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Executive Summary
At the end of August 2007, AID INDIA with financial support from Asha Silicon Valley started a district wide initiative to improve the learning levels of children in Sivagangai District.  Sivagangai has 12 blocks and is one of the poorest districts in the state of Tamilnadu.   As the initial plan to scale up, we had discussions with our district team and the district government officials.  As we are already in middle of the academic year, the officials asked us to focus on the reading program in all the schools but to limit our science program to half of the district.  Accordingly, we decided that it would be best to scale up the reading and science program in the schools and then to work on expanding the village library programs. 

We have started the reading program in all the 12 blocks in the district and started the science and library programs in 7 and 4 blocks respectively.  Of the 1108 primary schools in the district, we started a low intensive reading campaign (Padippum Inikkum 1st Step program) in 1054 schools.  From these schools, we identified 695 schools where the teachers were very enthusiastic and are now running an intensive reading program (Padippum Inikkum Intensive program) in these schools.  The science program is running in a total of 215 schools and the libraries are being run in 250 villages with the help of 4 local NGOs. 
The table below gives a block wise summary of the current reach of the program:

	Block
	Number of Schools Reached

	
	PI First Step (Reading Prog)
	PI Intensive

(Reading Prog)
	Science Program
	Children’s Library

	Kalayarkovil
	143
	60
	
	

	Illayankudi
	100
	60
	32
	

	Manamadurai
	91
	60
	28
	50

	Tirubhuvanam
	99
	60
	38
	100

	Sivagangai
	114
	60
	49
	50

	Tirupattur
	98
	60
	31
	

	Singampuneri
	68
	68
	21
	

	S. Pudur
	57
	57
	16
	

	Kalal
	95
	60
	
	

	Devakottai
	74
	60
	
	50

	Sakkotai
	75
	60
	
	

	Kanankudi
	40
	30
	
	

	Total
	1054
	695
	215
	250



Apart from these in 386 villages, also we have started reading classes by volunteers.  The total number of children reached through the reading program is 54200 and through the science program is 21826.  The library reaches out to 7620 children.  So the total n number of children being reached through our programs in the district is 83646.
Detailed Report of Activities
Padippum Inikkum Reading Campaign
As getting children to start reading was the most urgent activity to be undertaken, we started off the reading campaign at the end of August 2007 in all 12 blocks in the district.  The program was planned with 3 components:

1. Padippum Inikkum School and Village Intensive Program: To be done in schools that are cooperative and where teachers are willing to do reading evaluation and in villages with village volunteers.
2. Padippum Inikkum First Step Program:  To be done in all schools for the 5th Std students to pull up children who have difficulties in reading words or sentences.

3. Reading Melas:  Our district team also planned a series of reading melas in villages to generate excitement about reading.  
Of course, we also felt that the running of village libraries would also improve the reading levels in the district – but a library is also useful in other ways and so we will discuss that separately.
We already had a very good rapport with the district administration when we had worked with them in the summer and in a 2 block pilot program.  So when we approached them for implementing this program in the district, they were very supportive – particularly because we were providing the materials free of cost to government schools.  The teachers in the 2 block pilot program had also praised the program and the materials and the other schools wanted us to expand to their areas.  It was in this context, when Asha support became available, that we could immediately expand to the entire district.  

Padippum Inikkum Intensive Classes:  695 Schools + 386 Villages
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In each block we identified about 50-60 of the most supportive schools and initiated our reading program.  We got the district officials to also direct these schools to work with our team.  We provided 1 day training to these teachers and provided them with tools for evaluation of reading skills and kits for level specific group activities.  Our block resource persons’ team visited every school 2-3 times every month to ensure that the teachers were running the reading classes effectively.

Though we could have worked with all the schools in this phase itself, we felt it would have a negative effect if we pushed teachers who were not convinced about the program. [image: image4.jpg]
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So we identified the teachers who really wanted to do the program and limited the program to only these schools.   This intensive reading program has been running in 695 schools.  

The teachers started with an initial evaluation of the reading levels of the children.  Based on the reading levels, they divide the children into 5 groups.  For each group, they use a separate set of group activities to help children learn to read.  For the children who can read fluently, we have provided a set of graded story cards.
The initial evaluation done by teachers in randomly selected schools in the district in August-September 2007 for 21821 children from the 1st-5th standard is consolidated and presented below.  The initial evaluation categorizes children’s reading skills into 5 levels.

Level 4: can read stories

Level 3: can read sentences but not stories

Level 2: can read words not sentences

Level 1: can identify letters

Level 0: cannot even identify letters.

Reading Skills of Children in Sivagangai District in Aug-Sep 2007
	Standard
	Story Level
	Sentence Level
	Word Level
	Letter Level
	Cannot even read letters

	1st Std
	-
	-
	27%
	36%
	37%

	2nd Std
	-
	-
	48%
	36%
	16%

	3rd Std
	32%
	28%
	23%
	11%
	6%

	4th Std
	42%
	28%
	18%
	8%
	5%

	5th Std
	49%
	24%
	17%
	7%
	4%


At the end of the year, we will do another round of evaluation in these schools to identify what the reading levels are.  The comparison between the two sets of numbers will give us the improvements made because of our reading program.

In 386 villages, we identified village volunteers and trained them and provided them with reading kits for 1st and 2nd std children.  These volunteers have been running reading classes in their villages for the children regularly in the evenings.  The focus of the village reading classes is to ensure that all the 1st-2nd std children know at least letters and many of them should also shift into words.
Padippum Inikkum First Step Campaign – October 2007

In addition to the intensive classes which only reach out currently to 695 schools, we also launched an easier program for the 5th std students in all the schools in the district. We designed this program to make it very simple to implement – with very low material cost and requiring just one hour of training for teachers to start implementing it! 

The program does not have 5 level specific groups and corresponding level based activities and it does not have evaluation of reading levels of children.  Instead it gets the teachers to intuitively divide the children into 3 groups – children who can read well, who cannot read at all and those who can read with mistakes.  For the kids who cannot read at all, we provided lots of letters (and frequently occurring letter combinations) that can be combined into words.  For the kids who can read with mistakes, we provided lots of words and phrases to form simple sentences.  We had also provided story cards for the children who can read well.
Our team visited every school in the district and provided these materials and trained teachers by actually demonstrating how to run these classes with the children.  We reached out to 1084 schools in the 12 blocks and got teachers in these schools to start this simple reading class in their schools.  As we were already working in 695 schools, this program helped us reach 398 additional schools in this month.  This is the first step in extending the full fledged program to these schools (so we called it PI First Step campaign).  We are planning to extend this program with more materials, adding to this first step more materials and activities that can be done in all the schools in the district.    

Reading Melas
Children in villages have no access to any reading material apart from the textbook or what the school offers them. Reading is seen as a compulsory activity done only in school – hence children look at it as an “academic” activity, without any enjoyment or motivation. Most walls in villages are also bare, devoid of any written material – not even the signage or posters seen in urban areas. Hence the exposure of the child to the written word is very limited. 

In order to create excitement around reading and to integrate it into children’s lives, we have been conducting reading melas or festivals in villages. The purpose of the reading mela is to ensure participation of all people in the village – children and adults, young and old – in ensuring children learn to read.  It is done as a public festival which causes a flurry of activity in the village thus engaging the entire community. Unlike the school environment, here children ask the questions while adults have to answer.   The reading mela idea was developed by our Sivagangai District team and now we have taken it to the other districts as well. 
What happens in a reading mela?  Children in the village are grouped into teams of 4 or 5. In every group, it is ensured that there is one child who can read well and others who are in letter or word level. This makes sure that there is inter-learning among children. Each group is given an activity. Each group forms a “stall” that the adult participants have to visit. For example, the first group is given a set of letters that have been cut up. When a parent visits the stall, the children asks her to join the cards and make as many whole letters as she can within 1 minute. They then note down how many letters each participant was able to make. At the next stall, children would give a long word like “Tirunelveli” in Tamil, and ask the parent to make as many smaller words from it as possible in 2 minutes. The prize is given in the end by the children to the adult who made the maximum number of words. In one village, they had a riddle session where children asked riddles from a book that was there in the library bag, and adults had to answer them. In most cases, it was the old people who got the answer right!  Another game that is played is the “memory game” where children write a set of words on cards and show it to their parents. After 10 seconds, they remove the word cards and asked the adults to recall the number of words and what words there were.  
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The story posters are hung on a rope and adults are asked to read aloud stories in the posters to the children. Story cards are displayed so that anyone in the village – child or adult – can pick it up, read the story and share it by telling it to others.

In the last few months, Sivagangai team has conducted reading melas in more than 100 villages!  This is a continuous activity which not only generates a lot of excitement and motivates the villagers and children, but also motivates our entire team into working harder!  The reading melas have helped make reading a fun activity removing the fear of reading and getting the community to look at it as an enjoyable activity done together with children.

Children who cannot even identify letters are a special problem – the other excitement building and group activity strategies do not work as well for them.  Our teams have just started door-to-door surveys in villages to identify children who cannot even identify letters.  We will talk to the parents, provide alphabet charts in each house and will organize special activities to ensure these children learn letters.
Eureka Children’s Library
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We have started 250 libraries in the district in 4 blocks. A total of 7620 children are part of the libraries.  Each village has a volunteer who is running the library.  Each month we have a training session for the volunteers to do activities in the library with the children.  We have so far conducted 21 training sessions for these volunteers (4-5 sessions in each cluster).  Apart from the regular book reading and borrowing activities, library children have learnt drawing, origami, drama, games, science experiments, etc. Every month review meetings of the library volunteers is being conducted and new story cards and booklets are being provided.


We got children in the libraries to convert the stories they have read into dramas.  Children performed 162 village level drams.  17 of these dramas were selected for the block and district level drama competitions.  30 children from the district participated in the state level drama festival we had organized and received prizes and certificates.  At the state level event, it was the team from Sivagangai that won the first prize. The drama festival created a lot of excitement in the children and there is a demand for more such events and festivals in the villages.
The Sivagangai block team has in particular been doing a fantastic job in running the libraries. Apart from the drama festivals and the regular workshops, they have got external trainers to train children from 18 libraries on making soft toys from waste cloth and using vegetables to do painting. They also organized glass painting training for the children. They organized metric melas in 4 villages with 165 children. They have also formed a child-volunteer network – these children come to the block office every month, get trained on activities and over the month demonstrate these activities in 4-5 libraries near their village.  They have prepared an exhibition on the “History of Libraries” – which they have been staging in many villages. They have also started a block level library for volunteers and organize monthly discussion sessions in this library.
The Sivgangai team organized a state level library volunteers conference in which over 40 NGOs and 18 district library teams participated.  The conference was a also a way to show-case the work that the Sivagangai team had done and children from the library presented a lot of the activities they had learnt to the audience.  The library volunteers in Sivagangai were very enthused by the conference.  Workshops on math activities and science experiments and story writing were also organized at the conference.
Ariviyal Anandam Science Education Program
The larger goal of the Ariviyal Anandam program is to get children excited about science, to realize that science is real and relevant to life and that they can learn and do science quite easily.  To achieve this goal, we have 5 different program components in our science program: 

1. Science Experiments in Schools:  Getting teachers to conduct science experiment sessions in class and getting all children to do experiments and explain in their own words.

2. Science Clubs in Villages: Getting children to form science clubs where they can read, discuss and try out experiments and projects.

3. Young Scientist Network: Identifying very innovative children and forming a block level network for these children to innovate and present their discoveries, ideas and experiments.
4. Teacher’s Network: Forming a network of innovative teachers to share better teaching ideas.

5. Science Exhibitions and Events:  To generate public participation in the science program and to further generate excitement about science in the children and teachers as well as the community.
Science Experiments in Schools
In Sivagangai district we have started the science program in 7 blocks in 215 schools.  In each school, we have trained teachers and have provided science kits to the school.  Every 2 months we have a round of training and we provide them with a kit for 10 experiments on one topic.  The children sit in groups, see the demonstration by the teachers and then do the experiments themselves.  They then have a group discussion session to find out why the experiment works.  The teachers also help them with the explanation.  Concept booklets on the topic are also given to the schools along with the experiment kits.  The teachers and the children read and understand the concept booklet after doing the experiment.  Once all children are able to do the experiment, the school marks a tick on the experiment poster list and moves on to the next set of experiments.   The experiments are designed to make it easy for the child to repeat this at home with materials easily available at home. 
This program has been generating a lot of excitement and interest in the children and teachers.  Children have been asking for more and more experiments and so we have devised a system to keep them supplied with a set of new experiments every 2 months and additionally also provide extra experiments through books and a magazine for the schools and science clubs.  The science experiment classes have been running 2-3 times a week in each school and last for about 1-1.5 hours every time.  The focus has been the 7th and 8th std students only, though there is a demand to extend this to the 6th and primary sections as well.

Children’s Science Clubs in Villages
In 126 villages, we have started children’s science clubs.  In each village we have identified 1-2 volunteers who run the science clubs.  Every week, the club meets and does some experiments and projects and also discusses science ideas. The science club functions like the school experiment program in terms of activities, but the village context makes it more public and involves curious adults in the science experiments and the discussions as well.
Young Scientist’s Network
Through the Ariviyal Anandam program we also identify some children who are very interested in science and who are also very talented and innovative.  The experiments in the class are not enough for these kids – they need a lot more to keep their interest alive.  We have formed these children into a network of young scientists – who meet regularly and who develop and keep a record of their own discoveries and experiments.  

We have formed YS Networks in 2 blocks in Sivagangai district.   In the first workshop, we trained 40 children too be resource persons.  These children went back to their schools to train other children in these experiments.  (In fact in their schools, they run the Science Experiment Classes)! At these YSN workshops, these children demonstrated the experiments we had shown using alternate materials – For example we had shown a “telephone” experiment using paper cups. One of the students at the workshop, then showed how this can be done with plastic cups and what happens as we reduce the length of the string.
We have put up question-boxes in 4 schools where there are YSN children as a trial program.  Children have been submitting questions through the question box - and we have been sending them answers.  Once every 2 months, we organize the YSN workshops, where we have special lectures, video screening, children’s presentations on their discoveries and science dialogues on a particular concept.  Project ideas are also discussed at these workshops.  In the previous YSN meeting in Sivagangai and Manamadurai Blocks, we had slide show lectures on the Origin of the Universe – From the Big Bang to the Birth of the Earth.    We also organized a bridge building competition amongst the students.  Students were divided into groups of 3 and given paper, scissors and some glue. With these materials, they had to design a paper-bridge that can withstand the maximum amount of load. About 50 children from each block participated in the YSN workshops.
TEACHER’S NETWORK

Through the Ariviyal Anandam program, we identified lots of interested teachers who want to understand science better – both experiments and concepts.   We found that the overall quality of science education in the state is very poor not merely at the school level, but often in colleges and even at the post graduation level.  So most teachers do not clearly understand even basic science concepts. 

Science conceptual understanding requires the interaction of a complex set of skills - visual thinking, forming a mental model, calculations and an intuitive feel for the topic.  Learning each science concept takes time.  One needs to spend a lot of time thinking about the topic, do experiments, create mental models, ask questions and have dialogues – before one develops clarity on the concept.  To understand one concept clearly also requires that we understand compare it with other similar concepts. 

Unless teachers are confident and comfortable about the science concept they cannot teach it well.  At present there is no forum where teachers can share their ideas or resources with other teachers.  The education system does not ask them how many innovative methods they have developed or adapted.  The focus is only on completing the syllabus, not on improving their subject knowledge or teaching methods.  When a system does not allow even very interested teachers to express their innovativeness, it obviously stifles even the interest in the other teachers!
We have formed a teacher’s network as a voluntary platform for motivated teachers to share their ideas, develop resource materials, attend special lectures, read more from the teacher’s library, ask questions through an email Q-A system, and try to improve their understanding of the subject. The main goal of the teacher’s network is to develop professional teachers who continuously improve their subject knowledge and teaching skills.
We have formed Teachers Networks in 2 blocks in Sivagangai district – Sivagangai and Manamadurai. We had workshops for the teachers.  We had a slide show session on “Big Bang”. Teachers then said that they wanted to discuss heat and matter.  So we organized a special dialogue session on solids, liquids and gases and what adding or removing heat does to the atoms and molecules in different states of matter.  In the next workshop we are planning to get teachers to themselves develop experiments with just a set of simple materials that we will provide.  This will encourage them to develop more experiments on their own.
Annual Status of Education Report 2007
Each year Pratham facilitates a national survey of reading and math skills in all districts.  Started in 2005, this study is done annually in all states of India. The basic goal is to find out the status of education in India by surveying simple parameters regarding learning quality, access and infrastructure of schools. This survey is done by a large collective of civil society groups – college students, NGOs, people’s movements, universities and interested individuals. All the data is consolidated at the State level and sent to Delhi for analysis and preparation of the National Report. The ASER National Report will be released in January 2008. Following this, the State report will be released in the local language and seminars and workshops will be conducted in districts to disseminate information, discuss the status and plan for remedial action. The purpose of ASER is to involve civil society in a large scale effort to measure education quality in all districts. 
In Tamilnadu, each year Kalvi Education Collective (with help from AID INDIA) identifies different organizations and helps Pratham do the survey in all the districts of the state.  ASER 2007 in Tamilnadu was done by a collective of NGOs, Universities and volunteers under the leadership of Kalvi Education Collective.  AID India provided training and resource material for this survey to different organizations and universities. In just around a month – October to November 2007, 900 villages were surveyed in 30 districts of Tamilnadu.  In Sivagangai, our team trained NGOs and College students to do the survey.  

Pratham randomly selected 30 villages in each district.  In each village, observations were made on the school functioning – infrastructure, teacher appointment and attendance, library facilities, textbook supply etc.  Then 20 random households were sampled and all children in the age group of 5 – 16 years were tested on basic reading, mathematics and basic English skills.  Other relevant details about the child’s education were also gathered (whether the child goes to Govt/Pvt school, balwadi status, access to libraries, money spent on education etc.) 

November is a rainy month in Tamilnadu. In spite of this, armed with just the name of the village, volunteers in every district traveled to a village every day to complete the survey in a month. In some villages they came across unique situations – in one village there was just one large house with one family of a 100 members living in it! In one village there was a caste problem and volunteers could not enter it. Some villages could not be found because the name had been changed. But in most villages, there was curiosity first and warm welcomes later. 

As more and more people saw children reading, writing and doing mathematics, they came forward to watch what was happening. Some people who saw children struggling with reading, told volunteers that they would start classes. Far from being just a data gathering exercise, it turned out to be an initiative that helped people see a simple way to find out if children were learning or not. Overcoming all odds, in a massive collective effort, the survey was completed by November 21st.    
Pratham is analyzing the data and will be releasing a report on 16th of January 2008.  Though it is still early in the project, we are hopeful that our interventions in Sivagangai will show up improvements in the reading levels of children in the district when the ASER 2007 survey is released.
Sivagangai District Organization and Capacity Building
The Eureka project is not only directly helping children learn better, it is also helping forge a district team.  Through the project, we are also building a team of volunteers, fulltimers, NGOs, coordinators and resource persons who have come together and are working together and have built up an understanding of children’s education issues as well as developed skills to make an impact. 
Volunteers and fulltimers: We have mobilized 486 volunteers through different programs.  There are 49 fulltimers who are currently working on various activities – 7 of these people are coordinator level people who can guide and direct a team of people. 

NGO Partnerships:  We have created a network of 7 NGOs in the district.  These NGOs work closely with us in implementing our programs.  This process helps them also learn the programs and to institutionalize these programs within their organization.  At a later point, we expect that these NGOs will continue these programs as part of their core set of activities even without our support.  These NGOs have been identified from a much larger group of NGOs whom we had met and interacted with.  They were selected for their real interest in making a difference in education quality and their willingness to learn and to work with others.  
Govt. Partnership:  The district collector has been very supportive of our work and we have also built up a strong partnership with all the district education officers as well as the block education officers.  We have also built up a good partnership with the SSA block resource centers and they call us for all their trainings (thereby helping us provide training with no cost to us).  Almost every 2 weeks our team meets with the district education officers to update them on the work we are doing.
Press Coverage: We have had good press coverage for the events we have organized in the district and we are in contact with a number of the press reporters.  This ensures appropriate visibility to the program (neither too much nor too little) at the times when we need the visibility.  We have also been able to involve several of the press people in visiting and participating in our programs.  This linkage will be particularly useful in the longer run.

Conclusion and Future Plans

These first four months of the program has been implemented quite successfully in the district and the response to the program has been very motivating.  The fulltime team is also getting built quite rapidly.  Many of the fulltimers are very committed and there excitement to execute the program is motivating others as well.  The documentation and communication systems in the district are still weak and we are working to develop these skills in the team. The support from government officials and teachers has been very strong – much more than what we had expected.  So this will help us implement our programs in this district more effectively. 
In the last few months, we realized that it is important to supply some material every month to the schools.   We have started a monthly education magazine – for teachers and volunteers – to ensure this need is met. We also plan to start sales of low cost science and language books in schools and villages through our volunteers and fulltimers – this will help reach more books and educational materials without increasing cost to us.

From January 2008, we plan to expand our reading program to all the 1000 schools and 450 villages in all the 12 blocks in the district.  We will continue the science program in the 7 blocks – and we will organize a series of village level and block level exhibitions and young scientist network activities.  We will increase the number of village libraries from 250 to 300 in the next 3 months. 

Our entire team would like to take this opportunity to thank Asha for Education Silicon Valley for your support to this project.  What started out as a small initiative in just a few villages and schools has with your support become a large district-wide initiative reaching out to almost all the schools in the district.  Without your continued support, we are confident that within a few years, we will be able to make a very significant improvement in the education quality of the children in the district.  Thank you.
· Balaji Sampath

For Eureka Child Education Initiative
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Teacher conducting group activities




































































Reading Mela in Tirupatur








