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Learning adventures in Indian Villages 
ɀInnovations stumbled upon during a field visit 

Running MindTree Foundation exposes us to new learning every day with every interaction. More 

often than not, just plain realities of life. But learning, nevertheless.  During a recent field visit, I had 

ŀƴ άƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊƭƻŀŘέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛƎƎŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƻǘŜΦ 

State of affairs in Indian primary education 

Out of every 100 children who enroll into the primary school system in India, about 85 children drop 

out before end of the secondary school.  Almost all the progress we have made leading to tags such 

ŀǎ άƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅέΣ άǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅέΣ άLƴŘƛŀ {ƘƛƴƛƴƎέ ŜǘŎ ƘŀǾŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ 

15% who managed to squeeze through! Imagine what can happen even if we manage to push the 

needle by another 10%. This is one of the biggest motives for Primary Education being a core charter 

for MindTree Foundation. 

In spite of all the controversy on RTE, a sizeable population actually manages to enroll in schools. 

More than 95% get that opportunity. There are 45000 schools in Karnataka . 127 such schools in just 

Kanakapura Taluk alone. 

It is what these kids get (or do not get) as inputs for learning along the way that leads to the high 

drop out rate. Forget computers and such. When we started our second version of the Life Skills 

ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¦ǘǘŀǊŀƘŀƭƭƛ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ {ŎƘƻƻƭΣ ǘƘŜ !ǎǎǘΦ ƘŜŀŘƳŀǎǘŜǊ ǿŀǊƴŜŘ ǳǎΦ ά¸ƻǳ Ǝǳȅǎ ŀǊŜ 

starting the program by asking the kids in the 8th grade to respond to a questionnaire. Many of our 

kids have come in from village primary schools, after finishing 7th grade. They do not know how to 

ǊŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘŜΦ ¸ƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀƴŘ ƘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƛƭƭŜŘΦέ  .¢²Σ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŎǳǊƛƻǳǎΣ 

ǘƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƛŎƪ ά¸Ŝǎέ ƻǊ άbƻέ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŜƳΦ Lƴ YŀƴƴŀŘŀΦ LƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƪƛŘǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

faced with daily trauma when forced to learn with 100 other kids in the same room who are miles 

ahead of them in scholastic capabilities. Little wonder so many drop out. 

We recently tied up with an NGO called Sikshana which is quite active in this 

sector. They support 400+ schools in Karnataka. Their intervention costs just 

INR 500 per year per student, but produces significant level of improvement 

in the scholastic and attendance levels in almost all their schools.  The chil-

dren in these schools read and write at much above the prescribed levels. 

What is more, there is also a trend of reverse migration from private 

schools to government primary schools they in a few of their schools.  

Their charter to have a clear exit strategy by enabling the local population 

take over their work in each of these villages is critical to us.  So is their goal 

of making their process repeatable and scalable and integrate it into the 

larger program of the state education machinery.  

As we progressed in our initial discussions, we learnt a few of their key innovations. 



Paper Bank ς A major problem of children from village schools is their inability to write. The reason? 

No paper to practice. Yes! Many of these children can not afford the stationary to practice writing 

and attain the required proficiency. The free notebooks given by the government (that too only for 

certain communities) are too limited for them to be used for such practice.   

{ƛƪǎƘŀƴŀΩǎ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ? Every child in Grades 5-7 gets 5-10 A4 sheets of paper every week, to practice 

writing. When she is done, she can turn in the sheets and get another set of sheets. No Questions. 

No limits.  I have personally seen the result of this intervention ς such beautiful handwriting in the 

remotest of villages ς both Kannada and English. Any class teacher in any school will be proud to 

have such children in her class! 

Class Library. 

The root cause of children unable to read well even at the 7th grade? No practice. Many villages lack 

decent alternate reading material. No local libraries. Not even news papers for the child to practice 

at home. How will the child ever be proficient in reading? 

{ƛƪǎƘŀƴŀΩǎ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΚ Build class libraries with books chosen by the children. Any book, as long it is in 

the prescribed age group and is in either English or Kannada. Pratham books are recommended, 

since they are more tuned to the Indian reader. Each child is recommended to read one book every 

week. Again I have been in remote village class rooms where books are read fluently, dictionaries 

used without prompting and prodding by teachers.  

 

One Laptop per school. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ {ƛƪǎƘŀƴŀΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΦ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ 

centers are strictly controlled even in well equipped Private Schools. In Sikshana supported schools, 

each school has a Laptop with open source software and applications preloaded (No DVD and CD 

support ς will talk about this later). The Laptops are freely handled by children and even taken home 

to do projects in rotation if required. I remember visiting one village school where the 4th standard 

girl was coaching her class teacher how to open files and operate the laptop!!! 

Apart from this, the teachers  are trained in TQM and in setting specific annual goals for their school. 

Sikshana monitors and guides the progress of the school on a regular basis through identified men-

tors. They also provide discretionary funds to the schools to implement programs of their own 

choice ς some have chosen to create a garden while some have set up local competitions/games. 



¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴȅ bDhΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ {ƻ L ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƴƻǘƘπ

ing new when we went for the first field evaluation of their activities in our selected schools after 

signing the MOU. I was wrong.  

Learning from the Field visit. 

 

Management co-operation ς The NGO believes that sustainable improvement will happen only with 

both the Principal AND the teachers work in complete cooperation towards that goal. A major por-

tion of the evaluation by Sikshana mentors is on this aspect. This is highlighted in reviews and 

stressed as an important requirement for the school grading.  

Community Involvement ς As a foundation for self sufficiency, the program expects the local com-

munity ς especially parents of the children ς to be actively involved in the development of the chil-

dren and also the welfare of the school. To this effect the mentors visit the homes of the parents, 

deal with local community leaders and gain their confidence and support.  

Scalability: In spite of the immense goodwill generated by volunteer programs, the biggest chal-

lenge is to keep the volunteers. In a program like the Sikshana, this could be a severe limiting factor 

for success and scaling. {ƛƪǎƘŀƴŀΩǎ {ƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ Κ Hire local village youth, who are mostly unemployed, 

train them and deploy them to become mentors to their schools.  Their part time (one day a week) 

salaries keep the expenses under control, while creating sustenance and confidence in the youth. 

Since they are local, their acceptance within the community is also high. They get to do their own 

work on other days. Sikshana subsidizes the cost of higher education for these mentors. And, to 

train the local administrators for the eventuality of directly funding these mentors, they are made to 

Ǉŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻŎƪŜǘǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ {ƛƪǎƘŀƴŀΩǎ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻŎƪŜǘǎΗ 

Visible  Health Tracking System  : The most interesting innovation I noticed was this: 

 

 

 

 

 


