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           20th October 2012
Dear sponsors and supporters,

In the last year that we reported to you, our school had official government recognition/accreditation through the primary 8 level (age 13-14), while we were operating lower and senior secondary levels (equivalent to GCSEs and A-levels) by registering our girls through a secondary school owned by family friends several villages away. This meant that our girls were registered for sitting these key exams (GCSE and A-levels) at another school, while they actually attended our school, and we reported last year that 17 out of 18 pupils received the highest category of marks.
There have been many considerable change to government policy, with the authorities requiring all non-government schools to re-apply for accreditations for all levels. This entailed much work for Gaurav, driving between different government departments in different cities, and going through great frustration and administrative hurdles. We chose to apply for accreditation for pre-primary through primary classes (ages 3-10) from the Basic Education Board; we also had to apply for the upper primary through lower-secondary levels (ages 11-16) from the Uttar Pradesh State Board. A long, painful journey finally resulted in these accreditations being granted in mid-2012. Therefore, in July 2012 the class starting their first year of GCSE studies were the first of our secondary level students to start the year both officially and actually as students of our school. 
Due to the new regulations put in place by the government, we know that we have no chance of gaining accreditation for the senior secondary (A-level) level, and therefore we have decided not to continue offering this level, and the school will now run only through GCSEs. In late Spring 2013, the final group of pupils we brought through senior secondary level will complete their A-levels with us (but taking the examinations through another school); these are the pupils who were our oldest class (primary 4) when we started the school back in July 2004.  
This was a difficult decision in the face of the impossibility of providing all the facilities required for upper secondary education. In order to gain the accreditations we have now got, we were forced to undertake major building works within the compound. We had to build two science labs in addition to the computer room that we reported to you last year, and these had to meet regulations in terms of size, which is larger than was actually needed. We also had to build three more classrooms. Due to this need to meet government standards in number and types of rooms, we are still working towards equipping the computer lab and library built in 2011-2012, as all available funds (coming primarily from our own personal income) had to be diverted to building and other costs of gaining government accreditation.  
The examination results for last year's GCSE completers were extremely good, and better than the year before. Encouragingly, all the girls have gone on to senior secondary schools in other locations; none of them dropped out of education as a result of our ceasing to take A-level pupils. There has been much change in the region in the last 9 years, with more availability of relatively affordable schools. 
We have reported in previous reports on the massive and ongoing teacher recruitment drive on the part of the government which has made our task of finding good and dedicated teachers so difficult (because we cannot hope to pay as highly as government teachers in Uttar Pradesh). This recruitment drive is finally coming to an end, meaning that the hitherto ongoing threat of losing our teachers to the government will be coming to an end this year. We have in the interim not focused on changing pedagogy and developing teachers to use more modern, child-centred methods, partly because of the high turnover of personnel, and partly because of the major focus we had to put on gaining government accreditation, the rules of which (regrettably) do not touch on the quality of teaching and learning actually taking place within the classroom! We hope to move forward in the coming years to be able to develop the staff to a greater degree than previously. One area where work has continuously been done with teachers is to change the way they speak to children. In Indian schools it is common for teachers to speak down to pupils, using words like 'stupid' and 'useless'. We have been striving continually with our teachers to make them understand how counter-productive this attitude is, to make sure that everyone connected to our school is treated with respect, and to ensure that children feel encouraged, confident, and fearless. This is an ongoing battle and has to be repeated with all incoming teachers! However as a general rule, the young ladies who work with us generally tend to have nurturing and caring attitudes with regard to the pupils.

Currently we have ten children living in the school with the teaching staff; these children are from too far away, or there are particular difficulties within the child's household that means that it is better for them to board with us than to potentially miss out on their education. The children living there study hard and play hard, having great fun playing around the farm yard. 

We plan to write to you more frequently about the school and apologise for the infrequency of our communications. We hope you will continue to bear with us due to the juggling task that is our lives! And in that area, there has been more change: I am now living and working in Paris with the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), since I took up the post in November 2011 of research officer on the Education for All Global Monitoring Report, which examines all countries' annual progress towards the 2015 Education for All goals, related to the Millennium Development Goals (you can see the report online at http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/leading-the-international-agenda/efareport/). Gaurav is spending half of his time in Paris and half in India, working with the school and is about to start working for a UK government-funded education programme working with the Government of India to improve their own state secondary schools.  I will be going to India later this year, while Gaurav will be returning there at the end of this month for some time.  Rosemary is well and continues to reside at Blackwell, Carlisle and is, as ever, keen to answer any queries about the school (tel. 01228 510 362). We enjoyed a relaxing, if unseasonably warm Christmas in Carlisle with the family and hope your holidays have been equally relaxing. 
Many thanks for your continued support and please do not hesitate to contact us with any questions (email me at jharma@free-school.org).

Sincerely,
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Joanna Härmä
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