Room to Read (http://www.roomtoread.org)

GiveWell staff members Holden Karnofsky, Simon Knutsson, and Natalie Stone visited a Room to Read library in Delhi and spoke with Room to Read India Director Sunisha Ahuja and other staff members
GiveWell: What is your role and background?

Sunisha: I got associated with Room to Read India way back in 2003.  I basically founded the India office. I was the country director for 5 yrs until March 2008. Thereafter I moved into the Asia regional office for Room to Read which is also based in New Delhi and I was the regional program director, looking after programs and supporting program teams in 7 of the Asian countries where we're implementing our program currently.  I moved back to the India office as country director this July.  Previous to this I've always worked within development, started my career working with an implementing organization based in Delhi.  I worked there as a program director.  That agency used to run day care centers for children of construction workers. I've worked with CARE and on a government of India program for the improvement of education quality. I was working with CARE as a tech specialist on an early childhood education program, when the opportunity with Room to Read India came in and it was very interesting in terms of my being able to try to create something on my own, which in itself was a great experience.  We're now locally licensed as an NGO, and have created a new program. I think it was really a calling to my own internal entrepreneurial abilities.  Education is an area that I've always worked in: looking at early childhood education, education for children out of school, etc. I had worked on a very large government program and worked with 8-10 provincial governments. Given that I was working on a government program I knew what the provincial priorities were. In the year 2000 the government announced its own flagship program on education for all, within which improvement of education was a priority, and the focus on education of girls was another priority.  Both the Reading Room program and the Girls’ Education program fit into those priorities very appropriately.

Room to Read Program Manager: The program manager looks after the national office.  I work as a program manager for the Reading Room program.  It's spread over 8 states in India. My role is as technical person here is to understand what are the challenges we're facing in terms of program design, how can we constantly innovate our programs so they're best suited to local needs, and broadly how to ensure that our program is constantly complementing the government programs.

GiveWell: What are the challenges you face?

Room to Read Program Manager: The real challenge is to ensure we preserve the spirit of the library program while ensuring that government programs for education enhancement are complementing the program.  Now that the government is doing libraries, we are partnering with it.  It is now a conducive environment for the program.

GiveWell: What's your background?

Room to Read Program Manager: I am a bachelor of education from Delhi. After that I got an M.A. in sociology. Then I was working with the technical specialists making sure that the funds spent by the state government are being spent in the right spirit, and that everyone learns from the challenges.

GiveWell: What are your goals?  How do you know whether you're succeeding or failing?
Sunisha: We have two pillars of our organization: literacy and the girls' education.  This has come out of a strategic plan that we did last year.  Through our literacy programs we're trying to get children to become independent readers.  There are five components. One is to have children have access to a variety of local, culturally-relevant books, two is to build professional capacity of teachers such that they're able to work with children in building their reading skills and developing a reading habit amongst children.  A third thing we're trying to do is get schools to become more of a learning environment instead of just being a building.  Fourth is community engagement, which is a cornerstone in terms of sustainability.  Fifth is government advocacy.  
In this program there are two broad outcomes we're looking at. One is that children will have grade-appropriate skills and two is that they'll develop a habit of reading.  One of the things that we have started to do in the last two years is a literacy pilot program in three states called PREP. Teachers are trained in implementing the program. We've tried to identify the gaps in the textbooks and also brought in tools which the children can use as self-learning material. An example of self learning material would be the workbooks. Children write in their workbooks individually and it reinforces what has been taught by the teacher earlier. An external agency did a baseline study that involves student assessments There will be also be an end-line survey in March next year so that we can  measure the change in children's reading skills. The study has control schools and pilot schools that are involved in the study. The study is funded by the Hewlett Foundation.  
We have a monitoring framework for the Reading Room program. There are 12 global indicators around which we measure the progress of our program. Most of these are output indicators, looking at whether the schools have been able to build in a specific slot of time for the library, how many teachers have received training, how many books have been provided to the schools, etc. We have also initiated a longitudinal study, again being done by a third party.   The goal of the evaluation is to help Room to Read (RtR) understand how the Reading Room (RR) program works to create literate environments for children. The two main research questions that we hope to answer are: 1) What is the impact of the RR program on students’ reading habits and attitudes towards reading?  2) How do different school and student background characteristics (e.g., teacher attitudes towards reading, the existence of a reading curriculum in schools, students’ home languages, and parents’ education and attitudes towards reading) influence the effect of the RR program on students’ reading habits and attitudes towards reading?

Answers to these questions will not only tell us how our libraries affect children’s views and habits towards reading  but will also help us to identify other factors in children’s lives that influence their relationship with reading. This is information that may prove useful as we try to maximize the RR program’s effect on children. Furthermore, answers to the above questions may help us to determine which of our library models are most effective (and in which contexts) and what differences (if any) the intervention may have on students depending on the length of time RtR has supported the intervention in the school.
GiveWell: Is the PREP evaluation a randomized controlled trial? 

Sunisha: The PREP evaluation uses a set of control schools and compares student outcomes in the PREP schools with those of students in control schools. The selection of schools and students is on a random basis. However, this is not a randomized experiment. At this stage, we cannot plan a randomized trial based evaluation for the following reasons:

1. For a randomized trial we need to implement the different components in different sets of schools to try and understand the contribution of each component or a group of components to the learning outcomes. PREP is a comprehensive package. At this stage—the final year of the pilot—we are still consolidating the comprehensive package and we cannot try out parts of the package in different sets of schools as required in a randomized trial

2. We work in about 11-110 schools in each state. That is not a big enough number to set up randomized trials.

That being said, we are implementing student assessments in a representative sample of PREP schools and control schools in 2010 and 2011. We are also undertaking certain other research and documentation that will help us analyze the impact of PREP and the different factors that seem to be crucial. For example, we are undertaking process documentation that will help the team to reflect on program implementation and strategies for improvement.

To take a step back a moment, we started the Read India program in 2003 and one of the things that was different in India was the fact that we could locally choose what material to put inside the classrooms; we could buy local language books.  In other countries Room to Read really began as book donation program. Because we were able to put books in the local language we very soon realized that children could not read, grade 5 students could not read a grade 2 textbook.

We initially amongst ourselves discussed what it is that we needed to do. We thought it was a simple problem to solve. We got a grant from a donor  to create a reading kit and we agreed with the donor  that we would implement this reading kit in the specific schools that the donor  was going to fund for the reading room program. When we got down to developing the reading kit, we realized it was a lot harder than we had figured.  It required an instructional design; it required a different kind of capacity building, and professional development plan for the teachers. It was much bigger project than we had thought it would be when we had initially discussed it with the donor that was sponsoring the project.  Today after having done that pilot, we now know how to select schools. We need to select schools where language and literacy are more homogeneous, for example. We can't do it where children come from different home language backgrounds. The evaluation is based on the donor-funded schools. We have thought about doing a randomized controlled trial with our future rollout.

As far as monitoring in general, district programs report to provincial offices, which report to the national office. At the district level we either have our own monitoring team or we do monitoring through our NGO partners.  Each monitor in our monitoring team is responsible for 8-12 schools so each school should get visited two times per month.  We are beginning to make it 8 schools per monitor because we think each school needs to be consistently visited two times per month. We have meetings where monitors share their site visit reports, and we've built these tools a grading system. The grading is on the basis of the resources at the school as well as the usage. The teams basically then discuss the status. We follow up with government officials. We want government to take ownership.  

We now have a global solutions database. We upload the indicators. How many books are getting checked out, how many libraries are available to the children, etc.  It is also possible to generate reports.  Once you take the information to a collective level of a district it becomes easier to understand the broader picture. The government looks up to us as a technical resource body. The government says “we like your model so why don't you do the training and we'll pay for the rest.”
GiveWell: Could you give an example of a time when you used the data you collect?

Sunisha: When we started recording data on the number of teachers trained, we learned that training one person per school isn't sufficient. We now train three: the teacher in charge, another teacher, and the headmaster. As a result, in the case of staff turnover at the school, there is more than one teacher who has been trained on how to maintain and support the ongoing use of the library.  

GiveWell: What is the difference between a school that receives a grade A and one that received a grade C in your system?
Sunisha: We use a set of indicators. Those indicators are derivative of the global indicators. For example, have the materials been displayed and put in their proper place, is there a set place and time for children to use the library, are the library records being maintained, are books checked out regularly, is the teacher conducting reading activities in the library, is the child management committee in a particular school already formed and working well, and are the books and records being taken care of (if something is torn, is it being fixed).  

GiveWell: How is Room to Read doing right now? What are you happy about? What have you struggled with?

Sunisha: To see libraries be recognized as a basic learning condition that every school needs to meet is a big success. We were involved in the advocacy for that. Another thing that we're happy about is to be recognized today as an agency with a large footprint in the country. There is enthusiasm about what we're doing from the provincial governments.  We are going into new geographic areas. We are now expanding into Maharashtra.  

Even though there is a national framework around having libraries in schools, it is a challenge to get teachers to take this on as their agenda.  If you talk to a teacher the teacher will agree with you that "this as a huge positive resource available to me," but that schools and teachers often do not have sufficient resources  at the school level. As a result,  we provide each partner school with technical support and assistance in managing their school library for three years. Once we complete this 3-year cycle, we continue to provide them with our own published books for 2 years and all the school has to do is provide information about usage. We've started to create book banks at a government resource center, where teachers can pick up books when they come for monthly meetings. One thing we've learned is that if a school can keep getting new books, excitement in the library will remain. A third thing that we have now started to do is help schools get registered with the government as readers' clubs. Then they receive books worth a certain sum of money every year. We've also been advocating with the government so that the school is provided with some financial resources. These are successful strategies that we have implemented to make sure that schools have the support they need to take advantage of the library as a resource for supporting students’ habit of reading. 
GiveWell: Have you come across any instances of books being sold privately?

Sunisha: We haven't come across any situation where old books are being sold. They get used and torn and we receive requests for replacements.  All of the books that RtR donates are entered in the stock register.  The school has ownership. We also sign a Memorandum of Understanding with the government.  We lay out clearly what the rules are, the responsibilities of Room to Read, and what will be expected of the government.  The government is expected to co-invest.  We agree that as soon as Room to Read withdraws the government will take on the responsibility.  So it becomes like a partnership rather than either one of us feeling like we are the sole implementers of a project. 
GiveWell: Why are areas like Mumbai not targeted by Room to Read? 

Sunisha: In many urban areas you find that government has set up schools in rented buildings and the infrastructure is extremely poor.  If a school might crumble tomorrow, it really is not a safe space for children to be in, that's why we have put in a criterion that we will not work in schools where buildings are not safe and owned by the government.  In Delhi, for example, now most of the school buildings are in spaces the government has constructed.  It's in smaller schools that this is an issue.  The land is at such a premium that it's becoming difficult for the government to buy land on which to construct schools.

Building off of our experience directing programs in India over the past eight years, Room to Read is prepared to grow operations and expand into Maharashtra. Based on findings gleaned from a feasibility study conducted in 2010, we have a substantial amount of data to help us set parameters for program design and implementation moving forward. We have found that there is a great need in Maharashtra for NGOs that have expertise implementing interventions for strengthening students’ reading habit, as well as interventions that provide the following supports: local language books for early readers, technical guidance on the use of libraries, and financial support to increase personnel resourcing and library management training. 

In 2011, Room to Read will launch state operations with approximately 75 libraries. Based on our success in year one, Room to Read will gradually expand our programs across the state. However, in 2011, we will begin operations in one of the urban districts considered in the feasibility study. This is largely due to logistical considerations, as well as the availability of government contacts and NGO partners. 

GiveWell: What is the Room to Read budget for a project and what does it pay for?

Sunisha: For a library  our normal budget is around 2 lakhs, which is about $4500. This includes books, some furniture, stationary, costs for library activities (reading promotion events, competitions), monitoring, training of teachers, and the costs of community engagement activities. Government pays for inputs like children's magazines that we recommend to them. Government pays part of the teacher training costs.  They have to pay for some activities and stationary.  Library replaces a class.

GiveWell: Where do government funds for libraries come from?  

Sunisha: There is an education budget. Now there is also a budget for innovative projects.

GiveWell: What is role of local NGOs?

Sunisha: Our facilitators, who support monitoring activities in a subset of our libraries, are hired through  local NGOs. They're already invested in the schools, doing other projects with them. It becomes very easy for us to then roll out the program with them. They continue to remain invested in these schools/communities after we leave. Through an NGO we worked with 60 rural schools and implemented the reading room program. 

GiveWell: What do you think about Pratham?  Seva Mandir?  Smaller NGOs?

Room to Read: Pratham has a very large presence in this country. We were partners in the Reading Room program. We worked with them both in Delhi and Rajasthan—37 libraries in Delhi, about 50 in Rajasthan. Libraries are just one thing they do. They definitely have a very large presence. They also work with the government school system. We use around 40 of their titles for our libraries. Ours is a much longer-term engagement with the school for the library program. They bring in a library as an additional component with other programs. A large part of their program has also been working with children outside of school. They have a remedial education program.  Today they do have certain programs that are happening inside the classroom. Another thing they've done well is bringing children who aren't learning into the debate. We also work very closely with them as part of PREP. They have a reading program, and we have both been sharing what we're learned with each other.  We work closely with each other.  

We've not worked very closely with Seva Mandir.  We know that they're an agency that's been really addressing the issue of the quality of education. They run some learning centers for children who are out of school.

GiveWell: Are you concerned that you might use resources that otherwise would have supported good programs? Why have you chosen to scale up before running a randomized controlled trial?
Sunisha: It's not either-or. Library is support for children in class. In fact we have examples from teachers and stakeholders where school attendance and retention has improved because of the library. In addition, through information monitoring efforts, our staff and NGO partners have observed students’ and teachers’ use of library resources during classroom lessons as well as outside of the school day. Through these monitoring efforts, we also have documented qualitative evidence of the following: evidence of library use to promote literacy; student, teacher, and Librarian perceptions of improved quality of education; parent and community perceptions of overall school quality; increased attendance/retention of students; evidence of scale and replicability; and increase in teacher and librarian confidence in being able to transfer library skills to other teachers. For example, teacher librarians have developed their capacity to share library management expertise with fellow teachers at participating schools. In Rajasthan, teacher librarians have involved their colleagues in managing book check-out and book classification systems. Teachers have also begun practicing regular reading activities with children, like poetry and storytelling. In Jharkhand, Room to Read staff and Government Officers have facilitated various meetings/ trainings at school sites with the support of lead teacher librarians. These meetings involve a larger network of teachers and provide a dedicated time to educate teachers about library management and reading activities. 
. 
 In fact the government themselves took the initiative to evaluate our libraries.  They found a lot of interesting findings  like teachers using better  pedagogical methods. In India the quality of education is being championed by the national council of education research and training. 

The scale-up is also being driven by the fact that children don't have access to any other materials. Textbooks often reach schools late, after the academic year has begun. Through our Reading Room program, the teachers see that the children cannot read, and as a result, teachers and other school staff became very supportive of launching PREP.. Through PREP, we will be assessing the impact on student outcomes through baseline and end-line assessments as mentioned earlier. 
Also mentioned earlier, we are in the process of implementing a cross-national longitudinal study, which will help us better understand the impact of our Reading Room program on students’ habit of reading. In 2009, Room to Read embarked on the first stage of a three-year, cross-national evaluation of its Reading Room (RR) program with baseline data collection activities in Zambia, Nepal, and Laos. For example, during the 2009 data collection in Nepal, data were collected from a random sample of 2008 and 2009 RR project sites, as well as a sample of comparison schools that do not benefit from RR program intervention. The purpose of this data collection was to establish a baseline for measuring changes that occur in sample schools over the subsequent years of the evaluation.  In 2010, the evaluation expanded to an additional three countries – India, South Africa, and Sri Lanka.
GiveWell: Where does the 45 minutes of school time for library come from?

Sunisha: We negotiated for it to come from language class. We make sure teachers work with grade 1 and 2 specifically. 
GiveWell: The books in library seem pretty basic. Why is this? 
Sunisha: That's why we're doing the literacy skills pilot  (PREP).  Children you met were from 5th standard.  Program was for grade 1&2 children.  Overall children's reading ability is not at par.  PREP  uses picture cards, word cards, and other early literacy tools. For example, teachers and students talk about what is in the illustration and then the child writes a story based on that illustration. As you may know, picture cards and books are a tool for developing the habit of reading of young readers. Since most of the students we work with are in the early grades and are just developing their literacy skills, it is important for us to have books for emergent readers in our libraries; however certainly not all of the books are basic or early readers.
In addition, we have started to classify all of the books that we provide to a library by reading level. This classification strategy enables children with differing reading levels to choose books that are at their comfort level. It also fosters children’s independent use of the library by enabling children to easily self-select books during recess or when they may be using the library unaided by a teacher. 

