) in the government school sector, with the exception of initiatives of the District Primary Education Program, focus on access and infrastructure development, without looking at the issue of improving the learning levels of the children, which should really be the bottom line and central focus for the “business” of education.

Approach:
Sikshana is characterized by several fundamental premises:

· Intervention has to be in the mainstream government school system because that constitutes the sole means of education for an overwhelming majority of India’s children.

· Improving the learning levels of the children has to be central to any such intervention.

· Inputs have to be incremental and in general, kept low, if a model that is scaleable to the problem size is to evolve.

· Focus on primary (and to a lesser extent) on upper primary levels. Typically these are the times when most of a child’s learning happens. Deficiencies at this stage, when carried over to the high school level could prove to be an almost insurmountable obstacle to any real learning.

· Corporate involvement. Rather than a top-down approach where they meet the CEOs of the companies and get help from them, there is a bottom-up approach that is adopted where you get the employees of the company to volunteer, and over a period of time, they should become the internal ambassadors in their respective workplaces.

Some of the features that contribute to the positive results achieved by Sikshana:

1. Recognition of achievements of the children: The school has a notice board on which the photographs of the children with the best marks in the classes is put up. This apparently is source of pride for those who get on, and is taken as a goal for others.

2. Frank talk: In general the expectation bar set for the children by the schools is low. All that the Education officer cares about is the pass percentage of the children (which, at 35% is very low). There is little recognition of the fact that the children would need to do much better than this to get anywhere in life. Mr. Ramamurthy (of Sikshana) talks to the children about what they want to become when they grow up. The responses typically are not very different from those of more privileged children. He then does some frank talking and conveys to them that a pass result just would not cut if they want to realize their dreams, in particular because of their socially and economically disadvantaged backgrounds.  

3. Working on the motivational levels of teachers: Mr. Ramamurthy speaks highly of the one day TQM (Total Quality Management) class that the teachers attended. This was conducted by First Response and Confederation of Indian Industry with focus on the Quality of Education in public schools at the primary level 

4. Involvement of part-time volunteers (mostly from IT companies) to take classes for the children for a couple of hours every week also apparently helps. I heard that children are even willing to come to school on Sundays if these volunteers can make the time for it. The presence of these volunteers probably in some ways introduces some accountability, and also might help the children see some role models

5. Some of the companies have contributed computers

6. Children were given the responsibility of going to different bookstores and pick up books that they themselves like. A book-reading culture has been built up over the last few months.
The government provides a school development and management committee (SDMC) whose members are mostly the parents of the children attending the schools. The committee is given Rs.2000 per year for the school to provide inputs like teaching aids (definitely a tiny amount compared to the requirements). The effectiveness of the SDMCs in these particular schools is open to question as a lot of the parents apparently do not take a keen interest in working to fix the shortcomings of the school, through taking initiative in approaching the higher authorities etc.  (Mr. Ramamurthy feels that the importance of ‘community involvement’ is sometimes overstated. Schools should try to focus on bettering the conditions even if the community involvement doesn’t happen).

School 1:
The first primary school that we visited, though within 1km of the house of the former Prime Minister of India, Mr. Deve Gowda, has reasons to feel neglected. 3 rooms house the classes, and it does get crowded once the children actually attend the classes in full strength.

Children would pull me in different directions to show the drawing work they had been doing. I asked the children if any of them would like to read out from their English textbooks to me. Several children were eager to do this, and the randomly picked children did not have much problems in reading the textbooks. With math problems, there was more circumspection in the answers (though in the end they did come up with the right one). Noon meals are provided by Sikshana. Children are asked to wash their own plates.

School 2:
This is where Sikshana is also helping construct additional classrooms (we saw some of the classes being held outside near the street, in the interim).  I spent time with the children talking about science. Here too, the children seemed to be keen, and learning. 

As we were leaving, the teacher asked us how we found her children. I noticed a sense of pride in her when I replied that they were indeed good.

Future plans:
1. Make the schools they currently work with largely autonomous. This is an effort to address the contention of several people that the achievements of the schools were largely due to the personal involvement of Mr. Ramamurthy and would be difficult to sustain without that. 

2. Sikshana plans to take up 10 more schools for adoption during the next year, with a planned input of about Rs. 20,000 per school. The type of inputs for each of these schools could be different. They also see the clear lacuna and need for developing software content in local languages that enhances learning. 

3. There are potential donors in the US and it would help if such donations could be sourced through Asha in the US to help people avail of the tax-exemption after recognizing the Sikshana initiative as a regular Asha project.

