Asha SV Questions and Answers
1. Where do you see PI program in 2-4 years from now? 

We hope to integrate the entire program (or at least the major elements of the program) into the regular government teaching methodology (ABL or whatever else is there).  The key aspects we want integrated (which is currently absent):

· Skills must be evaluated - not exams, but simple skill testing to identify what skills children have and what they need to learn.

· Separate remedial attention for children who are lagging behind - to ensure every child learns these skills.  We think the best approach is level based groups with different focused activities for each level - but we are willing to compromise on this, but not on the need for separate remedial attention.

· Interactive Group Activities - where children work with each other together.

· Dynamic materials - so mugging up from context.

· Lots of graded materials and story card libraries in school.

If these are incorporated and actually happening regularly, we will not need to run the PI program anymore.   With these systems in place, we are expecting to see that at least 90% children in the state learn to read fluently by 2nd standard.


2. You started the initial pilot of PI in 2005-06. So has it achieved in the last 1.5 yrs what you believed it would achieve?   You had two districts where there was a positive relationship with authorities and govt. schools. Have you seen these two schools achieve what they were expected to achieve?
PI as a program has demonstrated that it can improve reading levels of children in many different contexts within 6-8 months by 30-40%.  This does not mean that children who have learnt will sustain the skills without more inputs for a longer period.  Nor does this mean it is not required next year.   Each year new students come into the system.  Until this becomes a repeated feature and the reading levels are maintained at 80-90% for a couple of years at least.  

We have been looking at the reading data in our districts over several evaluations and find that there has been a good 20% improvement on an average in our districts where we have worked for 1.5 years now.  I sent you the earlier ASER comparison between PI district and non-PI districts.   When we started PI in 2006 the fluent reading level in 3rd-5th std was 25%.  In 2007 it went up to 35% and this year recently done initial evaluation has shown it to be about 42-45%.  
The national literacy missions achieved a sustained literacy rate increase of 10% in 5-6 years and it was considered a big success.  On very large scale - sustained increase of 10% in 2-3 years is huge. 

So yes - I believe the program has achieved what it set out to do.  We have had problems - govt pulling out, govt focusing on other programs, etc - but that has delayed a bit but not deterred the program.

As we wrote in our first proposal - it will take 3-5 years to see the full impact of the program and only by 7 years will a very substantial change become visible.  

A volcanic eruption can create a hill within a year or two, but deccan plateau took thousands of years of volcanic eruptions to form because of the wide spread scale. 

Each year I expect to see the pre and post and see a substantial difference.  I also expect to see an improvement in the next year’s performance as compared with the pervious year (which will typically be less than the pre-post increases).  But my real assessment is whether over 3-4 years there has been a substantial change in the reading levels of the children - which should be visible in every survey undertaken.

In most districts there was a positive relationship with the government - I don’t understand which two districts you are talking about.  We had a lot of support from the govt at the district level because they know it is working and making a difference and that’s why we have been able to scale up so much.  

BTW - the SSA (which has been pushing ABL) has just now printed 40 of our story cards and distributed it to all the 43000 government schools across the state. 


3. Given that your programs are just methodology related, why is there a need for it to have AID-staff constantly...if the project was a success? I presume if the program was successful and the teachers/authorities have accepted it, then the AID-staff will move to next district.

Methodology is not learnt or internalized in a day.  Why go to a 4 year engineering course - why not do it in 4 months?

We do not believe in short-term projects.  We believe in long term continuous improvement programs.  We train teachers only on small parts of our methodology and give them some materials.  Then we need to ensure they do it in class.  Then we need to see and show them that it has given results.  Each year we introduce additional materials, modifications, newer and better ways of doing the program.  

Also our BRPs are not just there for training - they are there to identify what works and what does not, collect feedback and then go back with better tools.  We are not planning to distribute a pre-made package.  We are here to solve the problem fully.  How can we stop our work before the problem is solved?

AID INDIA FTs will stay on in the district until the problem is solved and atleast 90% children are able to read fluently and this is sustained over 1-2 years at least.  Only after that we will move out.


4. Are Science and Reading teachers same? If not, why not? 
No.  In the expenses statement - that’s why we have listed them separately.

They go to different schools - reading to primary and science to middle - also it takes time to understand one topic fully and deeply enough - so too many different subjects will confuse them.


5. Role and responsibility of each staff members. Details can be filled up in the doc I sent

Have filled up and attached the format.  Here are more details:

BRP:   

1. Go to schools/villages, give materials

2. Train teachers on the field - in the class - by demonstrating how to use the materials.

3. Mobilize and train village volunteers

4. Monitor school teacher/village volunteer running classes regularly - identify gaps in classes and try to address gaps.

5. Support teacher in doing the evaluation.

6. Get feedback on materials and methodology and provide it to State team.

7. Learn new programs and materials and go back to step 1.

District Coordinator:

1. Hire, Review and Coordinate BRP work

2. Visit BRP’s class and monitor

3. Attend state meetings and plan program with state team

4. Arrange Government support for the program

5. Give visibility to the program and get co-operation of teachers, unions, officials and community.

State Team:

1. Based on feedback, modify and develop new materials and programs

2. Field test new materials and program

3. Mass Produce and transport materials to districts.

4. Train BRPs and district coordinators on the program

5. Visit to check how the program is doing on the field

6. Visit to monitor and re-train BRPs on the field.

6. Materials. What is the cost? Since it has been produced once, why do we need it again for next year?

Have sent it in the expenses note.  The same answer as to the question 3 above.

7. Staff. If they have trained the teachers, then why do we need it again next year except for 1-2 staff for monitoring.

Same answer as for Question 3.
8. State Support. Really huge bulk. where does this go?

It is not a huge bulk.  It is about 11%.  Actually it is much more and thanks to support from Pratham we are able to cover a large chunk of the cost within Pratham’s support and only bill the remaining to different district projects.

This cost is for continuous development of the program and materials.  It must be understood that this is CONTINUOUS DEVELOPMENT program - it is not a fixed methodology and materials all developed earlier and just repeated on a large scale.  That’s in fact the problem with ABL and most other programs that fail.  Our guiding principles are fixed - the materials and program methods are constantly modified based on the need and field experiences and feedback.  So the state team is critical to developing it and to constantly upgrading it.  The cost of their travel, review, training of BRPs and District Coords etc. is the cost.
9.  Admin expenses. What is this for?

For the running of the state office, for accounts, for management of the entire program. 
10. Name qualification of staff etc...This can also come in the other doc.

We have a lot of staff at the lowest levels who are taken for short periods and then changed - so this cannot be provided as a list.  I have given the numbers which is all that we collect at the state level.  I don’t find it useful to collect anything more than numbers - even for my own purpose.  Most of the staff are 12th std, some have finished degrees.  We don’t pay them differently and so we don’t collect these details.  We have no use for this data so we did not collect it.  Now if you want it, then we can set up a system collect it for the coming year.  

As I mentioned earlier - if you give us what you want, we will collect it.  You said we can collect what we collect for Pratham and for ourselves. So we have been only collecting that information.  If you want additional information, it is best if you send us a clear list of what you want.

11. I also want to let you know one thing. As far as the flow of funds go this year, I do not see Asha-SV being able to fund even an amount as much as last years. This year we have cut down quite a few projects due to lack of funds and are not even accepting new proposals.

I wish I had known this earlier.  When we had first submitted the proposal to Asha SV, it said that it was a 7 year project in principle and we are now asking for the budget for the first year and that we would be submitting the budget for each year at the end of the year.  I had assumed that Asha would be willing to fund at the same or larger scale each year - unless there were specific problems with the project execution.  My impression was that initially the support is lower and will slowly grow as confidence in our being able to implement the program grows.   My mistake - I should have got it clarified earlier.  

Anyway, I have modified the proposal again - there are some components - like the science or just the community components - that are much less than last year’s budget.  Maybe Asha SV can look at supporting these, if it has to reduce the funding.
12. I remember that you mentioned that CIFF had undertaken an extensive study on PI and also the state condition, in terms of financial and also social impact. Is it possible to share these findings with us? I am having a lot of justification to do for this project (which is understandable, with ABL around). So any such info would be really useful.

CIFF has not yet given me a findings note that I can share.  I have asked them for it but they are also very busy and I cannot push them too much.

They have only given me an internal note that they circulated to their board before our project approval - which I unfortunately am not allowed to share.   Without giving you the note directly, I can tell you that the note spoke very highly of our program - particularly the reading program and expressed confidence that we can deliver the results and that it will be needed as an addition to ABL as there was enough evidence to show that ABL itself was not enough.  The note expressed a doubt about our math program and said that it was based on similar methodology as the reading and science, but needed to be proved further as it was not implemented on a larger scale.  This is why they agreed to support (with co-funding) 7000 schools for reading in the first year and 1000 schools for math in the first year - both to be expanded to 10000 schools in the second year.
Anyway - that CIFF has approved the funding grant for $ 4.8 million for 3 years: ($800,000 for program support for first year with a condition that for second year that we meet the targets, show results and get govt support and co-funding), is also proof that they believe this program will work and is needed.
A note about your having to justify the project
No.  I don’t agree that it is very understandable that you have to justify this project so much.  This only confirms my suspicion that Asha SV approved the project without agreeing with it or understanding it fully last year.   

I don’t want you or Asha SV to misunderstand me. We are very grateful for Asha SV’s support and thank you for it.   
But I also strongly believe that projects must be supported only when people are confident about the underlying assumptions and principles of a project.  I expect the donor to support an idea - to work with us to push the idea.  I don’t expect us to be convincing a donor after the project is approved.  I don’t mind spending a lot of time convincing a potential donor before the project is approved.   But once they approve, I expect that they understand our logic and our basis and will support us.  If they come back a year later and question the very basis of the project, then it is a very sad situation.

Every plan goes wrong - but that does not mean it fails.  As an implementer, I want to feel comfortable with my donor to say that plans need to change - keeping the goals fixed.  But for this we need to feel that the donor understands the basis.  As an implementer, I need encouragement from my donor - not constant doubts about the fundamentals of the project.  If every gap or problem or action by someone else is used to question the basis of the project, then the project is doomed to fail.
When there is no agreement on the fundamentals, it is a recipe for disaster.  What is being done is not understood.  What questions will be asked is not clear.  Maintenance costs and time shoot up.  
A lot of questions that you raise now must have been raised last year itself.   Was it not clear from the proposal that this project was a longer term affair and we were only asking for the first year funding?  Was it not clear that the funding needs will increase as the second year will have more components and there will be inflation?
Was it not clear that this was a very large scale project and so low cost that there would be very little monitoring?  How many projects have been done where the cost per child is Rs. 15?  How many projects aim to achieve so much with so little?  The only reason we are able to deliver so much is because we provide the materials and trust the teachers to use it.  
Let me explain the fundamental assumptions of this project (for which we have justifications, not proofs - that’s why it is assumption):

· Trust in people is the key: If we give materials that are easy to use and clearly effective, then lots of teachers and volunteers and children will use it.  We don’t need to monitor or check too much.  Not all may use - but many will.  With some pushing the number will increase further.  If most people don’t use it well - it is because we did not give the right materials.
· Nothing made once is good forever:  Animals and plants constantly evolve. As environment changes, they have to change too. Programs and materials and methodology need to evolve as they scale up and even as they are implemented because the environment constantly changes.  

· Big jumps often lead to failure.  Small mutations are the ones that add up:  That’s why we give materials in small quantities but continuously. ABL spent about Rs. 50,000 per school (materials + training) at one go - all gone within 4-5 months.  Now teachers are saying the materials are bad and not well thought out.  We spend Rs. 3000-4000 per school per year.  At this rate, we have 10 years to spend as much as ABL!!  By giving in small doses - we kept the best and help it sustain.  Also we can keep changing - that’s built into our system.

· Doing things Scale requires a continuous improvement system:  What the education system needs is not a methodology - but success.   This is possible only with continuous improvement.  It is important to do things on a large scale today - with gaps if needed.  Then keep improving till the gaps are filled and the overall system delivers results.

· Measure continuously, but believe only in long term results:  We keep measuring.  What if the results show negative changes?  Will we stop our work?  No- we will work harder.  The goal is fixed.  Measuring is just a way to tell ourselves how we are doing - it is a reality check.  Only when measures show the same results again and again and over a longer period of time, will be believe that the change is permanent.  

About ABL:  Steps are not proof of success.  Result is the ultimate proof:  Governments have always launched great programs for fifty years. Where are the results?  ABL is a government program.  Yes - a good govt program - but how many good govt programs have solved problems fully?  SSA is a good government program setting up so many schools - so why do we need any other NGO run schools?  Because there is NRHM, will we close health programs or livelihood programs because of NREGA?  Steps are good.  But they are not the end - until we reach the goal, we cannot leave the program in the middle.  Someone launching a program - even really good ones - is no reason for us to stop our work.  Let’s see the results first.  There are always a lot of slips between the cup and the lip.

While I am always happy thinking about questions and theoretical issues raised (after all I am an academic even if playing the role of an activist), I find that a lot of the questions you have raised are doubting the fundamentals of this project itself.   With so many doubts about the fundamentals of the project, I am surprised at how Asha SV approved the project last year.  

I re-iterate again that we are very grateful for Asha SV’s support last year.  It was timely and very useful.  But I don’t think Asha SV should support this project this year if it has so many doubts about the project.  That will only lead to more and more questions and doubts at a later stage and lead to a loss of morale on the field and waste everyone’s time.

I would urge Asha SV to only support the parts that it is fully convinced of.  If Asha SV thinks that the science program or community components make sense, then only those components must be supported.  But I would like Asha SV then to accept and understand the basis of these components fully before supporting the project.  Tomorrow, if the govt launches something else, we should not be questioned about why we are doing the program.  Yes - we can be asked to react to government actions (which we do constantly) - but we cannot be asked to wind up our program just because the govt finally lifts a finger and does something.
We value Asha SV’s partnership and support and want this relationship to last longer. But for that it is important that we both agree on the same long term vision for the project.  Then details and short term issues can be always discussed and sorted out.  But if the long term vision differs then it will always lead to problems.  If Asha SV prefers to work on a smaller scale with us, we are quite happy to do that as well.  But whatever the project, there must be agreement on the longer term vision.

Hope you understand.

Balaji Sampath

