Site Visit Report

Balavihar: A project for improving the quality of learning in poorly equipped in urban schools. 

Background

Many government and private schools in Bangalore lack facilities and staff necessary for providing high quality education to children. The teaching activities in these schools are almost entirely focused on the improving the performance of children in the annual examination.  Student to teacher ratio is extremely high and teachers are unable to pay attention to difficulties faced by individual students.  As a result, children in these schools are subject to rote learning, memorization and other exam-oriented study techniques.  These cause a lot of stress and contribute very little to child’s understanding of the subject. Furthermore the children have very little opportunities to explore and learn about the world outside of the academic syllabus, as the schools lack facilities and trained staff that are necessary for such activity.  The Balavihar project attempts to address some of these problems through a non formal activity based learning program.

Goals

a) Improve the quality of English language learning in urban government schools.
b) Create a learning ambience that nourishes children’s minds by engaging their natural curiosity and helping them think, explore and understand the world outside of their academic syllabus.

Project Location

Vijayanagar, Bangalore

Project infrastructure:

Libraries and reading rooms

The libraries and reading rooms are housed in classrooms two urban private schools, Pinewoods School and Luminary School. The schools have provided a dedicated room for this purpose. In addition, there is also a library (without reading room) in a dedicated room in the house of one of the project’s coordinators.

Learning Centers

Government schools:

English language training is conducted in regular classrooms of following government schools:

· Govt High School of Marenahalli, Vijayanagar

· Govt Primary School of  AmaraJyothi Nagar, Vijayanagar

· Govt School of  Gangondanahalli, Vijayanagar
In addition to the above, evening classes are also held for children from Govt Hight School of Marenahalli in the premises of Nachiketa School, a government school dedicated to special children. 

Private schools

             Non formal learning programs are conducted in two private schools. The schools have provided rooms from their common areas for this purpose. Sometimes the sessions are also conducted in regular classrooms (mostly evening sessions). Currently two private schools are enrolled in the programme.

· Pinewoods school, VIjayanagar

· Luminary School, Andhrahalli, Magadi Road
People

Paid Staff:

Ms. Chitra Krishnamurthy: Principal Co-Ordinator and full time teacher. Ms. Chitra is a teacher with nearly 20 years of experience in non formal education. Chitra is spearheading the planning and co-ordination effort, and is the main teacher for English language training classes.

Mr. Manjunath: Originally a theater artist, Manjunath has been long associated with Valley School in conducting educational programmes and education tours.  Manjunath currently a full time teacher in Balavihar, teaching English language for primary school children and theater and drama activities in the private schools.  Mr. Manjunath is a relative of Ms. Chitra.

Mr. Krishnamurthy:  Ms. Chitra’s husband. Part-time teacher. Krishnamurthy is a Yoga teacher and conducts Yoga classes in private schools. 
Ms Tulsi: Part time teacher, conducts Yoga classes for girls and English language classes in evenings for children from Govt School of Marenahalli.

Volunteers

Ms. Radha and, Ms. Sharada . Assist teachers in evening classes and in preparation of learning materials.

Regular weekly activities conducted by the project

Govt. High school , Marenahalli, Vijaynagar.

· English classes for 2nd and 3rd. std for a period of 45 mts. each on Mon, Wed and Fri.

Govt. Primary school at Amarjyothi nagar, vijaynagar. 

· English classes for 4th and 5th standard for one hour on Mon, Wed and Fri.

Govt. School at Gangondanahalli, Vijaynagar. 

· Classes in Yoga, singing, theatre activities and English from 2.30 to 4.30 pm on Tuesdays for class 7 consisting of 45 students.

Pine woods High school, Vijayanagar.

·  PDA classes for 7th, Story telling and library classes for V and VI, between 2.45 to 3.30. 3.30 to 4.15   

· Reading room facility for classes V to VII. 4.15 to 5. 

· Classes in Yoga, Drawing and painting, clay modeling and drama all taking place at the same time (Mon, Wed, Fri)

Luminary School Andhrahalli off Magadi Road.

·  Lending library, Yoga, PDA, Clay modeling for 53 students and reading room for 3rd and 4th between 11 to 3 pm on Thursday.

Nachiketa at Vijaynagar.

· Evening classes in English language for classes 5th to 8th for the Govt. School, Marenahalli children from 5.30 to 7 pm.

Chaitanya Tutorials at Marenahalli.

·  PDA classes for 30 students across 6th to 8th for one hour on Tuesdays. The students are from different schools taking tuitions at this place.

Library at KGS Layout. 

· 12 new members joined the lending library. The total membership is 25. Activity class for 8 children on Thursdays from 6.30 to 7.30

Site Visit

Conducted a one day visit on January 14th.  The visit involved following activities:
Govt. High School of Marenahalli:
Observed and participated in 45 minute English language class for children studying 2nd standard. Visited few other classes and chatted with couple of teachers
Observations:
· School is very poorly equipped.   No benches or desks in many classrooms. No library or laboratories.
· Children are full of energy and enthusiasm, but are also easily distracted.  While the ‘class teacher’ resorted to disciplining and scolding, Balavihar’s  teacher (Mr. Manjunath) was able to easily engage the interest of most students without threat of punishment.  Girls tended to be lot more focused than boys.  

· Mr. Manjunath was training the students through conversation and story-telling methods, instead of referring to a textbook.

· After the class, children were eager to display their prowess to me ( Many still have difficulties with alphabet, but some (especially girls) were able to easily write down words and even knew their meanings.  According to Manjunath, only 20-30% of the students showed significant progress.

· High school children seemed a lot more disciplined, but loss less than enthusiastic than the primary school children. 

Luminary School, Andhrahalli
It’s a small private school located in outskirts of Bangalore, 10 kms from Vijanagar. It was better equipped than government schools, with bigger classrooms, desks and benches and even a small computer laboratory. 
· Observed a Yoga class conducted by Mr. Krishnamurthy for children of 8th standard and spoke to the children and one of the teachers. 

· Students here seemed to greatly enjoy the learning activities conducted by Balavihar, as it was a refreshing change from the regular mode of learning in the school. 

· Teacher was also seemed very pleased with the program, as the school lacked facilities and staff for teaching any other than academic curriculum.  
Pinewoods School, Vijayanagar

A bigger private school serving lower middle class children.  Moderately equipped. Small classrooms, but furnished with desks and chairs. 

· Observed Yoga, Singing and Theater activities conducted by Ms. Tulsi, Mr. Chitra and Mr. Manjunath.  Students were from classes 5th to 7th.

· Students were enthusiastic and completely engaged in the activities. They would like to have the program continue next year.

· Spoke to Principal of the school. She was greatly pleased with activities conducted by the programme and expressed appreciation and gratitude for the work done by Balavihar’s teachers. 
Nachiketa  School, Vijayanagar
· Observed and participated in evening English language sessions for children from Govt High School, Marenahalli.
· The 4 teachers each training a group of 5-8 students. The training was conducted through a combination of group based activity, reading comprehension exerices and grammar exerices.  

· Unlike the environment in their school, the government school children attending the program here were completely focused and seemed to enjoy learning the language. 

· Group learning seemed to accelerate the language learning process.  Children were able to learn from peers who had progressed faster and were often able to correct their peer’s mistakes  without teacher’s assistance. 

· While most children were able to read and pronounce words correctly and understanding the meanings of individual words, they had difficulty comprehending grammar and sentences.

Summary

· Program has been welcomed by students, teacher and parents in all schools

· Students enjoyed the non formal learning activities as it helps build personality, confidence while also helping counter the stress induced by rote learning, memorization, exams and disciplinarian methods employed in the schools. 

· Government schools need a lot of assistance in English language training, as most of the teachers in these schools are not capable of even speaking English.  Balavihar’s learning methods have helped a significant fraction of the students progress (exact numbers to obtained after end of the year evaluation). 
