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Executive Summary

1.
The Girls Primary Education Project was initiated in the Thanagazi Block in Alwar district of Rajasthan in 1999 as a pilot initiative to “improve access to relevant and quality education for children and adolescents in vulnerable communities”.   The project was implemented in association with an NGO partner, Bodh Siksha Samity under the name of ‘Sikshanchal’.

2.
Thanagazi was selected for the programme intervention mainly due to the low demand and lack of community awareness for children’s education in the area, girls’ inaccessibility to education and the irrelevant and poor quality of formal education that was not fully able to address the specific needs of the rural girls. A high proportion of disadvantaged communities in the total population, rugged terrain with a large area under forest cover and low indicators of development (sex ratio and literacy rates) were all pointers to the backwardness of this region.

3.
Though the Project was primarily implemented through the NGO partner, CARE had a vital role in the management. The project also worked in close association with the government programme of DPEP and set up effective convergence with related government and PRI institutions. The partnership that evolved between CARE and Bodh was a mutually beneficial one.  While CARE helped in developing the NGO capacities in crucial areas,  the vision and approach of the NGO blended perfectly with the overall Goal of the GPE project.

4.
In order to achieve the objectives set up in line with the larger goal of the project, essentially four types the strategies were adopted; 

· mobilizing community to create demand for education.

· developing contextually appropriate initiatives to provide learning opportunities.  

· improving the quality of education and making it relevant and contextual to the lives of children. 

· Strengthening the formal educational system

5.
The Project adapted an intensive community mobilization strategy, effectively building upon the base created by earlier programmes. This involved interaction with community groups on a daily basis, locating the teacher in the community for continuous dialogue, holding monthly meetings to discuss school issues, etc. In doing so the project addressed the community as a whole and did not deliberately constitute any groups, which tends to get dominated by the powerful sections in the community. 

6.
This strategy worked perfectly in building rapport with the community, creating an awareness towards education and helping them to get involved in school issues.  The most quantifiable evidence of this is the initiative taken by the community to provide land and building to the community schools.  The total cost of these constructions in 19 villages (34 rooms) came to Rs 16.31 lakhs, out of which Rs 7.82 lakhs was contributed by the community in form of cash as well as labour.  Apart from contribution, a strong sense of community ownership is noticed in all the project villages.

7.
Most of the project villages being small, homogeneous habitations, the ‘whole community’ approach was very effective. Even then, women were found to be under-represented in the initial stages - the project had to specially concentrate on creating women’s groups at a later stage. Also, locating the teacher within the village went a long way in gaining the trust of the community. The teachers were continuously in touch with the community, following up on non-attending and irregular students and creating an effective school community linkage.  

8.
The recent Govt. of Rajasthan order decentralising management and administrative control of schools to the PRIs and Bodh’s own initiative towards working with these PRIs under the Jan Pehal  programme would help in sustaining these initiatives. While building up an effective school community linkage will remain the main objective under Jan Pehal, the strategies would need to undergo modifications, keeping in view the heterogeneity and social dynamics in large villages and the difficulty in getting such dedicated teachers in the government system. The possibility of developing capacities in the village youths to take on the task that is presently being performed by the teacher may be explored. 

9.
Learning opportunities were primarily provided through Community schools called ‘Bodhshalas’. These schools were mainly opened in small habitations where there were no formal/ government schools and the community showed an interest for having a schooling facility. Also, in a few cases where the village was too large and the formal school did not accommodate all sections of the children, these centres were opened.  

10.
There has been a significant improvement in the enrolment scenario of the Sikshanchal Villages after opening of these community schools. And this improvement is much more pronounced in the case of girls. Enrolment of girls varied between 2.1 % to 68% in the Project villages at the start of the project. This now stands between 55.60% and 100%.

In villages like Kundalka, Hod ki Dhani and Dev ka Devra, there has been a quantum leap in the girls enrolment.  Similarly, in the smaller habitations, that did not have access to schooling facilities, the Bodhshalas have made a significant contribution in the enrolment of the boys also. This is reflected in the increase in boys enrolment between August 1999 and July 2004 in the villages of Kundalka (25% to 100%), Hod ki Dhani (30.4% to 97.1%) and Dev ka Devra (51.9% to 95.4%). As on June 2004, there were 848 boys and 819 girls enrolled in the 30 Community schools receiving primary education.

11.
In terms of retention and attendance, the performance of the community schools have been quite remarkable. Out of the total 2366 children who enrolled in the Bodhshalas between January 2000 and May 2004, only 296 (12.51%) dropped out.  This is much lower that the percentage of dropout in the formal government schools. The children retained in the system reported an average attendance of 76.24 % (79% boys and 73% girls).  It is also heartening to note that between 2002 and 2004, a total of 321 children have cleared the class V exams in the formal schools and have been mainstreamed into the formal education system – 321of them are girls. All these are indicators of quality education being imparted by these community schools.

12.
The curriculum used for Bodhshalas is based on the State curriculum.  The curriculum is divided into several units and teachers follow it according to the pace of children who are ultimately expected to achieve the competencies of Class V. The emphasis is on schooling competencies and not merely learning competencies. The curriculum revolves round the elements of social and gender equity. The methodology is enriched by activity-based teaching and the use of TLMs. No specific textbooks are followed but a variety of books are referred to. It has also been ensured that each Bodhshala has adequate number of teachers (to have a teacher-pupil ratio of 1:25) and the teachers are well qualified - most teachers are graduate and above (the qualification was relaxed only in case of women candidates). Apart from the academic qualifications, each teacher is provided rigorous training in attitudinal, motivational and academic aspects.  

13.
The above inputs and investments therefore make the Bodhshalas significantly different from the ‘second grade education for disadvantaged children’ approach that is reflected in many such alternative/ non formal educational initiatives.  An active pursuance of the goal of equity in education – between girls and boys, between socio-ethnically disadvantaged sections and the rest of the society has further strengthened the model.
14.
However, a closer look at the classroom transaction and assessment systems being followed indicate that the philosophy behind the curriculum is not effectively translated into classroom processes. The emphasis, in most cases, is still on schooling competencies. Gender stereotypes exist and the elements of gender equity are not clearly articulated in the classroom transactions.  The assessment systems also tend to operationally map a wide range of children’s learning experiences into narrowly defined schooling levels in Hindi, Mathematics, Environment Studies, Hand-craft/creative development and Behaviour.  There is a little space for recognizing the child’s inherent capabilities and dispositions;  practical skills; higher level cognitive abilities; impact  of education  on his/her  evolving  identity; self-esteem  etc.  

15.
The teacher support mechanisms also seems to have entered a stage of fatigue wherein well conceived strategies like maintenance of teacher’s dairies, preparing lesson plans, discussing hard spots in meetings and workshops have now become routine exercises. It was found that some of the teachers have relatively weak subject knowledge and expertise in teaching English and Mathematics, especially at level III. Though this shortcoming is being redressed through continuous on-site management and zonal workshops, competency of teacher as a ‘generalist’ needs to be further strengthened.  The idea of a cluster of schools that are in physical proximity sharing services of a subject ‘specialist’ can be explored. 

16.
Also, grouping tends to place an enormous burden upon the teacher in terms of the management and organization of the class- the problem of sustaining group coherence and order tends to become paramount, resulting in the teacher having less time to attend to teaching and learning.   The process gets more complex at the higher levels, where the number of competencies to be mastered increases. The variation among the children also increases and each child is at a different learning level. This would require the teacher to prepare an individualised learning plan for each child - this is quite a tall order for even the highly trained Bodh teachers. 

17.
Bodh teachers often juggle   with their priorities as they are expected to ensure quality educational processes in Bodhshalas; constructively interact with the community; provide relevant and timely information to project functionaries as part of their monitoring and planning exercise; creatively develop customized TLMs; and honestly complete an array of documents.  The job of rising to the challenges and reconciling the numerous requirements and possible conflicts often seem to be over whelming.  Realistic and balanced expectations from teachers should be worked out.

18.
There is therefore a requirement to demystify the various aspects of the curriculum and articulate them into clearly defined competencies and activities. Bodh has sufficient knowledge base and experiential insights to pragmatically evolve a practical framework of activities that will create pedalogical space for children’s thinking, learning and experiences.  Finally, it is suggested that a detailed study be carried out to see how the children from the Bodhshalas compare with their counterparts from the government and private schools – both in terms of their curricular knowledge as well as their cognitive and analytical abilities. Such a study would provide insight on whether the pedagogy followed in the Bodhshalas is worth the investment and effort that goes into it.

19.
An emergent challenge for Bodh is to keep this ‘pedagogic romanticism’ alive by stemming mechanization and routinization of teaching - learning process, by keeping teachers’ motivational and commitment afloat, and by reinvigorating linkages with the community.  However, in this sustenance process, an array of dilemmas have been generated:  Bodh’s ideological position on quality of education and what is actually happening in classrooms; assumptions about child friendly education and practicalities of handling multi-level, multi-group classes; learning curriculum morphing into teaching curriculum; and so on.  Bodh should seize on these dilemmas as contexts of self-reflection, and initiate the process of critical enquiry from the widest possible range of perspectives.  

20.
Keeping in view the agenda of universal education, the project also aimed to provide learning opportunities to out of school adolescent girls through learning centres called ‘Kishori Samooh’. Apart from providing functional literacy, these centres provide them a forum through which they gather every day and discuss their day-to-day problems and issues that affect their lives. Educational tours have been organised with these girls. They have also been provided with inputs on reproductive health and hygiene.

21.
However, unlike the Community schools, these centres do not have a defined curricular framework. The assessment system is also not streamlined to record the progress of these girls either in terms of literacy or self-development. Most of the available information with respect to these centres pertain to enrolment and the background of these girls. The effort, it would seem, is mainly to bring these girls to these centres. As on 2004, the 11 Kishori Samoohs had a total of 270 girls enrolled.  Most of the girls are of age 13 and above.   This, in itself, is not a mean achievement in the prevailing patriarchal social structure of the region.

22.
There are mainly two categories of girls in these centres. One, the higher age group (13-16) girls, who have never attended schools or have dropped out at a very early grade. It is difficult to get these girls back to the mainstream educational system – providing them basic reading, writing and numeric skills is therefore a step in the right direction. However, mere acquisition of functional literacy would not be enough for these girls to cut through the issue of social discrimination. It is therefore recommended that in addition, these girls be also introduced to life skills and social learning which would equip them better for their life ahead.

23.
The second category are the lower age group girls (10-13) who have dropped out of the educational system in the past few years. With the right kind of bridging and remedial support, it is possible to mainstream these girls into the formal schools and help them complete at least elementary level of education. Efforts should be initiated in this direction. This is specially important as with the passage of time, girls in this category are likely to  outnumber the higher age group girls in these centres.

24.
The Sikshanchal Project also provided learning opportunities to the 3-5 year old children in the form of pre school centres, that run from the same premises of the formal schools.   The main objective was to engage the children in organized activities and build in them a habit of going to school. In the process it relieved many of the older girls of the village from sibling care, which has been a major impediment to girls education in these villages.  

25.
The centres were managed by women volunteers from the village known as ‘mother teachers’ who were trained by the Project. However, without any specialized pre school inputs, these centres had the possibility of relegating into a mere crèche with the mother teachers doing more of a baby sitting job. In view of this, qualified and well trained teachers have recently been appointed in these centres.  There is now a need to put in place a well-defined curriculum for these centres which would be in line with the curriculum at the primary stage. It is also advisable to define the competencies a child is expected to achieve, the nature of activities the teacher is to perform and the kind of play and learning materials to be used. A system of assessing the progress of the children should also be put in place. 

26.
As on  June 2004,  there were 17 pre school centres with 386 children in them – 183 of them were boys while 203 were girls. The evaluation Team however did not get information on the number of children transiting from these pre school centres to primary schools.

27.
With specialized pre school teachers now in place, the role of the mother teachers would reduce. The project should make effective use of these body of educational volunteers that have been created and utilize them for community mobilisation activities like creating awareness among mothers about girls education, activating women’s groups etc.  

28.
The effectiveness of the community mobilization strategies and the promise of a functional school imparting quality education created a demand for the Project to also intervene and strengthen the formal schools in the project area. The basic tenets of this strengthening exercise has been in providing additional teachers and developing an effective school community linkage. Teaching learning processes have been influenced to the extent that the Bodh teacher has been able to introduce some joyful learning practices.  

29.
The strengthening of the school community linkage has ensured that almost all children in these villages are enrolled in the school. It is however not clear if the agenda has shifted to retention and regular attendance of children. The data and information systems with respect to these schools are still weak and needs to be improved upon.

30.
While improving the quality of education in the schools is welcome and would help in increasing retention of children in the school, the children who are outside the school (having dropped out of the system) would pose a major challenge. These children, who are substantial in number, are of various age groups and have dropped out at various grades – some of them may have never been enrolled. The reasons for them being out of school is also varied. Strengthening of the formal system would be incomplete unless these children are effectively mainstreamed. There is therefore a requirement to develop bridge and remedial strategies to bring these children back to school. The Kishori Samoohs have the possibility of addressing the needs of a section of such out of school children (adolescent girls) – however more such strategies need to be thought of.
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