Call between GiveWell and Pratham, 01/12/12

GiveWell: Elie Hassenfeld and Alexander Berger

Pratham: Shayak Banerjee

GiveWell: Could you tell us a little about your role at Pratham?

Pratham: I'm the head of the “program review and management team,” primarily focused on Read India. I also handle donor management and reporting.

GiveWell: We've read your website and spoken with Pratham representatives before, but could you tell us a little more about the organization?

Pratham: Sure. The organizations is currently being consolidated under four main verticals:

· Read India, which covers our preschool and primary school programs in both rural and urban areas. Read India used to just to refer to a program that used volunteer teachers in rural areas, but it now also includes our urban programs.

· Assessment Survey Evaluation Research (ASER), which is responsible for conducting nationwide survey of learning levels in India. The government publishes input data, but not outcomes, so ASER collects that information. ASER is also now envisioned as broader research and evaluation unit, doing social audits and studies for other government bodies, foundations, and agencies.

· Pratham Council for Vulnerable Children (PCVC), which rehabilitates child laborers and vulnerable children. We're not planning to expand PCVC, which is already fairly autonomous within Pratham.

· Pratham Institute, which focuses on vocational education and skill-building for older students.

GiveWell: Can you tell us the distribution of resources across those four programs?

Pratham: It's roughly 75% Read India, two thirds of which is rural and one third of which is urban, and then the rest is divided across the three other verticals. I can share a document with that breakdown with you.

GiveWell: Can you say a little bit about the difference between the rural and urban versions of Read India?

Pratham: Sure. Read Indian Urban (RIU) and Read India Rural (RIR) have the same goals, but they are very different programs. RIR is a lower cost program, and reaches around 2.4 M kids, while RIU is higher cost and reached 450K. RIR had a volunteer model, often relying on a college-going youth who is trained to run classes, though now we give a computer or spoken english course in exchange for teaching. RIU uses paid teachers or volunteers with a stipend.

GiveWell: Are you planning to expand Read India?

Pratham: RI isn't going to expand geographically, we're changing the model. Right now in RIR, we run a “Block Excellence Program.” At Pratham, a block is 100 villages. We have rural volunteers with some education, usually high school, and get them to teach at the primary school level. We recruit and train the volunteers, and they typically run classes for about 4 months. Those could be in government schools, sometimes during school hours, or in other public or private spaces. During the 4 months when they're teaching, we give them a class computer or spoken English in exchange. After 4 months, 60-70% of volunteers have stopped teaching, though we recruit a new batch of volunteers to teach the children during the next period, so they have two rounds of classes per year. The goal of the Block Excellence Program is to try to get the government to adopt improved pedagogical techniques. Wherever we can partner with the government, we do. We currently train government teachers in 5 states. The BEP has been the main focus of RI for the last couple of years. Major funds for this program covers us through 2013.

GiveWell: What pedagogical techniques are you trying to get the government to adopt?

Pratham: The problem is that existing syllabi aren't in tune with what kids know; the textbooks assume children are much further along than they actually are. We train teachers to differentiate education to get students to basic levels of competency in reading fluency, comprehension, and arithmetic.

GiveWell: Can you tell us a bit about your funding situation?

Pratham: We have some program-specific funding, and then unrestricted. Typically unrestricted funding fills gaps around the program-specific funding. RI works in 250 districts. A grant from the Hewlett Foundation covers 60%, and then the other 40% of the RI budget comes from unrestricted funding. I can consult with someone and find the actual breakdown of unrestricted funding across the verticals.

GiveWell: Are you still working with JPAL?

Pratham: JPAL evaluated the first phase of Read India in 2007-2010, and that study came out around 6 months ago. For the last year, we have been working with them on a new study of the effect of mother's literacy on children's learning levels.

We also do a lot of internal evaluation: ASER assesses the BEP program. They're designed testing tools and a structure for that evaluation, in all 250 RIR BEP districts. ASER tests whether the blocks are significantly improving. It's not an RCT, but we do know at the block level what learning levels look like. We're trying to convince the government, and the evaluation of BEP helps us do that. They pick 25 schools in each block (randomly), and about 50 kids from each school are selected for testing. The tests are designed keeping in mind the students expected competencies. One problem is that in each sample, some of the students are helped by Pratham while others aren't, and we have a hard time tracking which do receive our services. As a result, we haven't been able to compare the Pratham and non-Pratham kids well, but we have do have the results over time. I should be able to share these internal evaluations with you.

GiveWell: You mentioned that the Read India program is evolving. Can you tell us what it's moving into?

Pratham: Over the last couple years we've been preparing to move into the middle and high school levels; the educational problems are there at every level. The idea is to start centers, catering to 10-12 villages, for the educational needs of those surrounding villages. With this center-based model, called “Pratham Open Schools,” we're going to youths and asking about their academic needs. They want help completing high school. The older students either pay a small fee or teach kids in order to get those services. The other offerings would be more vocational, like computers, spoken English, soft skills, or income-generation for girls (sewing, tailoring, barbering). Middle school teaching would be by a combination of Pratham faculty and volunteers. This is what we're piloting now.




