Site visit report to Eurekachild project in and around Sholinghur town in Vellore district in Tamil Nadu.

Sites visited: 

1. Balwadi

2. Government school 1

3. Government school 2

4. AID Resource Center - Discussion with Block Resource Persons

5. CLC 1

6. CLC 2

Conducted by Ajay Gupta

Affiliation: Asha Bangalore
All these sites were covered in one day (Friday, 29th Jan 2010) which started at 10:00 am and ended at about 8:00 pm. 

Some background:  Eurekachild was started because even though the enrollment rate was quite high in Tamil Nadu (around 97%) it was seen that the quality of learning was abysmal.  Further investigation into the causes revealed that children used to memorize the text and not really learn the underlying skills of reading and comprehension.  Mathematical skills were also not learnt properly by the children because it was not fun and not relevant to their lives.  Further, the under-resourced home environments of most of these children also meant that parents could not help their children in learning since in many cases they did not have the knowledge or the means to do so.

The approach taken by Eurekachild was to make the goal of primary education the acquisition of skills rather than the acquisition of knowledge, make the learning of these skills interesting and fun for the child and supplement the education in different ways to reinforce the concepts learnt at school.  

Two remarkable features of the reading and math intervention program of Eurkachild are its scale and its assessment-based approach.   

The program is implemented across 10 districts in Tamil Nadu and reaches many hundreds of thousands of children.  By periodic evaluation of the skills learnt by the children, the progress of the program is gauged and the program altered if needed.  

The Bridgeway-Asha Chicago program funds the supplementary initiatives of the Eurkachild program in the form of Balwadis resources and Community LEarning Centers (CLCs).  Most of these schools cater to children from low-income families and it is especially important to supplement the learning in schools for such children to improve learning levels.

Below are some of my impressions and takeaways from the various sites visited.

1.   Many of the children were quite engaged and enthusiastic at the sites visited.  This was especially true when the students were learning in small groups, which is the method favored by AID-India in Eurekachild and has also been adopted by the Tamil Nadu government for its schools.  This method is called activity-based learning (ABL).

2.  AID-India supplies the material for some for the ABL activities.  When I asked the school head master about the usefulness of the material from AID-India he mentioned that certain things were only supplied  by AID-India, e.g., material for English reading and comprehension.  Also, the schools have persons from AID-India called Block-Resource Persons visiting them regularly and this serves as an important link of feedback to AID-India about the supplied material.

3.  The BRPs are paid staff and visit and monitor progress in a few schools in each of their respective blocks.  In the discussion with the BRPs, it emerged that though their presence may initially have been grudged, once the assessment was done and the problem realized, the situation was usually accepted by the panchayat members and school teachers.  Over time with the use of new methods and material results in improvement of the students performance, the BRPs have even been given gifts by the school teachers/panchayats for helping in bringing about the difference.

4. The CLCs (Community Learning Centers) are places where the children gather every evening for 1-2 hours after school and engage in various activities.  Each of these CLCs is managed by one or more unpaid volunteers in the village.   The material - books and experimental set-ups supplied by AID - ensures reinforcement of the concepts learned in school.  These places also nurture other aspects in students, e.g., participation in dramatics.  These centers also engage with the adults in the village and create an environment of parental involvement in children's welfare and learning.

5. The Balwadis are not very good-quality in government schools and children entering the 1st class in government schools are usually behind in character/number recognizing skills, motor skills and enunciation skills as compared to their high-income and private-school going counterparts.  The materials supplied to thse Balwadis helps overcome these learning gaps. 

6.  The culture of fun in learning and the lack of fear that the AID-India Eurekachild program engenders is quite impressive.  Earlier children used to be told that they should treat books and other materials carefully whereas AID-India's approach is one where they tell the children that they should treat the books and activity based game-material carefully but it is alright if it is damaged.  The activity based method also makes the matter more interesting than the pedagogic teacher-student interaction of the past.   

7.  AID India has a monthly newsletter where many well-performing teachers are recognized in print and this really helps in acknowledging and highlighting outstanding efforts and achievements.

8.  Many of the AID-India personnel (Gowri - Project Manager for CLCs, Shyam - Project Manger for the Focus Village program?, Samu - the District Program Coordinator, various BRPs) that I interacted with during the site visit formed a close-knit community and there was a sense of doing something worthwhile.  Their dedication, energy and enthusiasm was wonderful to see first-hand. 

9.  In one of the government schools, the headmaster was quite insistent that the activity based methods had made the government schooling better than private schooling.  Though broad-based surveys about student learning don't agree with this conclusion, it was heartening to see the belief that this headmaster had in the new activity-based system.

10.  AID-India provides many teacher training camps and helps teachers in successfully incorporating the new activity-based methods in the classroom.

In summary, based on the brief one-day visit, my impressions are favorable. 

I think AID-India has done a good job in building an ecosystem of providing fun materials for learning, supplementing the teaching in various ways and using objective methods to assess progress.  The large scale of the project and the low cost per child makes this project an exemplary one.  

