GRAM PANCHAYAT MATHEMATICS CONTESTS FOR
PRIMARY SCHOOL CHILDREN
Ms. K. Vaijayanti
Ms. Suma M N

RESEARCH AND EVALUATION
AKSHARA FOUNDATION

NOVEMBER 2017
1

Acknowledgements:
This endeavour is the joint effort of several individuals. The research team expresses its gratitude to Mr.
Ashok Kamath for guidance ;Mr. J.V. Shankar Narayan for conceptualization of the GP contests; the
Math Resource Team and the Akshara Field Operations team for field support, the KLP team for data
entry, and Ms. Lakshmi Mohan for editing.

Executive Summary
This report is a description of the Gram Panchayat1 (GP) Level Mathematics Contests organised for government
school children across eight districts in Karnataka. It demonstrates a strategy to empower the community to take
up issues on learning levels in the public school system within the framework of participatory democracy with the
objective of improving the quality of schools.
Despite significant efforts by the state in the education sector, a sizeable number of children remain out of school;
further those in school also are without grade-appropriate learning skills. National surveys like the Annual Status of
Education Report (ASER), 2006-2016, and studies on learning outcomes have noted that the learning levels of
children are far below grade-appropriate levels. It has been realised that effective community participation may
contribute significantly to enhance that.
International experiments like PRONADE (Programa Nacional de Autogestiónpara el Desarrollo Educativo National Programme of Educational Self-Management) in Guatemala, and Programa Hondureño de Educación
Comunitaria in Honduras emerged as a direct response to the serious gaps that exist in access to quality education
in rural areas. The GP Mathematics Contest experiment was the first of its kind in primary education in India to
empower the community by creating a platform for discussion. It involved all concerned stakeholders of the
community, thereby exerting collective will towards enhancing the quality of teaching and learning in government
primary schools. The effort shed light on the promise and potential of participatory democracy. The GP contest
was a community driven experiment (implemented to scale) that focused on the debates around government
school children’s status in Mathematics learning. The experiment, that Akshara Foundation facilitated, involved a
publicly held, grade-appropriate test, followed by the announcement of results, which sparked a discourse around
children’s learning outcomes. This one-time event in a GP was conducted with the help of local, educated youth
volunteers, or Education Volunteers, under the leadership of the Gram Panchayats.
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A gram panchayat is the cornerstone of local self-government in India at the village or small-town level. Wikipedia
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ONE
Context

A good quality basic education equips pupils with literacy skills for life and further learning; literate parents are
more likely to send their children to school and have better access to livelihood opportunities of their choice.
Drèze and Sen (2013) argue how the abilities to read, write and count have powerful effects on the quality of life,
translating, among other things, into the freedom to be informed, to communicate, to live an informed life, and
improve the way people can understand what happens in society.
Since independence, India has been greatly successful in addressing access to primary education. Governments
have established lower primary schools within a one kilometre radius of the child’s habitation, covering 98% of
habitations, and upper primary schools within three kilometres, covering 92% of habitations. This is supported by
a 24:1 pupil-teacher ratio prescribed by the Ministry of Human Resource Development, 2016. Governments both
at the centre and the states are showing a keen concern to promote education by investing in it liberally in terms of
supplies.
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Despite continuous efforts made by the state in the education sector, a sizeable number of children remain out of
school and many who are in the schooling process are struggling to acquire basic competencies that the schools
promise. National surveys like the Public Report on Basic Education (PROBE) 1999, 2001, and the Annual Status
of Education Reports starting from 2006 have repeatedly reported on the dismal state of public schooling in the
country. A study done in 2011(inside Primary Schools) found that in both language and Mathematics there is a
substantial gap between what is expected and what children can actually do. Although learning levels do show
improvement over the course of a year, most children are at least two grades below the grade-specific proficiency
benchmark.
Further, studies (World Bank, Lorenzo Rosato 2013) have revealed that government’s policy addresses the
quantitative increase of the educational sector, be it access or supply of provisions, and argue that policies need to
consider the context in which schools are situated and that it is important to find the channels that allow for active
participation of parents, in particular, and the community in general.
It is clear from the above observations that the most challenging dimension of ensuring universal and equitable
quality education to all children is to ensure a qualitative learning environment rather than mere physical access to
schooling. This report argues that while the supply side of the schooling system is gaining momentum in India, it is
the demand side which needs scaffolding and a guiding force that comprehends the depth of the situation. Further,
the report covers the strategies adopted to set up a platform for engaging the community and encouraging them to
demand quality education for their children.
Participatory Democracy in Education
International experience reveals that if school managements were more accessible to the community, it would lead
to Community Participation and Ownership of the schooling system. Several examples around the world indicate
that local communities have contributed not only towards school infrastructure but also to the “oversight of
quality” (Colletta & Sutton, 1989). Colletta and Sutton also affirm that “… the sheer size and diversity of India’s
population dictate the need for strong community governance and local management of India’s primary schools.”
As mentioned in the abstract, international experiments like PRONADE in Guatemala and Programa Hondureño
de Educación Comunitaria in Honduras emerged as a direct response to serious gaps in access to education in rural
areas and to strengthen democracy through participation.
The sustainable way to improve the quality of school education is to have an effective decentralized management
system. Accountability of the public system is best ensured by directly involving the beneficiaries of the facility.
Therefore, parents of school going children, in the best interests of their wards, and the GPs, as local governing
5

bodies, need to be involved at the school level in planning, execution, monitoring, decision making and evaluation.
The 73rd Amendment of the Indian Constitution of 1993 contains provision for devolution of powers and
responsibilities to the panchayats to prepare plans for economic development and social justice, and also for
implementation in relation to twenty-nine subjects listed in the Eleventh Schedule of the Constitution.
In the Indian context, The People’s Plan Campaign of Kerala, which was designed to facilitate the preparation of
scientific, participatory, and time-bound annual local plans, effectively brought together current and retired
officials, experts, volunteers, and masses of people under the elected bodies and set an example for potential
participatory democracy.
Some of the measures adopted by the state to establish an institutional framework for facilitating linkages between
communities and schools in India include the establishment of VECs (Village Education Committees), efforts like
Lok Jumbish in Rajasthan, Mother-Teacher Associations in Kerala, and the School Development and Monitoring
Committees (SDMCs) in Karnataka. The SDMCs are linked to 61 A of the Panchayati Raj Act and have been made
into Civic Amenity Committees of Gram Panchayats. Further, the Right to Education (RTE) Act of 2009 has made
School Development and Monitoring Committees mandatory across the country.
Though the process of democratic decentralization may improve efficiency, transparency, and accountability, when
compared to centralized systems, it may often reproduce hierarchies of competence, as in experts and non-experts,
especially in the context of education. It is perceived that quality of education is understood only by those who are
experts and due to its intangible characteristic, it is difficult to be judged by the masses.
There is a need to connect the community with quality education indicators through simple tools and techniques.
A complementary strategy of deliberative democracy is one such strategy to improve the relations of power
between the school and the community. Applying similar principles of deliberative democracy in the context of
primary education, Akshara Foundation designed the experiment of the Gram Panchayat Mathematics Contests for
efficient dissemination of information, and for a better reflection of local priorities, all of which would eventually
improve quality in education.
Studies of participatory initiatives have offered mixed results. While Baiocchi (2005), Avritzer (2002), Souza (2001),
and Heller (2012) find positive outcomes, Nylen (2002) concludes that the experiments in Belo Horizonte and
Betim, Brazil, had less of an impact, suggesting that some of these initiatives failed to shift the dynamics of
participation and intra-community power relationships. Not many experiments however have been tried and tested
in India so far as addressing the quality of primary education at the local level is concerned.
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TWO

The Gram Panchayat Contests

Akshara Foundation implemented its Mathematics Programme, Ganitha Kalika Andolana2(GKA), in around 1180
Gram Panchayats across all six districts of the Hyderabad-Karnataka region, namely, Bidar, Kalburgi, Yadgir,
Raichur, Koppal and Bellary. The Gram Panchayat (GP) Mathematics Contests of 2016-17 conducted in the above
six districts and in Bangalore Rural and Gadag districts were embedded in the programme and were designed with
the objective to encourage all concerned stakeholders to push for enhancing the quality of teaching and learning of
Mathematics across the public education system. The concept developed by Akshara Foundation was conceived as
a way to engage with primary stakeholders so that they could bear witness to the numeracy attainments of children
in real-time. The broader idea was to make school math a Learning Movement an inclusive, participatory and
action-oriented people’s movement.
The belief was when primary stakeholders are empowered with knowledge; they can bring about extraordinary
change. In education, the measurement, which is critical to generating knowledge, has been an exclusive domain of
experts as mentioned earlier. Akshara believes that measuring the grade appropriate learning outcomes need to be
rigorous, but easy to understand and to act upon. When the community is involved in measuring and discussing
what their child has learnt, the communication across the school and the community becomes efficient to identify
and understand the problems, take steps to address them. The report presents the contests that were held in 566
selected Gram Panchayats across 35 educational blocks in eight districts covering 51% of the Gram Panchayats in
these blocks.

2

Ganitha Kalika Andolana – www.akshara.org.in
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Children were the prime beneficiaries, and the public nature of the contests put the competition results before a
gathered crowd of parents, villagers, GP members, SDMC members and school managements. The contest format
was such that Mathematics learning moved out of school confines for its half-day duration and got evaluated in
front of a people’s forum, facilitating a healthy interface between community and school.
The contests were conducted with the help of educated youth, or Education Volunteers, from the villages where
the children contested. A Mathematics test was administered to children of the 4th, 5th and 6th grades. The question
papers were designed and developed centrally by Akshara’s Mathematics Resource Team, on the basis of
competencies that children had acquired in the previous academic year, 2015-16, when they were in the 3rd, 4th and
5th grades. Education Volunteers evaluated the answer papers on the day of the contest, thereby ensuring
transparency in the whole process, as it was done by the youth at the very spot where the test was held.
The objectives of the GP contests were to generate awareness among parents. The assumption was: If parents
become aware of their children’s numeracy levels, then there is a possibility that they will demand that the school
system delivers quality services. The experiment also aimed to assess if this initiative could be owned by the
community so that an effective degree of participation could be ensured to conduct the contests, which was
measured through the contribution of resources in the form of donations by local donors, either in kind or cash.
This was a significant indicator to measure collective concern at the GP level about generating a buzz around
quality education in a sustainable manner.

Process
While Ganitha Kalika Andolana was implemented in around 1180 Gram Panchayats3, as earlier mentioned, the GP
contests were organised in selected GPs of the eight districts and held in a public space within the purview of the
Panchayat Headquarters.
Some points to note are:
1.

The contests were organized from April 2016 to May 2017.

2. The plan to identify and select the Gram Panchayats and blocks was drawn up on the basis of
everybody’s convenience. GPs willing to participate and contribute resources to organise the competitions
were selected.
3. About 50 children from the 4th, 5th and 6th grades in each GP were picked as the cohorts, adding to
approximately 150 children per GP.

3

Typically, a Gram Panchayat has 8-9 villages and generally each village has at least one government school.
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4. This targeting was done on the basis of enrolment data that Akshara’s Field Coordinators collected of
children studying in the 3rd, 4th and 5th grades in selected schools.
5. The question papers formulated were of an objective pattern, framed for 20 marks. Children were given
60 minutes to answer.
6. The Field Coordinators were instructed to select at least one Education Volunteer from each village to
inform the school about the event and its unfolding, ensure the registration of children, and communicate
information about the contests to parents.
7. They were also instructed to select one volunteer for every 10 children. The Education Volunteers were
charged with organizing the contests, transporting children to the venue from villages within the GPs,
managing the test administration, evaluation, stage management, refreshments, and the overall format
which was scheduled for 4-5 hours.
8. Publicising/advertising the event: Information about the contest was disseminated through GP
members and at parents’ meetings. A meeting of all the stakeholders was conducted at the GP level, and
the venue and contest schedule were prepared with a gap of four days between the events.
9. The Field Coordinators (FCs) visited all the schools in the selected Gram Panchayat jurisdictions and
discussed the contests in detail with the Presidents and members of the School Development and
Monitoring Committees, school headmasters and teachers, and parents. They were requested to encourage
the children of their schools to take part in the competitions.
10. A meeting of all stakeholders was called at the GP level to discuss and decide the venue, the process,
task delegation, and donor commitments towards prize money, and stage and refreshment expenses.
11. The local human resources comprised Education Volunteers who were educated youth, usually with a
B.A., BSc, D. Ed, or B. Ed degree. They were identified from each village and given a day’s orientation,
which included details about Akshara’s Mathematics programme, Ganitha Kalika Andolana; the objectives
and process of the GP contests; and their responsibilities.
12. The competition: The GP contests were conducted on the scheduled date in a school, a samudaya bhavana
(community building), a temple or any public space that could accommodate people. It was designed as a
half-day event.
i.

The event began with President of the GP or, in his absence, a GP member inaugurating the
contest by opening a sealed set of question papers in front of the gathered public.

ii.

Conducive test conditions were created by the Education Volunteers and Akshara’s staff, and
children were made to sit in a row to take the 60-minute test. It was a pen-and-paper test.

iii.

The question papers were distributed to the children. The Education Volunteers supervised
the test and enforced strict monitoring protocols to ensure that no malpractice took place
during the conduct of the assessment.
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iv.

After the assessment, the Education Volunteers evaluated the answer scripts with the help of
answer keys Akshara Foundation provided.

v.

Class-wise mark sheets were then prepared. The first three highest scorers of grades 4, 5 and
6 were given their ranking order.

vi.

Gram Panchayat members, parents, SDMC members, donors and the village community were
invited for the prize distribution event on the evening of the same day.

vii.

The Education Volunteers were given certificates of appreciation for their collaboration and
support to hold the contests.

13. Follow-up and report distribution: Report cards were generated for each Gram Panchayat and
distributed to Panchayat Presidents; the Block Education Officer (BEO) and Block Resource Coordinator
(BRC) of the Taluk Panchayat (TP); CEO and Executive Officer of the Zilla Panchayat (ZP); local MLA
(Member of Legislative Assembly); and Deputy Director for Public Instruction (DDPI), Administration
and Development. The intent was to collect feedback from all stakeholders to study the impact.
The Flow Diagram below:
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Participation level
Figure1: Student participation across districts

Grade
4
5
6
All

All
23545
24026
22893
70464

Boys
11142 (47.3%)
11584 (48.2%)
11706 (51.1%)
34432 (48.9%)

Girls
12403 (52.7%)
12442 (51.8%)
11187 (48.9%)
36032 (51.1%)

Figure 2: Percentage of students’ participation across grades

Grade 6

3

21

9

4

13

17

22

11

Grade 5

3

22

8

5

11

18

22

11

Grade 4

3

22.2

12

21

Bangalore Rural

8
Bellary

5
Bidar

11
Gadag

19
Kalburgi

Koppal

Raichur

Yadgiri

The participation of girls is more than that of boys in grades 4 and 5. Raichur and Bellary districts have maximum
participation, followed by Koppal, Kalburgi, Yadgir, Bidar, Gadag and Bangalore Rural. A similar pattern is
observed across grades 4, 5 and 6. Bellary and Raichur constitute the highest percentage of students who
participated in the assessment, across the grades, followed by the other districts.
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THREE
Learning Outcomes

The GKA Mathematics contest assessments had 20 questions that tested student skills in the areas of
Number Concepts, Addition, Subtraction, Multiplication, Division, Patterns, Measurement, Fractions,
Decimal Concepts, Circles, Shapes and Spatial Understanding. They tested grade level competencies, and in
accordance, the difficulty level of the question papers for the various classes varied progressively.

The Education Volunteers evaluated the answer papers on the very same day of the contest. It ensured
transparency to the whole process, and the Akshara team summed up the results for the audience, giving the
community the overall dimensions of the results.

This report provides a picture of the status of student performance in terms of learning outcomes across the
eight districts, drilled down to block and Gram Panchayat level granularity.

Average percentage scores

Figure 1: Overall average percentage scores across
classes

Figure 2: Gender-wise performance across classes

The average percentage scores of students across the three grades show that the scores are in the range of
42% to 46%, irrespective of gender.
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Performance across competencies

The following table gives information on the percentage of students who answered a question correctly and
the competency tested by each of the questions administered in the assessment.

Competency tested
Number sense4
Addition5
Subtraction6
Multiplication7
Division[1]

% of students who answered correctly
Grade 4

Grade 5

85
84
54
44
53

84
89
60
46
46

Grade 6

55
90
68
53
60

Patterns
Fraction

20
49

31
45

3
48

Area

24

25

14

Shapes
Decimals

9
NA

7
52

NA
31

The above table shows that84% to85% of grade 4 and 5 children recognize Number sense, it is 55% in the
case of grade 6. 84% to 90% of the children across the grades could solve addition, 54% to 68% of the
children across the grades could do subtraction. Hard spots were patterns, area, shapes and decimals.

4

Number sense includes place value, recognizing the smallest and largest numbers in the given series, arranging
ascending and descending orders.
5
Addition includes addition of 2 or 3-digit numbers with regrouping, 3-digit additions without regrouping and statement
problems.
6
Subtraction includes subtracting two 2 or 3-digit numbers with regrouping, and 3-digit numbers without regrouping.
7

Division problems include dividing two 2-digit dividend by one-digit divisor, 2-digit dividend by one-digit divisor with
remainder.
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Performance across districts
Table1: Average percentage scores across districts

Average percentage scores
District
Grade 4
Grade 5
Bangalore Rural
40.24
45.07
Bellary
36.2
38.68
Bidar
47.9
45.57
Gadag
38.2
45.41
Kalburgi
34.53
38.43
Koppal
47.3
47.21
Raichur
52.75
52.64
Yadgir
52.8
53.96
All districts
43.74
45.87

Grade 6
40.04
38.23
43.37
39.35
35.67
43.07
47.89
51.8
42.43

Raichur and Yadgir
have shown relatively
higher levels of
performance across
the three grades.
Bellary and Kalburgi
have shown relatively
lower performance
levels across the
three grades.

Performance across blocks
District
Bangalore Rural
Bellary
Bellary
Bellary
Bellary
Bellary
Bellary
Bellary
Bellary
Bidar
Bidar
Bidar
Bidar
Bidar
Gadag
Kalburgi
Kalburgi
Kalburgi
Kalburgi
Kalburgi
Kalburgi
Kalburgi
Kalburgi

Blocks
Hosakote
Kudligi
Bellary West
Bellary East
Hadagali
Hagaribommanahalli
Hospet
Siruguppa
Sandur
Humnabad
Bhalki
Bidar
Aurad
Basavakalyana
Mundargi
Kalburgi south
Jewargi
Afzalpur
Aland
Chittapur
Chincholi
Kalburgi north
Sedam

Grade 4
40.2
44.7
44.2
40.1
38.4
37.3
35.4
29.2
28
56.9
53.5
46.5
44.2
37
38.2
51.7
49.4
47.8
37.3
32.3
31.5
28
21.2

Grade 5
45.1
44
40.7
40.5
36.8
41
38.3
35.6
34.1
48.4
60.8
43.2
46
43.1
45.4
37.7
44.6
44.7
41.1
35.2
36.7
41.9
23.6

Grade 6
40
30.8
39.8
45.7
35.1
41.6
39.7
32.6
32.1
52.3
52.6
38.7
40.9
41.3
39.4
37.2
41.5
59
38
31.7
36.8
31.8
22.9
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District
Koppal
Koppal
Koppal
Koppal
Raichur
Raichur
Raichur
Raichur
Raichur
Yadgiri
Yadgiri
Yadgiri
All Districts

Blocks
Kustagi
Koppal
Yalaburga
Gangavathi
Manvi
Lingasugur
Devadurga
Sindhanur
Raichur
Shorapur
Yadgiri
Shahapur

Grade 4
52.7
49.8
43
40.7
64.6
54.7
48.4
44.8
41.3
65
48.8
43.1

Grade 5
53.1
47.9
42.1
40.6
64
51.3
52.2
46.1
39.3
66.9
48.5
45.9

Grade 6
50
46
34.8
37.1
60.1
46.4
42.9
41.8
38.8
62.8
48.4
42.6

43.1

44.2

41.5

Around 5 blocks show relatively better performance across the grades.
Shorapur was a consistent performer. Siruguppa, Sedam, Shahapur
and Sandur were the lowest performers across the grades.

Performance compared with ASER 2016
The Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) is a citizen-led household survey that provides estimates of
children’s schooling status and their ability to read simple text and do basic arithmetic. ASER is the most
cited annual source of information on children’s learning outcomes. Though it is not an identical comparison,
the comparison of learning outcomes reported by ASER 2016 will provide a picture of learning outcome of
children in GKA geography.
The findings below reflect the results of the 70,048 children who took part in
the contests.

GP contest - Competency based assessments - comparing with
ASER-2016-Karnataka (N=70464)

68
38.1

30.6

Subtraction

Division

35.7

45

19.7

12.6
Subtraction

43

Grade 4
Akshara

Grade 5
ASER

Subtraction

46

Division

54

28.3

Division

60

Grade 6

15

% of children acquiring basic competencies
Comparison with ASER 2016
Akshara Foundation*
N=70464

ASER

Subtraction

Division

Subtraction

Division

Grade 4

54

46

30.6

12.6

Grade 5

60

43

38.1

19.7

Grade 6

68

45

35.7

28.3

•

Akshara Foundations’s N represents the 35 blocks,
ASER represents State level Sample

•

In data compiled from all over Karnataka, ASER 2016 points to the fact that 30.6% of grade 4
children, 38.1% of grade 5 children, and 35.7% of grade 6 children could solve subtraction problems.
The GP contest assessments, however, show that 54% of grade 4 children, 60% of grade 5 children,
and 68% of grade 6 children could do subtraction in 2016-17, indicating the programme’s success.

•

ASER 2016 results for division from across Karnataka are as follows: 12.6% for grade 4, 19.7% for
grade 5, and 28.3% for grade 6 children. Akshara’s GP contests present figures for division skills that
are more robust, going to prove that a year’s GKA intervention in schools had clearly yielded results
– 46% for grade 4, 43% for grade 5, and 45% for grade 6.

•

On a concluding note, when compared with ASER 2016 data, Akshara's GP contest results for
subtraction were up by 23% points for grade 4, 22% points for grade 5, and 32% for grade 6.
Division results were up by 34% points for grade 4, 23% points for grade 5, and 16% for grade 6.
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FOUR

After the Event

It can be seen from the findings of various surveys and studies that information pertaining to learning status
is a critical quality indicator to ascertain the effectiveness of schooling. Typically, the level of understanding
about the education status of government school children in rural areas is centred around physical
infrastructure, facilities and the number of teaching staff. The community often tends to equate quality with
functionality, as represented by the above-mentioned parameters, and be satisfied. The GP contests lifted that
veil of public perception and became a tool that enabled the community to understand the status of learning
in schools. It was designed to be that. Since they were publicly held and transparent in nature, the contests
allowed the community to get an insight into the quality of education delivered in their local school. This was
a moment of enlightenment and awareness and created a platform for questioning the school.
The post-contest events can be categorised as the immediate effect, they were the reactions at the school
level. They constitute an account of micro level evidences of the effects on the system. On the day of the
contest, at least 75% of the participating Gram Panchayats experienced the immediate impact of the result
announcement. The power of now effect was upon them. The learning outcomes of their children were a
sudden jolt of realism. In many panchayats, the elected representatives questioned the status of learning in the
schools and said that the event was an eye-opener. Instances were reported of groups of parents visiting
schools the next day to question school authorities. While it is too early to quantify the effects of the contests,
preliminary evidences indicate that the programme is gaining visibility in terms of Gram Panchayat members
visiting schools, the Mathematics learning levels of students becoming a topic of discussion in Zilla Panchayat
meetings, and circulars being sent by ZP presidents on measures taken to improve the quality of learning in
schools
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Organising a public event in the form of a Mathematics contest and announcing the results/the learning
outcomes of children on the same day of the competition were expected to deconstruct the myth of all is
well. Within 30 days after the event, the detailed learning outcome reports were shared with the concerned
School Development and Monitoring Committees, Gram Panchayats, Taluk Panchayats and Zilla Panchayats to
facilitate discussions on the status of learning in the government schools in their purview and take follow-up
action.
This strategy witnessed many examples of change-making. Prominent among them were the community’s
contribution in cash and kind to organise an educational function like this. Another benchmark achieved was
that it initiated a closing of the gap between the experts and non-experts and strengthened the local agencies
to take corrective measures to make schools accountable.

Local Narratives
Shivajinagar is a Lambani8 Thanda9 in Mundargi block, Gadag district. The Government Higher Primary
School here has 428 children on its roster, 80% regular attendance, and a track record of achievement in
sports. The school has a reputation for delivering what it is expected to deliver. It was the venue for the Gram
Panchayat Mathematics contests. The results showed that only 30% of the children had achieved 50% of their
grade-appropriate competencies. It all started with one youth involved in the evaluation of the tests to spark
off a debate about five years of schooling not having yielded benefits. The contest galvanised the community
towards discussions and debates around what is happening in the school. The Panchayat decided to visit the
school more often and sent a message that “something needs to be done to improve the learning status of its
students.”
In Meyundi Gram Panchayat in Mundargi block, the event facilitated a platform for discussion between the
Gram Panchayat and the Department of Education. The contest got postponed several times due to a
disagreement between the two authorities and when it finally took place, unlike in other GP contests, the GP
President demanded that Education Department functionaries be present at the event. The test results
indicated that children had performed poorly, leading to a heated debate between the community and the
education functionaries. Both stakeholder groups accepted that the situation warranted corrective action to
bridge the gap between the supply and demand side of education. The community created a forum for
discussing the existing ground realities in the school.

8
9

Lambanis are a tribal community.
Thandas are tribal settlements that typically locate themselves a little outside the mainstream.
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FIVE

Concluding Remarks

Participatory community action is an urgent need of the hour. An effort like this creates a public space for
stakeholders, erects a bridge of communication between school and community and enables an environment
for development. The contests worked as an instrument to build capacity, raised community awareness about
children’s learning status, and generated a common resolve to make schools accountable and function in a
manner that ensures quality primary education. In the absence of robust institutional arrangements, strategies
like this may help in holding schools accountable, in addition to having the whole community involved in the
process of attaining quality education.
The strategy showed that decentralised institutions can be expected to deliver better services. Studies have
shown that “participation in local, democratically elected bodies can lead to improvements in self-identity and
worth, which can help to break down customs of inequality and discrimination.” Strategies like the GP
contests may allow symmetry in information around the learning status of children and reduce the gap.
Anecdotal evidence also shows that Ganitha Kalika Andolana, the programme under whose umbrella the
contests were held, has gained momentum in some schools.
Both government and non-governmental institutions often incorporate programmes that focus on the supply
side of institutional requirements. After the 73rd Constitutional Amendment and the Right to Education Act,
decentralised institutional frameworks are gaining foothold in India. However, it is more important to evolve
mechanisms and strategies to enhance the capabilities of these structures for local oversight and support.
Many a time, community stakeholders may not be able to articulate issues or find platforms to put them into
perspective and make local institutions accountable. While discussions on quality education, driven by
learning outcomes at the national and state level, have managed to draw sufficient attention from policy
makers, local structures still need to be informed about quality issues and strengthened to participate locally
to find local solutions. It is evident that early grade learning outcomes are a cause of concern and call for
urgent action at all levels. While more evidences are required to conclude the effectiveness and spill-over
effects of strategies like the GP contests, it can be considered a worthwhile initiative of participatory action
for improving the quality of education at the grass roots.
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