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Dirha Suchans Project

Introduction

Aiming at positive impact on leaming achievement the Dirha Suchana Project had been
facilitating interventions since August 2002 that ensure disadvantaged children get off to a strong
start in the life-long journey of leamning: the name itself translates as Strong Beginnings and this
was just what the project is all about. The project facilitated the access of disadvantaged children,
particularly girls, in geographically remote rural settings in Sylhet Sadar, Zakigonj and Kanaighat
of Sylhet and Nasimagar of Brahmanbaria district, to quality learning opportunities. Interventions
that had been implemented in primary schools (70) and their catchments are in line with three
Intermediate Results (IR), those were -

IR-1: Children ready for school
IR-2: Mmmwnhmmammm
IR-3: A re empowernd to support school & education.

From the very beginning, the implementation process was an evolving one: it created room for the
potential stakeholders to take part in planning and implementing the different activitics in their
schools and communities. This strategy of giving ownership to the schools and communities from
the very beginning was an element of the project’s success. Ownership was given to a greater or
lesser extent depending on the intervention but was then increased gradually over the period of the
project. This ownership and empowerment of the peoples gave them a feeling of self worth. This
particularly shows by the amazing amount of volunteerism the project generated. In addition the
project had a great deal in facilitating the partnership among the education stakeholders which
gives an aspiration of common goal to be achieved. It is only to be hoped that it will be reflected
in the sustained activities over the months and years to come.
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In the first year the project had keen attention on building rapport with education stakeholders in
school and community and also focused on consistent development of staffs’ capacity alongside

OVERVIEW OF THE FIRST YEAR
(Sept 02 — Aug "03)

the implementation of project activities. To this end the sequential key steps were -

NN

Project launching ceremony

Area and School selection (considering the disadvantaged condition and their interest)
DS Project Orientation workshop at upazilla level

Planning meeting with schools and SMCs

Facilitate the following project intervention in primary schools and communities

i Reception and Oriemtation day (for grade 1 student) at primary Schools

ii. Set up and run (70+2 additional) 72 Home Based Pre-school (HBPS) with more than 1450
children (5+) in the adjacent comaumity of each primary School

iii. HBPS teachers capacity development through a series of formal and informal training
iv. Facilitate Parenting program (include Parenting session and Reading for Children) with more
than 1450 parents of HBPS children

v. Explore opportumity, set up and run Shishu Class with 850 children (5+) in 28 Primary School
along with school and SMC

vi. Shishu teachers' (vohunteer) capacity building through a series of formal and informal training

vii. Facilitated Reading Buddy & Mentoring (RBM) in 53 school (20 GPS+32 FIVDB school) with
more than 6400 children and 50 school teacher.

viii. Mobilized commmity people through CILS (Community Information & Learning Sharing) and
orgomized 39 SAG (School Assistance Groups). They activated themselves and started mobilizing
commnmnity resources and effort for school & education improvement.

ix. Facilitated Active Teaching Learning process in grade 1 & II through formal training workshop
and non-training element (facilitation} with school teachers. Aim was to change their perception
and attitude in favor of active teaching learning. To this end the project helped them in trying owt

The project also undertook the following major activities under study and research in that period:

i. Basecline assessment in the target areas

ii. Conduct Shishu class inventory

iii. Conduct Action Research on Reading Buddy and Mentoring Approach
iv. Prospective study of the qualitative component of the baseline
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OVERVIEW OF THE SECOND YEAR

{Sept ‘03— Aug '04)
Considering the project life span (2 years), the Dirha Suchana Project had a keen attention in the
second year to scale up all interventions and activities in the 70 Primary schools and their
communities. The project had also been keen to strengthen the capacity of education stakcholders
(like empowering HEPS mgt. committee and shifting more responsibility 1o them or capacity
building of SAGs which made them activated in mobilizing the community and advocacy in favor
of their school improvement plan). The project also focused in developing partnership smong
education stakeholder so that actors can play their role in a coordinated way in favor of better
education opportunity.
In the second year the project reviewed and accordingly strengthened the implementation process
and quality of different interventions. Some of the changes were like: introducing science &
environmental learning opportunities in HBPS and Shishu class curriculum, encouraging school &
SAG to arrange and offer the Reception & Orientation day for grade — | student in a different way
considering the pervious year, reduced the size of the Reading Buddy and Mentoring groups (from
30 pair to 20 pair) for smooth book transaction and introduce one more leader in each group (so one
from grade — IV & another one fro grade V) with vital role.

During the first part of the secomd year the project facilitated transition of preschool childrea (HBPS &
Shishu Class) to the respective primary school. During this period the School Assistance Groups (SAG)
were formed in the respective schools and started working alongside the school and SMCs to
mobilize parents and community people for their active participation in school improvement. The
project had its Annual Review Workshop (14-15 Jan ’04) in which different stakeholders, along
with DS staff from three project areas shared their findings, lessons leamed and challenges of the
last year. The review highlighted the importance of ownership of the DS imtervention in the
primary schools by the community, local level government officials as well as by the School
Management Commiittee.

During the Second part of the 2* year the project initiated the process of encouraging the concerned
stakcholders to gradually takeover more responsibility and be shifted in 8 New Phase where they
will be the owner and capabie to get support from other source like SUCCEED project.

In this period the devastating flood caused serious disruption of normal life and all activitics
related with education in July and August. A total of 58 primary schools (out of 70) were
suspended for a total period of 886 School Days (varies from 5 to 35 days). Similarty 53 HBPS
had to suspend their work for a total period of 848 HBPS days.

During the flooding period the project kept in regular touch with the schools and communities. The project
did some flood emergency respond along with the commumity people like cleaning & bleaching of school
and repairing of school tube well & latrine with the support from NGO Forum and Save the Children-USA.

During the last two quarter (Sept *04 - Jan *85) the project concentrated on strengthening the ownership
and facilitating the preparatory work for the coming year (beyond the project life) with the stakeholder
(mainly the school, SAG and the HBPS Operation Committee). The project amanged three Result Sharing
workshops with GO — NGO educational personnel at three project areas and a central (final) one to share
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Implications for SUCCEED

The lessons from this research could have been applied constructively to the DS project bad i
continued. Instead, we need to think about how, potentially, they might apply to SUCCEED. There
are some program implications first, and then thoughts about the research and monitoring.

DS has demonstrated that it is easier to change the behavior and expectations of children
and parents than those of teachers. But unless teachers are really equipped ©© respond to
and build on the capacitics of more abie and prepared children, the potential of these
children will obviously not be realized. This seems to call for not only much better and
more intensive training than DS was able to provide, but also a willingness on the past of
teachers to accept that their current approaches are not accomplishing much. It is not clesr
what it takes to reach the “hearts and minds™ of this many teachers, especially without the
full interest and cooperation of local education officials, who set the standard for seacher
engagement by controlling jobs and salaries. It is worth noting that Zakiganj, the one really
successful area in the DS project, was also the only area in which staff fch they had the full
cooperation and enthusiasm of the upazila education officer. It would seem vital for any
project of this kind to start by building this sort of relationship.

It is clear that prepared preschool children have the capacity to stimulste important changes
in teacher behavior. It is also clear that the relative presence of prepared and unprepared
children in a grade! classroom has an impact on classroom interactions and management,
and that we really do not have a good understanding of these dynamics. Nepal’s findings
suggested that a handful of ECD children can quite easily be integrated into a class with
positive results for all. BRAC’s findings suggested that a large proportion of preschoolers
can result in some real management issues. SUCCEED anticipstes that, with two
community-based preschools and a school-based preschool for each school caschment ares,
they should be able to prepere all children for grade 1, which should override these kinds
of issues. But if there arc schools where this turns out not 1o be the case, it might be worth
considering special support for the non-preschool children. This might entail something as
simple as a careful pairing of GPS/NPS children with prepared childrea who could mertor
and support them through the carly weeks and months.

There seems to be a critical need to respond to the very short contact time in grades | and
2. DS case studies indicate that even children who had been through preschool felt a
strong need for help outside of school in order to understand and complete their work, and
those families in most cases were unable to fill this need. This smail ssmple is not enough
to generalize from with confidence. However, it does stand to reason that an hour or two of
classroom time is not sufficient to accomplish much, especially if teachers are pressed o
make it through a set curriculum. Although a broad effort to provide children with more
learning opportumities outside of school would be extremely valuable, especially over the
long rum, it would probably not meet the need these childrent are expressing for assistance
on a daily basis just to help them cope with the next day’s class. There are a sumber of
ways in which fairly structured support outside the classroom could be provided - whether
through “homework clubs” which provide some trained support, though literate neighbors
who are willing to commit themselves to being available to a handful of children, or
though various child-to-child approaches. It seems that the important thing wouald be for
these kinds of arrangements to be structured and forma! in terms of their availability, bot
flexible and ad hoc in terms of their capacity 1 respond to a range of needs.

Although sttendance improved significantly in DS schools, and akhough preschool
children especially attend school more regularly, sttendance can still not be considered
adequate when 30 percent of children are absent on any given day. Attendance this low
obviously impedes progress for individuals and for the class as a whole, and complicates
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the teacher’s task. It would be well worth considering some more focused interventions %o
improve attendance in SUCCEED schools (for instance, some sort of prize or recognition
for the class with the best attendance each month, or for any child with 100 percemt
attendance, highly visible monthly or weekly attendance graphs posted in each school,
follow-up for any child absent more than 3 days 2 month etc..)

Some points regarding research methods:

Research can serve a number of purposes — providing formal outcomes for donors, or for
program learning after the fact; serving as a continual source of learning for program
thmu@themvohmtofpwgmnstaﬁ'mdumhmooﬁﬁhﬂmgb
awareness raising, involvement and empowerment for beneficiaries. In early discussions
with DS program staff, we decided to make use of DS staff as rescarchers becsuse of the
opportunity this would give them to understand the effects of their work and to give them
the chance to reflect on what they were doing. We recognized that this meant using
relatively simple tools and competing for time with the demands of the program. DS field
staff were extraordinarily committed to making sure data was collected — but the time
pressures were extreme. I don’t really know whether the benefits outweighed the burden. k
would have been interesting to have a debriefing discussion with staff at various levels w0
determine whether this decision was justified. It would also have been extremely valuable
to have much more intensive involvement of program staff at every level in the daa
analysis — since this is where the real leaming comes in. This was a wasted opportmity in
terms of staff development. The chance was not available however — an expression of the
fact that program needs tend to trump research/lcaming needs when there is a conflict in
time. This is necessarily, then, a partially-informed opinion, but we would foel that some
combination of a separate research team along with the involvement of program people in
some aspects of data collection might be the most workable situation. Given the few
opportunities we had to discuss their findings with ficld staff carying out case stadies, it &s
clear that these commitied young people were deeply interested in debating the effects of
the program, and that they had some valuable insights.
Involving community people in data collection and sharing results with them is clearly
another powerful way to take any program to a new level. The outcomes of the Ds project
can be shared with them. We would have recommended strongly at this point that time be
taken to disaggregate all results by school, anxd to present and discuss these findings with
the larger school commumity in the conwext of the more general findings, so that people
would have some sense of where their school stood in relationship to the larger effort. We
hope SUCCEED will be able to build in the time for this kind of activity. It seems w0 me W
be an cssential avenue for real sustainability.
A really questionable aspect of the DS research concemned the use of school records rather
than standardized test measures. The reasons for this choice have been discussed above. In
retrospect, and given more time and considerably more capacity, it would have been wise
to use a standardized tool (another reason, perhaps, for bringing in a more skilied resesrch
team.) But looking back, we would not have wanted to choose between them; we feel that
using the school records was extremely valuable. These are the practical measures that
determine whether or not a child moves ahead in school; they indicate how schools sad
teachers are responding to the interventions; they are measures that schools themseives and
local education officials are likely to respond to; the attention given to these measures, in
the case of DS, resulted in substantial improvements in school record keeping. A
combination of the two would be very useful, and each could shed light on the other (for
instance, by demonstrating how standards vary from school to school; by indicating the
extent to which standardized measures of leaming correlate with school results, and o
marks in specific subjects; by pointing to specific ways in which teachers may be failing to
build on the skills of their students, and so on.)
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The fact that the Zakiganj and Syihet Sadar schools will be part of the SUCCEED project
presents, as we have discussed, a monitoring dilemma. In the case of Zakiganj especially,
these schools are likely to have quite a diffevent baseline, and some thought will have © be
given to how to incorporate this. Regardless of how the overall monitoring decisions are
made, it seems that a separate small study of these children could serve as a valuable
advance guard — a way to demonstrate early on whether impacts are in fact fading in grade
two, whether the existing involvement of parents and community members provides a
measurable head start even for the non-preschool children, and so on.
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