
Isha Vidhya, Thoothukudi 
A Site Visit Report

Visited By: Ram (Asha Bangalore), Bhaskar (Asha Chennai)
Date: 11th and 12th  of June, 2009.
The school is about 20 kms from Thoothukudi town.  We took an autorickshaw on 11th  afternoon 
and reached the school after lunch time.  As with other Isha Vidhya schools I visited last year, the 
buildings are of the same design, well-lit, large and clean.  They are adding more classrooms and 
some construction work was also going on.  
We spent the whole of 11th afternoon till the school closed for the day and returned back to town in 
the school bus.  Bhaskar had to leave that night and I came back to the school on 12th morning and 
was there till 2 in the afternoon.  We met the students, teachers, a few parents and also the 
educational coordinator for the school.
Educational Outcomes
Bhaskar and I interacted with UKG students, 3rd standard students during their computer class and 
4th standard students in their classroom.  Overall we found the educational outcomes only average. 
We formed this opinion based on the children's abilities to understand English (in all classes), 
younger children's ability to identify simple things like names of colours, sing out rhymes (which 
they flatly refused) and 4th grade children's ability to do basic maths operations.  The 4th grade 
children had some difficulty in doing multiplication and I had asked some of them to repeat the 
multiplication tables not by reciting in the usual manner but by asking “what happens if 3 is added 
to 19.  Answer – 12.  What happens if 3 is added to 12 and so on...”.  Some of the 4th grade students 
even had difficulty in adding 2 repeatedly (Madhuran).  I then gave them a standard division 
problem “212 divided by 2” and only one student (Subhashini I think) got it correct.  Our 
impressionistic assessment is only average and when we asked the principal how she would rate the 
school she gave it a 2.5 out of 5.  So I think we were in agreement with that self-assessment.  But I 
wonder why the grades are so inflated then.  I remember talking to a student Pathrakaali (3rd  I 
think) and he could barely understand any English and could not say a full sentence in English, he 
has been graded 'H'!  How is this grading happening?  We need a better understanding.  If Asha 
wants to do a independent and systematic evaluation of the student's educational outcome we need 
to spend time and effort in that before we can make non-impressionistic comments.
School Processes
Now that the outcomes have been discussed we will look at some of the processes that we observed 
in the school.  

● The school provides adequate attention to physical infrastructure.  The classrooms are well 
provided and there are adequate bathrooms, play area and play ground.

● There is no dearth of learning materials.  I attended a crafts class and the children were 
provided with charts, papers, scissors etc.  There is a computer room and the children also 
use the computers for learning.  When we went there was a class doing basic arithmetic 
operations using a computer program.  The program was giving them simple addition and 
subtraction problems.  It did not look very sophisticated.  I have seen better programs from 
Mindspark which are more adaptive in their interaction and also provide additional input to 
the students if they are wrong.  Mindspark requires internet access, though.

● There are almost 350 students now.  The growth rate in terms of enrollment is very high. For 
this strength, there are 16 teachers, 7 non-teaching staff, 3 people in the administration and 3 
men for security and gardening.  They maintain a very good teacher-to-pupil ratio.

● The school charges 3000 Rs per year fees for KG and 3600 Rs per year for the grade classes. 
In addition the van fees ranges from 200-400 Rs per month depending on distance.  Uniform 
fee of about Rs. 925 is charged each year and books is Rs. 400 for KG and Rs. 500 for 
grades.



● Out of these 350 students, almost 220 are scholarship students.  These are children who 
cannot afford to pay the fee.  These students still pay Rs. 925 every year for uniform and the 
van fees if they are using the van.  From what I understand the scholarship students pay for 
the van usage.  But I see that in the accounts submitted for Asha they have transportation 
subsidy.  We need to understand this from Isha.  Also, it looks like all scholarship students 
in this school are not supported by Asha.  There are other students, especially from 
Thuthukudi town who seem to come from families which can afford this education.  The 
school has a mix of both economic backgrounds.

● I interacted with some of the students and asked them about the work that their parents do. 
There was a wide range from plumbers, painters, workers in a salt factory, accountant in a 
salt factory and small businessmen.  I also met a parent who was enrolling her boy in LKG. 
She had lost her husband and she is trying to make a living as a tailor in the nearby village.

● I attended a science, math and crafts class for the 4th standard.  Both science and maths were 
conducted from the textbooks, where the children had to work from a specific page in the 
textbook.  The science teacher (the principal) had brought a beaker of colored water with a 
plant in it to show the children how plants absorbed water.  She explained concepts and then 
asked the children to read out aloud from the book.  The children had difficulty in reading 
out fluently from the textbook.  The math class was also conducted from the textbook.  They 
were doing ascending and descending orders.  The problems from the board was also from 
the textbook.  As in most schools the academic activity seems to revolved closely around the 
textbook.  The school has chosen Navneet Publications textbooks.  It would be good to 
understand why they chose Navneet Publications.  Have they considered the NCERT 
English medium textbooks?  

● In the crafts class, the children were asked to draw the duck (the teacher drew it on the 
board).  They cut it out and stick it on chart paper which was coloured blue.  They then 
pasted bits of papers on the duck.  When I asked some of the children why they were doing 
it, they took some time to figure out what these bits of papers were!  The teacher encouraged 
all children and said their work was nice.  At the end of the session she picked three best 
output and displayed it to the class and explained why those three were good.  There was a 
round of applause for the three and then there was an applause for the whole class.  It was 
good to see the teacher being kind and encouraging but at the same time pointing what 
aspects of the craft work was done well.  The materials used were very expensive, for e.g. as 
paste they used fevicol sticks.  Even in the crafts class the children were constantly 
instructed on what to do, there was not much room for self-expression.

● An hour before I left I met the educational coordinator Raji.  She had come from the central 
team in Coimbatore.  She said she visits the school every three weeks.  She seems like a 
very enthusiastic and driven person.  She was part of Asha Eindhoven a few years back! She 
made a comment that this school was the one she liked the most.  I had a short discussion 
with her and the principal.  They were very open in discussing their issues and problems. 
They also felt that English as a language was not being adequately developed both among 
the teachers and the students.  They are figuring out ways to do it.  There was also a brief 
discussion about religion.  It seems in some of the other Isha Vidhya schools the parents had 
expectations that Isha would promote the “Hindu” religion and were disappointed.  Here in 
this school there are a lot of Christian children and teachers.  There was also a Muslim 
teacher in the school.  They chant Om in the prayer and it seems some of the children 
objected to it saying “we are RC (Roman Catholics)”.  The principal had to explain to the 
whole school what the meaning of the prayer was.  The group was quite comfortable 
discussing these issues and it seems to be clear in their mind that this is a secular school that 
was not giving importance to any specific religion.

Conclusion
The school definitely seems to provide access to reasonable quality education to children who 



would otherwise not be able to afford it.  How significantly higher this quality is as compared to the 
government schools in that area (which are free) is something that we need to look at more 
objectively.  Most of the school processes are impressive and are definitely better than the 
government schools.  The teachers seem motivated and confident.  There are adequate number of 
teachers.  They are well qualified.  The classroom environment is child-friendly.  There is no visible 
hierarchy, the principal teachers and educational coordinator all work together as a group.  The 
classroom teaching itself is of average quality, with teachers relying too much on textbook.  The 
school seems to fall into the same trap that most government schools and even private schools have 
fallen.  English being the medium of instruction seems like a big impediment.  Both teachers and 
students have not really acquired English as a language.  They seem to use it only in an educational 
context in a very limited sense.  This in turn acts as an impediment to children's learning as they 
find it difficult to comprehend what they read in English.  Most educationists agree that primary 
schooling is most effective in the language that the children know already (mother tongue).  But 
market pressures make parents want to send their children to English medium schools.  This works 
to a reasonable extent in middle class households where there is enough English (newspapers, 
television news, books, magazines etc.).  But for children of this economic and geographical 
background there is almost no English outside the school environment.  If the school still chooses to 
be an English medium school, it needs to make a lot more effort in children acquiring English as a 
language and not just as a tool for reading textbooks and writing exams.  Overall, in terms of 
processes the school definitely has a higher quality than government schools.  To make the same 
claim for outcomes, we have to actually do a comparative study between this school and some of 
the government schools in that area.  We have not been able to do anything meaningful on that 
front.  So our reporting is just impressionistic.  Our impression is that the educational outcomes 
have been average in the school.


