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                   4 July 2006, updated 10 July 2006 
Where we are now

On the second anniversary of our opening (4 July), we are pleased to announce that we have recently come to the end of our second successful running year, and as of the 1st of July have embarked on our third.
The girls and teachers have done very well indeed.  Gaurav and I have had the pleasure of spending the half year from the end of October 2005 to April 2006 in the village, and so we got to see the school on a day-to-day basis.  I was doing my fieldwork for my PhD on primary schooling in the same state, Uttar Pradesh.  My research was focussed on villages in the surrounding area.  I spent a good deal of time in the school, observing entire days in each class, and some days helping to fill in when a teacher had to go sit exams for their degrees.  I worked with the teachers at the end to encourage them to keep improving, and I was very encouraged by their response. Our teachers have vastly surpassed my expectations, and I could hardly have been happier with the way our school is going. 
As part of my research we visited 26 schools in the area, and what we observed was very dismal.  There is no accountability and no motivation to do well, so by the time I started spending real time in our school, I was blown away by the difference.  Our teachers actually care about the children, and really show love and respect for them, and an interest in their progress and well-being.  They do not just assign a chapter in a book for students to read by themselves, they stand in front of their classes all day, actively and tirelessly teaching the material, answering questions and correcting mistakes.  They go over the material time and again, especially for example in Maths, to ensure understanding.  I really felt that there was very little difference between our school and a school any of you would be used to, in the way the material is taught.  

There is much attention paid to each child, and when a child is seen to be struggling, they are helped to catch up.  We have started a programme of out-of-hours attention which has become incredibly popular with the parents.  This consists of a child, and often two, three or four children at a time, staying over night on the school campus with the teachers (all of whom are caring young women) in their accommodation, to go over their weak points in the evenings.  Children often stay for a week and benefit greatly from this.  This does not happen in other Indian schools, and parents usually have to pay for such extra help.  The children really enjoy the experience as well, as they all seem to genuinely love and respect their teachers.  They also get to play with their friends after studying!

The year’s syllabus material was covered in very good time, leaving plenty of time to revise the material in class, to ensure retention and prepare for end-of-year tests.  The CD we have enclosed was filmed during this revision period, so there are scenes where you see the children getting on with their own revision quietly at their desks, or asking teachers to check material.  

Our future plans 

 This year we have had an increase of almost 60 new pupils, and we have added class 6, taking us beyond the primary phase.  We therefore now have 8 classes, including our two kindergarten classes.  We have 8 classrooms, so for now we are doing just fine and there is ample space for all.  However, we have already started to build a new, separate block of three rooms for the kindergarten and class one, in preparation for next academic year when we will need one more room than we have at present.  We have had some fund raising done for us during the summer by a dedicated supporter in London which is making the start of this work possible, however we do not at present (October 2006) have enough funds to finish the building and will require more.  We have also built a proper kitchen and eating area since the start of the new school year, and improved the security situation for the teachers’ accommodation.  We have also done some finishing work on the main school building, which needed to be done.  We plan to expand only through class 8 (in two years’ time) and keep it at that level for some years, while we build up the infrastructure and management required to handle even more expansion.  We want to consolidate our achievements and not overstretch ourselves too early on, however, we would like eventually to be able to take our girls through high school which will mean adding a further four classes.  
Yours sincerely,  

Joanna Härmä on behalf of myself, Gaurav Siddhu and the rest of us at the school
