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I first visited the government schools in the Reward program in 2003 and since then have been visiting them roughly twice a year.  This last year in 2009, I visited only once, on March 5, 2009.

In this trip, I visited Nerumbur High School and Pandur High School.

The main purpose of my trip was to see the new schools that had been added to the program, meet the school principals and teachers I had not met before and visit the schools in session.  Another purpose was to observe ABL in practice. ABL = Activity Based Learning.  This is a teaching methodology introduced by the Tamilnadu government in all government primary schools.  This methodology was developed by Rishi Valley school, and first implemented on an experimental basis with partnership with UNICEF in a few corporation schools in Chennai. Following it’s success, the TN govt has implemented ABL in all primary schools in TamilNadu. There are mixed reviews for ABL, so I wanted to see an ABL classroom in session, and see the learning materials, the flash cards, the class arrangements, the teaching methodology and compare it with what I had seen in primary classrooms earlier.
Schools visited:

1. Nerumbur High School: 

Teachers met:  

Ms. Divya, Ms. Logeswari, Ms. Adhilakshmi, Ms. Sujatha & Mr. Prabhu.  

Principal met:

Met with Acting Principal Ms. Shyamala.

Classes visited while in session: 

Ms. Logeswari (English)

Ms. Sujatha (ABL)

Panchayat President met:

I also met with Panchayat President of Nerumbur Panchayat. 
2. Pandur High School:  

Classes visited while in session: 

Ms. Jagathambal  (Teaching Science in a class held under a tree) 

Ms. Indira (Teaching Social Science in a class held in a shed)

Mr. Mohankumar (Class Room) 

Met with Pandur High School Principal Mrs. Madhavi Nayagi. 

About the trustees

The trustees of Reward are educational activists based in Kalpakkam in Tamilnadu.  They have been working with the government schools in the area for the last 20 years. They are group of volunteers, comprising scientists from the Indira Gandhi Center for Atomic Research, (IGCAR) educationists, university professors and rights activists, who came together informally to work with the government schools in the area. Reward trust was formally registered in 2006. 
School conditions and demographics:

Most government schools in the neighbourhood of Kalpakkam were at the 5th and 8th grade levels and had remained so since the 6o’s. Roughly 90% of the students in the schools are either from the “Most Backward Classes” (MBC) or Dalits. Significant numbers of students are girls. Most parents are employed in daily wage labour or agriculture and find it difficult to support their children (even) through government schooling. High schools are rare, and when available, are sometimes more than 10 kms away, creating a significant impediment to the students in completing high school or pursuing college studies. Health care is neither accessible nor affordable.

Pandur primary school was established close to 100 years back, according to the school Principal.  It became a middle school in 2002 – 2003. It got upgraded to a High School in 2006-2007. The first Class X batch graduated in April 2008. Only 26% of the Class X batch had graduated in 2008. They were facing their second public exam when I visited in March 2009.  (Update: 62% of the class passed in 2009 after we added the Reward teachers). Prior to the appointment of REWARD Teachers,Pandur High School had only 4 Govt. teachers for a strength of over 300 students.Three of these government teachers had been appointed 3 months before the final exams. The Principal had to juggle these 3 teachers among all the classes and subjects for the 10th, to make sure the Class X students did not miss any classes. The Principal could not use the available PTA teachers to teach Class X, as they were not qualified.  As per a government order, the school PTA cannot collect more than Rs. 25 per student, so they cannot afford to appoint qualified teachers using the meager PTA funds. The school principal had a 2½ hour commute to Pandur. In addition to the commute, she also had to run errands for the school, such as buying paper, getting question papers for the board exam, etc. All the government teachers and the Principal must participate in the government census.  Government school teachers must also participate in Board Exam supervision. So, the demands on the Pandur government school teachers were manifold. First they had more than 80 students assigned to each of them, they did not have a Science teacher, they were allocated multiple duties besides teaching, and with these kind of constraints, had to prepare their students for the first Class X Board exams after being appointed to the school 3 months before the final exams.  Not surprisingly, close to 75% of the class failed.
The Principal of Pandur submitted an application to Reward, explaining the situation, and Reward appointed 3 teachers (one was Ms. Jagadambhal, who had an MSc. MPhil degree and handled Science.). The next year, 62% of the class passed.
Nerumbur had just been upgraded to a High school in May 2008 and were facing their first Class X Board exams. Reward had appointed 5 teachers at Nerumbur, and I met all of them.

Work done by Reward:

Even before formally starting the trust, Mr. Sridhar (the President of Reward Trust), and his wife Mrs. Kalavathi Sridhar, were working with the government schools in the area, along with the Officers’ association at IGCAR (the Indira Gandhi Center for Atomic Research) to get them upgraded to high and higher secondary schools.  Getting formal recognition from the government to upgrade a primary school to a middle school and ultimately to a higher secondary school, could take years, and in Sadras village, took close to 10 years.  The village needs to submit an application to the State government Education Ministry along with a Public Deposit fund of upto Rs 200,000 depending on what grade the school needed to be upgraded to. Mr. Sridhar used to raise funds from fellow officers and also encourage the villagers to do a similar collection from the village (typically in a 40 : 60 ratio) for the Public Deposit , and then the Principal would submit the application requesting upgradation to the government.  Now it would take years of lobbying to see if the government would select their school to upgrade, from among the hundreds of applications submitted from all over the state.  Since this process is so difficult, most schools have remained at the same levels since Independence.  Getting the government to upgrade a school requires intense lobbying at the local and state levels, as the Tamilnadu government receives upwards of 600 applications in one year and used to upgrade around 30 to 50 schools from that pool of applications. The TN government is now upgrading schools at a much more rapid rate, however, this has acutely increased the need for teachers, since the minute a school adds classes, it needs teachers, till the government creates posts and appoints teachers. 
Appointing teachers

In addition to getting schools upgraded to the High and Higher Secondary school levels, Mr. and Mrs. Sridhar would work with the school’s PTA and the village to appoint teachers to the school, till the government appointed teachers.  When the government upgraded the middle school in Sadras village to a Higher Secondary school, it took them over 5 years to appoint the necessary number of teachers.  In the interim years, the PTA would appoint say one or two teachers to the school, with the meager resources that they could generate from the parents of the students.  One or two teachers would be appointed at salaries as low as Rs. 600 / month. 
Changes over the years:

When I started visiting government schools in 2003, I could see class sizes were upwards of 100 students to a teacher in several schools (both within the Kalpakkam area, and in other government schools I visited in the state).  Class rooms were not available, subject specific teachers were not appointed, for example, it would be common to have no Math or Biology teacher to teach Class XII and the majority of the class would fail the board exams. There were no labs even for the Class 12 students. When I first visited the Kalpakkam area schools in Nov 2003, I saw classrooms that the local activists had built with the help of corporations such as Ashok Leyland, saw the schools that had been upgraded with the help of the Officers Association’s Village Interaction program  (AARCO – VIP for which Mr. Sridhar was a Convenor) , met the one or two teachers (Mr. Loganathan, was one of them) who had been appointed with the help of the village PTA and the Panchayat President, and also saw the rural health clinic that Mr. Sridhar had helped set up. (Just saw the building from outside, it was closed that day.)
By 2008, Mr. Sridhar, as convenor of the Village Interaction Program of the IGCAR had successfully lobbied the government to upgrade 4 schools:

Sadras High School was upgraded to a Higher Secondary School in 1999.

Vengambakkam Middle School was upgraded to a High School in 2003

Vayalur Middle School was upgraded to a High School in 2004

Kuzhipandhandalam Middle School was upgraded to a High School in 2008.
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Some of these schools were getting upgraded to High Schools after 40 years of being middle schools!
Over these 6 years, I have seen significant improvements in the building infrastructure of the schools.  The Tsunami related funds aided a lot in the reconstruction of the schools, as all these villages were Tsunami affected.  SSA funds are also being obtained on a fairly regular basis for adding classrooms and buildings.  
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Classroom built using funds from a government employment scheme

Only Pandur school that I visited in this trip, still had a teacher Ms. Indira conducting classes in a shed.  In the same school, another teacher Ms. Jagadhambal was conducting the class under a tree, with the students sitting on the hot sand, There were far too many students in both these classes, upwards of 60 or so. 

While the building, desks, blackboards, supplies related infrastructure in the schools have significantly improved, in these 6 years the full complement of Govt teachers (even for a teacher: student ratio of 1:40 )  has not been attained in several schools, and many schools do not have subject specific teachers to teach those subjects.  The teacher shortages persist today, especially since the Tamilnadu government is upgrading more schools. This however, requires new posts to be created at a rapid pace, to keep up with the school upgradations. Enrollment has also significantly increased in the schools. These factors: increased numbers of primary schools being upgraded to middle, high and higher secondary schools along with significant increases in enrollment, along with inadequate levels of staffing increases makes it acutely important that more teachers are recruited in the interim periods while government teachers are appointed.  And this is just to satisy the 1:40 ratio.  The Govt has, in principle, agreed for a 1 : 30 teacher student ratio.  
Every year, the school principals submit applications to Reward trust detailing the vacancies in their school that have not yet been filled by the government.  Reward trustees evaluate the need, work with the PTA and the Principal of the school, and if there is a demonstrated dire need either in terms of teacher student ratio or in terms of specific subjects, appoint teachers.  Reward trustees and the Principals jointly conduct the interviews, and select the teachers.  The teachers function like regular government appointed teachers but their salaries are supported by Asha. 

If the government subsequently appoints the teacher for the vacancy, the Reward teacher is moved out to a different school where there is a need.  Currently, 45 Reward appointed teachers are working in 19 government schools and roughly 10 teachers have been moved to different schools because the government subsequently appointed the teachers. 

Reward trustees have an agreement with the school principals that the Reward teachers will not be assigned to administrative tasks, such as buying supplies, getting the question papers, or non-teaching related tasks such as conducting the census, which government teachers have to be involved in. When the government appoints teachers, the Reward trustees decide on whether to continue to keep the teachers in the same school, or to move them to a different school.  This decision is based on a determination of need and which school has more of a shortage.  Sometimes, for the sake of continuity, the Reward teachers continue teaching the same class, if the government teacher is appointed say, 3 months before the exams, and the Principal and the trustees feel it would not be advisable to change the teacher for the class so close to the final exams.  In these cases, the Reward teachers are moved to a different school after the school year.

Over these 6 years, I have seen a clear difference in teacher student ratio due to the addition of the Reward teachers. Much smaller class sizes in all the schools I have visited.  From my trip in 2003 to this year, I do not see too many cases of students sitting under a tree n the hot sun, or sitting 100 to a room with one clearly harassed teacher trying to cater to different age levels in a multi-age classroom.  Seeing Ms. Sujatha’s ABL classroom this time was a delight. The students were sitting in small circles and each circle was engaged it’s own set of activity cards.  The teacher was able to circulate between these sets of students.  It seemed to me that the students in each circle were very actively engaged and interacting with each other. The energy level was high and the children were visibly excited, engaged and active. They were vying with each other to go up to the blackboard and explain answers and when we left the classroom, were all clustered around the teacher, having an active conversation.

However, it also struck me that it must be much more taxing on the teacher, because earlier, when I visited, the teacher would not be catering to different sets of students at different learning levels, each doing their own set of activities.  Earlier, they would typically all be working on the same lesson, with the teacher “teaching” in a conventional sense and all the students listening quietly.  In order to give so much individualized attention, the teacher necessarily needed a much smaller class size. REWARD Trust feels that in village schools mostly peopled by first generation learners, with no opportunity for help with school work outside of the classroom, the teacher student ratio should be 1:10 for Primary Schools (with or without ABL), 1:20 For Middle Schools (this is likely to come under the new government RMSA Scheme like the earlier SSA scheme for primary schools) and 1:30 at higher schools. First generation learners require more personalized attention in school. (Vengappakkam School has had a 100% pass percentage for three successive years primarily due to this personalized attention given by REWARD and Govt Teachers.) 

I spoke to the Nerumbur school Principal Ms. Shyamala and got her feedback on the Reward teachers, and their performances. I spent some time talking to her.  She expressed hope that the first graduation would show up a significant result.  She was very happy with the appointments of the Reward teachers and expressed satisfaction with their performances. 

      A similar hope was expressed in Pandur (which was subsequently realized - from 26% the previous year, Pandur’s graduation rate went up to 62% the next year after the appointment of Reward teachers). Mr. Sridhar and the principal then engaged in a long discussion about a local situation in which a particular government teacher was being difficult and disrupting the activities in the school.  The government teacher was quite senior in terms of experience and according to the Principal was overstepping his authority when it came to accepting teacher assignments and classroom allocations. This exchange was important, in that, it offered an insight into the tremendous support that the government school principal derived, even in dealing with internal administrative problems in the school, which may have otherwise proved more intransigent.  In this case, Mr. Sridhar offered to mediate and alleviate the situation by talking to the concerned persons.

In both Nerumbur and Pandur High schools, I was able to observe the teachers as they conducted classes and interacted with their students.

I observed the teacher’s performance levels in classroom. Their techniques were very interactive.  They engaged in question and answer sessions with the students, and it was a far cry from the monologue that I am used to seeing. The presentation skills were good, and all around the class, were models, charts, picture aids that had to do with the subject.  For example, all of the students charts and picturizations of local plants were strung together on a string across the classroom. In the ABL class, children’s artwork was everywhere.
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In previous trips, I have attended the monthly teacher training sessions that are conducted for the teachers. 
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The trustees are a mix of scientists, educationists, teachers and university professors (with degrees in Education) and have used their backgrounds in these fields to create a regular teacher training program that focuses on improving the quality of education being imparted – the training program focuses on the teacher’s knowledge of subject matter, presentation skills, quality of student interaction, the teacher’s energy and motivation levels, and on an experiential mode of learning using teaching aids and experiments. I have attended teacher-training sessions where teachers have to teach to a class of their peers.  The teachers were evaluated on their content, delivery and knowledge of the subject matter.  The teachers created several types of teaching aids and experiments to demonstrate concepts in Maths, Science and Biology. The teachers were requested to teach a randomly selected chapter from one of the subjects they were handling. The trustees and their fellow teachers gave feedback on how better to deliver the content. In cases, the trustees would teach the same lesson, to demonstrate how to deliver the content better.  In addition, the trustees taught concepts in different topics, so that the teacher understands the topic better.  Typically Mrs. Kalavathy focuses on the Science training, while Mr. Sridhar focuses on Math training.
Attending the teacher training sessions, and then observing the teachers conduct classes in the classroom, allows me to correlate the training with it’s subsequent implementation in the classroom. 

       Both in Nerumbur, and Pandur, the government teachers came around to speak with us, and they were very friendly.  A good relationship between the government teachers and Reward teachers is essential and several government teachers came and talked about how earlier, they could not complete teaching several portions of the syllabus because they were handling too many classes, and too many sections, but now, because there are more teachers, they were able to complete teaching all the portions required for the exams. 
Practically all the government teachers said that they had high expectations that this year’s results would be good, and that they were being helped tremendously with the addition of the new Reward teachers.

I interacted with the students in each class and Mr. Sridhar and I asked questions relating to the particular class they were in.  For example, when we visited a class where the teacher was teaching measurements.  Mr. Sridhar asked several questions regarding measuring things around us – for example, measuring the room, measuring a line, measuring amounts of water, measuring rainfall, and elicited answers from the students about area, volume, length and breadth. 

I spoke with the students in Tamil.  It was clear that the students had poor English language skills, but this is to be expected, as all the schools are Tamil medium schools. It is still a situation that needs addressing, as students will find coping in college difficult without better English skills. Especially since we have started the Reward Higher Ed scholarships for students from these schools.

While significant improvements in teacher – student ratios and large scale increases in the number of students graduating certainly attest to the success of the intervention, there are certainly long term considerations in evaluating such a program. One vexing issue is that of improving learning outcomes of the students along with performance outcomes. Poor learning outcomes are a problem across a vast majority of schools, not just government or private, rural or urban.  Rote learning is an established and accepted way of learning, across classrooms in India, urban and rural.  This way of learning is endemic in several countries which have histories of strong oral traditions for transmitting knowledge across succeeding generations, such as India, South East Asian countries, Japan, etc.   REWARD Trust, as it’s next stage of evolution, is planning to improve the learning outcomes by conducting its own problem solving sessions / exams and by recognizing both participation and success.
The second vexing issue is that of fair compensation for the teachers.  The REWARD teachers work as much as, and in most cases, much more than the govt teachers in the same school, but get no benefits, no paid leave, no maternity leave, no pension, and get only 30% of what the govt teacher gets paid.  This is an issue of fairness, it is a violation of equal work for equal pay principles and will lead in the long term to morale issues.

While the graduation rates of most schools in the program increased and have been increasing year over year, Manamai HSS alone has shown a decrease in performance, despite the addition of Reward teachers.  It showed a 10% decrease between the last and this year, going down from 67% to 57%. The previous year, it had increased from 37% to 67%. 

There are multiple factors involved in raising graduation rates, and it is a collaborative effort between all the teachers in the school, regardless of who has appointed them. 
One constant is that every class needs a teacher.

In a previous visit, I visited the Physics and Chemistry lab in Manamai School (up to 12th standard), but since I have not mentioned it in any prior report, I thought I should mention it here.  They were poorly equipped, and there was no proper place to store the equipment or maintain them.  Half the lab equipment was not available and the teachers gave me a long list of scientific instruments that they needed for the lab.  A fully functional lab is really required for Class XII and Class X. 

One of the things that struck me was the intense pressure in both Pandur and Nerumbur schools to increase graduation rates.  Most conversations typically ended with, “We’ll get a 75% pass next year” or some such metric.  From the principal, to the government teachers to the Reward teachers, this was the main topic of conversation.  It may also have been true because I was visiting just before the board exams.

One request I received was the schools expressed a need for a Physical Education teacher, and Fine Arts teacher. 

In conclusion, I would say that we do not need to evaluate the success of this program based on subjective opinions of individuals. We can objectively evaluate the success of this program based on data on high school graduation rates in the target schools. This is public, verifiable government information. 

These are 19 government schools in rural villages in the Kalpakkam area.  As of today, the government has still not appointed the required number of teachers, and large numbers of students were failing to graduate high school before the Reward Asha program added teachers. 
In the case of Manamai, 90% of the outgoing class failed in Class XII in 2005. 

Now, on an average, the same schools are graduating 72% of their students in the State Board exams. 

Across education departments and educationists across countries, from the Chicago Public School system, to the NY State Education Department, to the Central and State Boards of Education in India, there is general consensus that smaller class sizes, improved teaching quality, well paid teachers, qualified teachers, a focus on continuous improvement via teacher training and having adequate number of teachers are key to improving graduation rates.  Each of these hypotheses are being tested in this experiment, which is being conducted in a set of 19 understaffed, under resourced, rural, government schools in the villages of Kalpakkam in India.

And, each of these hypotheses are tending to be valid.































































































