Chaitanya Tuition Centers, Drop-out Program & Rural Education

Introduction to Chaitanya and the Village Tuition Centers
Nayakanahatti is the central village (the Hobli), around which are 48 villages within 15kms of Nayakanahatti. Chaitanya operates tuition centres in 13 of these villages, for a total of 700 enrolled students, and most likely upwards of 400 in regular attendance. There is at least one staff member for each tuition center (two for larger ones), and they focus on completing homework set by the schools, after which challenging concepts are explained by the teacher in class. There is a mix of group and individualized attention given to the students. Groups are formed by year level to encourage teamwork and team solutions to school work. The centers also run exercise and physical education classes, as well as cultural and artistic classes (e.g. song & dance). During my stay as an ASah volunteer in the Nayakanahatti village and locality, I have traveled to each of the surrounding 13 Chaitanya village centres. I have found pressing needs that can be met with small quantities of funds. A great emphasis needs to be placed on developing the level of Kannada literacy in the villagers (and it presently is). A second priority is the development of English literacy to a basic level. This will encourage a capacity to work in Karnataka and connect to the outside world.

Recommendations for Operation of Chaitanya

There has been some doubt over the use of funds allocated to the teacher’s resource person assigned to the role of monitoring the tuition centers. This resource person is not Mrs. Hemalatha but another staff member they call Mr. Maran (actual name unknown – contact Mr. Paineedi). Mr. Maran should provide some report on the performance of the tuition centers to Asha on a regular basis – a monthly report is recommended. This ensures there is a review person for the activities of the center and that their own role & activities are being reviewed. The report can include a summary of attendance for each center, a summary of the results of the monthly Chaitanya tests etc. This will improve Asha’s ability to review the performance of the centers directly. Asha will also benefit from the details, entries, photos & videos linked to the Chaitanya blog in order to gain some idea of how Chaitanya operates, and in particular, how the tuition centers are being run. Being a significant distance from Bangalore appears to be causing a loss of communication between Chaitanya and Asha Bangalore. If required, Mr. Maran can also upload videos to the Chaitanya YouTube website for Asha members to get better insights into other areas of Chaitanya’s operation.
It may also be useful for Chaitanya to inform Asha of the profit-generating activities of Chaitanya. Chaitanya management speak freely about these matters if approached, as I did during my visit. Chaitanya has profit-generating ventures but the organization is presently a non-profit, registered with the Indian government to receive local & foreign donations. Chaitanya views Asha’s role as providing funding for the tuition centers in the short-term, so that Chaitanya can fund them after 3-4 years once Chaitanya becomes a profitable venture. Asha’s role is particularly important now because Chaitanya is cash-constrained, being in the start-up phase. Once established, Chaitanya management has indicated it is willing to devote around 5% of its profits to social services like education and tuition centers in the villages where it works. Chaitanya’s hope is to use their presence in villages to open up centers in different villages, financed entirely by Chaitanya’s profitable activities. This improves public relations for Chaitanya and allows for good work to be done in remote village that will otherwise have limited resources for education.
Chaitanya can replicate the tuition centers in all the villages they will be working in. The model for starting and running the centers is to be established during the initial partnership with Asha, and this can allow Chaitanya to start centers it finances on its own. Asha will then have a role of reviewing the performance of Chaitanya-funded centers to make sure they are meeting some performance standard. In this way, a long-term partnership between Asha & Chaitanya can continue to deliver improvements in village education, with Chaitanya providing finance, and Asha ensuring & assisting with quality control. In the initial period however, Chaitanya needs to go through a learning process with the establishment & operations centers, management of teachers and students etc. Asha can use its network of resource-persons to assist Chaitanya in improving the quality of the education delivered. As a new organization, this will be extremely valuable for Chaitanya.
Chaitanya’s aim is to fund the centers itself (from earnings from profitable activities), rather than receiving funding from Asha or from government grants. Chaitanya does not view the grant model as a sustainable way to deliver a service in the long-term, but rather a way to provide initial support for projects requiring it. In the short term therefore, funding will be necessary, as will close cooperation and support from Asha. Chaitanya is in a good position to deliver real long-term improvements to the communities around Nayakanahatti.
Challenges Facing Chaitanya

It is unreasonable to expect an organisation that has started only 2 years back, to deliver the results of established educational institutions. Chaitanya is further constrained by the fact that running the tuition centers aren’t its main activity, yet it is devoting staffing and management resources to it. Having agreed to fund the centers, Asha should maintain support at least until Chaitanya can run them itself. This is a basic commitment Asha should make for the students of the centers. Chaitanya’s blog/website photos and linked videos provide some evidence of the operation of the tuition centers, and the value they are providing. I have witnessed this myself upon visiting centers without prior notice to observe how tuition is run (and to ensure that it is being run, even during the 2 month school holiday period). For the blog and links to videos & photos, see the main page at http://chaitanya-org.blogspot.com/ 
There are some reporting difficulties arising from Chaitanya’s ground staff because of a difference in culture between villagers and professionally-run mostly-English NGOs like Asha in terms of transparency. The main reason is their poor command of English, making reporting from the ground difficult. There is also a culture of modesty that prevent regular reporting of achievements, especially ones that seem relatively small to Ramesh and his core staff team, but are in fact significant achievements for a small rural team. The culture of detailed transparency is also lacking, and this has shown itself in the lack of reporting on the Teacher’s Resource Person, for whom a monthly salary of Rs.1000 has been allocated. The person officially named for this duty is Mrs. Hemalatha Paineedi, but the role was shifted after two months to Mr. Maran (actual name unknown – contact Mr. Paineedi).

Mrs. Paineedi took the role when no-one was available to run the centres. He is regularly undertaking the duty and receiving the Rs.1000 salary for it, but the official documentation has not been updated to show this change. Mr. Maran has been employed for two years in a government school program aimed at improving school education. He is also a degree holder and is a suitable person to run the review of the centres. The only difficulty is his inability to ride a motorcycle to easily access the centres which are up to 8km from Nayakanahatti. Buses don’t reach all the centres (ive seen them) so auto’s are sometimes necessary.

Another instance of poor reporting and misunderstanding of reporting requirements is in the opening and closing of two tuition centers by Mr. Paineedi. He correctly identified terminally poor-performing centers and closed them, opening two other centers where parent support was greater. These two new centers are operating very well. However, I have heard from Asha Bangalore volunteers that Mr. Paineedi has not checked with Asha beforehand, and has not informed them of this change. This is an example where conduct has been fine, but reporting has been insufficient. This can be partly attributed to the challenges with English, faced by Mr. Paineedi. Greater communication between Chaitanya and Asha would be extremely valuable to both organizations.
The Asha-prescribed NIAS tests are not suitable in their raw form for rural students in the Chaitanya tuition centres. Firstly, the test components in English for the 2nd and 4th standard students are not suitable because the students have no exposure to English. Even by government requirements, English is only taught from the 5th standard onwards in these village schools. It is not logical to test students on material they have not studied (especially when the unfamiliar material is the medium of instruction). This is a pertinent example of the nature of educational systems operating in remote rural communities. Many such inconsistencies appear in the rural education system and centrally set policy. For instance, there is not a single Hindi teacher in any of the government schools in the Hobli covering Nayakanahatti and the surrounding 48 villages. However, the government has provided textbooks for Hindi, has required scheduled Hindi classes to be run, and provides examinations for the Hindi subject.

Other interesting features of rural schools (that also appear in city schools) is poor conduct of teachers. For example, the passing of students to prevent the additional work and explanation associated with failing students. I have been informed that teachers frequently write exam questions on the blackboard, and go through the answers during the exam itself. The problem with this sort of behaviour is the removal of the incentive for student to study (since all the answers are provided). These types of practices are crippling the education system in the villages. Government instituted compulsory exams in 9th standard are inappropriate for student that have ever properly sat and studied for an exam in their previous 10 years of schooling. Teachers are again known to make exams easy to pass more students, thereby bypassing the spirit of this requirement.
Every Sunday, Mr. Paineedi pays volunteer teaching staff salaries from his own savings, despite the cash constraints faced by Chaitanya. This is occurring on a fairly regular basis because of delays in funds being cleared by Asha. Delays are in the order of 1-2 months, resulting in a fairly substantial shortfall that needs to be covered. It is important that Asha delivers allocated funds regularly to prevent this type of situation becoming the norm.

Mr. Paineedi has exceptional ability to manage and motivate all his staff members. Volunteer teachers and regular staff members very cheerful and motivated in all interactions I have had with them. They maintain excellent, open relationships with Mr. Paineedi & are able to voice concerns freely. This is obvious in the way they communicate and behave at meetings. This includes both women and men. Despite the large number of projects managed by Mr. Paineedi, he is still able to provide sufficient attention to the tuition centers. This is achieved in part by delegation of duties to Mr. Maran. What is lacking overall is staff creativity in undertaking and moving toward establishing new projects and developing ideas for existing projects to function better. Existing projects would have great difficulties without Mr. Paineedi’s management. He solves problems from the most simple, to the more complex ones (administrative, to starting a motorbike left at a repair shop). Without him to manage Chaitanya, it is difficult to foresee anyone else in the village to run it this efficiently and effectively. This would be a concern only if he is to leave Nayakanahatti, which looks unlikely.

The NIAS Review of Tuition Centers & How to Conduct Testing
In 2006-7, the NIAS study was performed by two trainee teachers seeking full teaching qualification, and thus little could be expected of their initial study. Many areas of aptitude were not reported on adequately, and no methodology was in place (or at least none was detailed) to repeat the study and follow up on the baseline review. Thus, this year’s study (April 2008) will be used as the baseline for next years study. This year’s study is more suitable as a baseline study because I have included sufficient instructions and a mark spreadsheet to give a good indication of how to repeat the study in a uniform fashion. There will also be online versions of the tests available for use each year. The 06-07 tests were not even available in blank form and a great deal of chasing around, editing and photocopying was necessary to get them in an accessible easy-to-print online format for future years. It was clear that there was little thought given to how the study would be repeated in future years.
Chaitanya's monthly tests are very well suited to the material students are covering and samples will be linked to the Chaitanya website. The NIAS tests do however serve to highlight the deficiencies in the overall skills set of rural students. This is highly valuable if Asha is to use it to develop a strategy to tackle difficulties. The student’s failures to perform well overall however, are not indicative of problems with the tuition centres, but with the education system in general (e.g. including their daily schooling). The NIAS tests don’t isolate the effect of the tuition centres, and thus aren’t a sufficient indicator of tuition center performance and usefulness. The NIAS 2nd standard test was briefly trialed in English on a high performing (top 2 in class for few years) student from a Bangalore English-medium school, and even this student could only manage 75% with assistance from the examiner. This should give some idea of the challenges facing rural students without access to quality English teachers or even a subject in English. 

All the NIAS tests may be used in future, and have been uploaded to Chaitanya's website.

However, the tests must be conducted by the examiner entirely in Kannada for 2nd and 4th standard students, as they have no exposure to English modes of teaching. At least one person must be able to read and speak Kannada in order to conduct the test. The 7th standard test can have the English components conducted in English. A selection of suitable questions need to be taken from the NIAS papers and posed to the students in Kannada. The attached spreadsheet has slots to input marks and assigned weightings for each question for future years.

Therefore the examiner will need to translate existing English questions into Kannada and provide additional assistance to help the student to answer the question where required. The only skill excluded from this process is the testing of English literacy. All other skills are tested but within the Kannada medium. i.e. It can be assumed that students have failed the English components. The final marks assigned will be an approximation of the performance of the student over the entire test. The final average mark assigned to a tuition center for each standard/grade will be an average of any two students in each standard, selected at random to undertake an exam. To prevent selection of the best students in each standard, one eager student and one uninterested student should be selected if possible (and not from the teacher’s selection).
Last year’s testing methodology was not described and there were no instructions or guidelines for allocating marks by section or final marks. As such, it is not suitable as a baseline study from which other studies can be repeated. This year's study utilises the same papers, but has guidelines for conducting it, downloadable online versions of the papers, and a method for allocating a final mark. Necessarily, both last years and this years assessment procedures have a qualitative aspect that depends on the examiner's judgment in allocating marks to each section. This is the case with most assessments of literacy and is not unique to this testing procedure.

The test was run as a 90% oral examination to promote fast testing so less of Asha's, Chaitanya's and the student's time is wasted in the logistics of producing, disseminating, collecting, marking & transporting papers. Some written components are run in written format for questions testing Kannada literacy only. These written components can be produced in notebooks and a mark for written skills assigned directly by the examiner. Last year’s method of having answers written is not effective in producing more accurate assessments of student's capabilities because there were clearly enough sections that could not even be attempted by students that would result in a overall fail mark. Furthermore, the qualitative assessment methods suggested by the NIAS paper for written & verbal skills makes conversion to a final quantitative percentage score a potentially inconsistent process. Also, many sections that would otherwise be unanswerable can be attempted by students with some oral assistance by the examiner (e.g. oral translation of English questions after students read an English text).

The tests were run in 2006-07 by two Asha volunteers over a period of 1.5months. This is too much of a drain on Asha and Chaitanya's time, for what should be a simple, approximate estimate of children's skill levels in various areas (which is what the NIAS tests are well suited to determining). Last year's study did not give marks by subject, but one overall percentage score, which is of limited use given the level of subject-specific detail that can be easily extracted from the NIAS tests. Results could also have been easily expressed by standard (i.e. II, IV, & VII), since separate tests were conducted for each. The spreadsheet for this year offers this facility. High overall scores conceal weaknesses in particular areas. Excellence in maths but weaknesses in literacy for example, will inhibit his/her capacity in life. The NIAS tests can be a useful tool in identifying such weaknesses early.
There is an important limit to how representative the tested student sample is, as compared with the actual performance of the center. Only two students are selected from each year group (II, IV, VII), to give a total of 6 students tested. If those students are not representative of the entire group, the results can be very misleading. When testing two or three sample students from each standard, the examiner should simply not the average mark for each question, across the students. This saves time and gives the necessary indications of the center's student's average competency level for each question. The entire testing procedure should only take 1/2hr per standard per school. 13 centers should be completed within 20hours of testing. During school holidays this should take 3-4days (as it did in 2008).

It is recommended that testing take place during school holidays so centers can be visited during the day time where a few students can be accessed, rather than waiting till the evening class that only runs for 2-3hrs/day (which allows only one center to be tested per day). If the latter option is chosen, the testing process will take a full two weeks to complete and will be a waste of the examiner's time - a waste of Asha's and Chaitanya's resources.

Overall the tuition centers are being run very well. Some centers like Gowdegere & Mallurahatty are exceptionally well run. This is largely due to the better quality of teaching staff & parental support. Some temporary challenges occur in some centers with staff are unable to conduct classes regularly due to family problems. For example, one staff member’s wife was hospitalized for 3 months and Chaitanya arranged a stand-in member immediately. Yet two months were required to train this stand-in member to operate the center effectively. These types of challenges have a significant effect on the quality of education delivered at a center.

School Drop-out Program

Chaitanya’s school drop-out program takes place in the mornings during school days. The program employs staff from the surrounding villages to run the tuition centers in the evenings, and visit local schools in the morning to check on drop-outs and encourage them to return to school. I have not reviewed this process because I arrived during the school vacation period in April. I believe it I important to review Chaitanya’s activities relating to drop-outs, but to recognized that mostly qualitative performance reviews are possible. Mr. Maran’s role as the resource person can include repoting on activities relating to drop-outs.
Volunteer teachers from the tuition centers meet regularly (fortnightly) at the Chaitanya Nayakanahatti office. Chaitanya’s role as a central coordinating point is particularly valuable, and all that is required is a method of reporting on progress to Asha Bangalore. Mr. Maran can fill this role. I witnessed one meeting where I ran a computer training session. The teacher’s relationship with Chaitanya management is good, and the meeting are quite productive. In the meeting I attended, teachers were also brainstorming ideas for a road-show drama to encourage poor-performing students to improve stay in school and return top school if they’ve left. Teachers were also very interested in the methods I was showing them for teaching children English with the assistance of computers. Because the standard of English literacy among teachers is poor (government, private school, and volunteer), computers with freely available software (from the internet) can aid in providing access to Kannada-English dictionaries, English flashcards, audio files with sentences etc. This can reduce the limitation on English development imposed by the limited literacy among teachers. Chaitanya management has plans to bring some access to computers and the internet to the villages (at least Nayakanahatti) within the next five years.
The tuition centers see that between 300-700 distributed students in the most remote villages are being delivered tuition services on a budget of Rs.17,000/month supplied by Asha. 700 students are enrolled in all centers combined, and a bare minimum of 300 are likely to be attending regularly, based on my own observation during the holiday period. I made unannounced visits to the centers during tuition times and approximately half the enrolled students had attended on average (and this was during the school holidays & Ugadi, when students return to their villages). To operate multiple centers and reach distributed students on this limited budget is an exceptional achievement on Chaitanya’s side. It should be noted that the volunteers at the tuition centres not only teach for 2 hours per day for 6 days a week for the small allowance, but they also work with the government schools to identify drop-outs and actively bring them back to school, regularly meeting them and discussing with their families at the doorstep of their homes. This involves another 2-3 hours per day for these volunteers. This work is not undertaken during the 2-3 month school holiday for students, but occurs the remaining months of the year. Even during the holidays, the evening tuition still runs.

Education in Rural Areas
The tuition centers are of real benefit to the communities where they are located, largely because of the poor quality of the government schools in the villages. Local villagers have provided feedback to me describing the poor quality of the government schools and teaching. Some schools have electricity and computers that are locked up because the teachers do not know how to use them. The quality of English teaching is also poor, and students have indicated without doubt that they are willing to devote an extra 2hours each day to tuition, solely for English classes. One reason they note is because most of the poorer students learn in Kannada-medium schools, with a single English class. Student whom I have taught personally, have literally nagged me to teach them English, with a special interest in computer based multimedia teaching when I brought my laptop with ESL (English as a Second Language) software & ESL games with me.

The tuition centres appear to serve as a meeting point, especially where newspaper distribution is provided by Chaitanya. A newspaper is distributed daily to Mallurahatty (one of the more literate villages). The single newspaper is read by anywhere from 20 to 80 villagers. The newspapers include puzzles, educational section for children, news for adults, and the like. By their own accounts, students have noticed an improvement in their literacy as a result of the centres. Written English literacy has also improved. A smaller percentage of students (approximately 20%) have mentioned an improvement in their spoken English. Chaitanya funds the newspaper purchase & delivery costs itself.

The quality of English teaching in Nayakanahatti and surrounding village schools is very poor. Government schools are all Kannada medium and provide good tuition in Kannada, with teachers who have completed TCS and tertiary degrees. The English medium schools are private schools and the teacher’s speak, write and read English poorly. Many of the teachers at the private schools have failed their second year of PUC (pre-university). One student studying in a good English-medium school in Bangalore describes his experience as follows. He took an entrance exam in English for 8th standard in an English-medium private school in Chitradurga (the nearest main city to Nayakanahatti) and the exam had numerous basic grammatical errors. He decided not to join the school upon seeing this.

Some Priority Needs to Facilitate Improved Education
The following are important priorities for the centers & the communities in general, to improve the quality of the education available to people:

· Solar lights Rs.3500 (annual battery replacement is Rs.700).

· Libraries of books, especially children’s books to develop basic literacy

· Kannada newspaper distribution

· Additional learning aids

Solar Lights

Power outages occur at random times for approximately 6hours each day in Nayakanahatti & the surrounding villages. On numerous occasions during my stay, such outages have occurred during scheduled lesson times (6pm-8pm). This has simply resulted in students leaving the centres for home. In some centers there is no electricity at all (e.g. Jogihatti) and in others the electricity is very low voltage and the light is extremely dim (like reading under kerosene lamps). Some videos have been uploaded onto the Chaitanya YouTube website that show such poor lighting in many centers.

To purchase the solar PV panel, light and battery kit costs approximately Rs.3600, and the annual battery replacement cost amounts to Rs.700. The solar PV panel will last approximately 20 years, so annual battery replacement (and every 3-5 years, light replacement at very low cost) will ensure a functional and useful system.

Students attend the tuition centers 6 days per week, resulting in approximately 300 days of attendance per year (subtracting 12 days for holidays). The centers are run for 2 hours each day, giving 600 hours of teaching time each year (note that this is for 300-700 students). The cost of the system thus works out to be approximately Rs.2-4 per day to reach so many students.
Libraries

For a low-cost, libraries of books can be maintained by Chaitanya and volunteer teachers at each of the tuition centers in the smaller surrounding villages. Small story books for children can cost Rs.10-15 each. Longer books for adult on a variety of topics can be purchased for prices from Rs.20-75. Basic literacy and general knowledge will improve greatly. Titles can be selected to help villager to train themselves in various skills. It is a great way to build hygiene and health knowledge by buying such relevant books. One villager for example, wanted a book about basic electrical work because he was the local electrician.
Newspaper Distribution

Rs.3-4 is the cost per newspaper purchased. Some Kannada papers are distributed by Chaitanya to villages with good literacy because there are no papers distributed to the villages. If there were more funds available, more papers would be distributed to other villages. There are transport difficulties in getting to the villages that have prevented papers from being distributed there, and also preventing villagers from buying the papers from Taluks. The papers also include information about employment opportunities and the like. Rs.2.50 to Rs.3.50 represents the cost for Chaitanya to purchase the paper. Additional papers would be immensely useful to build literacy and general knowledge.

In some villages at present, between 20-80 villagers read a single paper left at the Chaitanya tuition centre in the village. The papers include educational sections for children and students, crosswords, news for adult etc. They assist greatly in providing additional literacy, flagging health issues and good practices and the like. Additional copies of the present paper, and other newspapers can be distributed to the villagers for very low cost. For example, a Hindi & English paper may be of benefit to younger children.

Learning Aids

A limited number of learning aids are available in the centres to assist teachers and students. Some aids have been purchased especially for disabled and handicapped students, of which around ten are provided with home-based teaching on an individual basis. Mr. Paneedi has received special training in teaching mentally handicapped and disabled children, and he has taught other local teachers how to teach these children with special needs. The available aids are very effective and a small amount of funds should be able to purchase a lot more teaching tools for the centers.

