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                                   Sharing Experiences in Public Education 
                                                A Workshop 
 
Process Document 
 
Coming Together 
 
Akshara Foundation and Leaders’ Quest, UK, came together to host a workshop on Sharing 
Experiences in Public Education at the Conference Hall, United Theological College, Bangalore, 
on the 29th of July, 2009. 
 
Leaders’ Quest is a social enterprise committed to being a catalyst for positive change by 
engaging, developing and inspiring leaders from all sectors of society who want to make a 
difference in their organizations, communities and the wider world. 
 
Akshara Foundation, with its goal of universalisation of elementary education and its innovative 
programmes for children in government primary schools across Karnataka, partnered with 
Leaders’ Quest in this engagement. 
 
The Participant 
 
Participants were drawn from diverse backgrounds in education, rich with experience and 
expertise, presenting perspectives of schooling in two different countries.  
 

·  There were 20 professionals from the UK – 4 members of Leaders’ Quest and 16 teachers 
from a cross-section of schools.  

·  The education spectrum in Bangalore was represented by 28 professionals - teachers, 
Headmistresses/Headmasters (HMs), Cluster Resource Persons (CRPs), Cluster Assistant 
Education Officers (CAEOs) and members of The Teacher Foundation (TTF). Among 
them were educators from Mallya Aditi International School, a top-end English-medium 
private school ; Parikrma, which runs an English-medium school for rag-pickers ; and 
from Christel House which has a school for under-privileged children. 

 
The Introductions 
 
Mr. Chandrashekar, former DPI, and Advisor, Akshara Foundation, wished everyone a hearty 
welcome, introduced Akshara’s unique collaborations with government to bring quality 
education to the children of primary schools and invited participants to engage with each other in 
fruitful dialogues of discovery. 
 
Chris Harrison of Leaders’ Quest elaborated how his organization connects peoples of the world, 
bringing group leaders from different parts of the globe to the same forum in an attempt to 
understand the ethos of countries. Among the team of teachers from the UK were future leaders 
of the profession, he said, who, through this interaction, would raise their awareness about 
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developments in the field in India. This learning, he said, would be shared with 2500 teachers at 
a conference later in the year. 
 
Topics of Discussion 
 
Participants split into six groups and were given three topics of discussion. 
 

·  Joyful and child-centric learning 
·  Role of leadership in improving school management and the performance of schools 
·  Engendering a spirit of exploration and enquiry 

 
The teams in no time broke the ice of newness and unfamiliarity by listening, responding and 
communicating. The discussions were invigorating, and soon, the well-spent afternoon was 
buzzing. Dialogue drew comparative sketches of work cultures, exploring the commonality and 
the divergence, the strides made, the ground covered, the pull backward that problems cause, and 
the challenges of the road ahead. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Joyful and Child-centric Learning 
 
Learning from the Discussion 
 
Indian teachers triggered a discussion with questions prompted by professional interest and a 
desire to know. 
 

·  Are children in UK classrooms naughty? 
·  Do they participate in classroom activities? 
·  What is the strength of a class? 
·  Are children all clever? 
·  What would a UK teacher’s method be of involving a child who refuses to do anything? 
·  How do they go about convincing parents? 
·  How do they discipline children? 
·  What if at the end of it a child has not made it? 
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·  A teacher from the UK said that children can become actively involved in the process of 
the classroom if they are included. It is not about the teacher talking to the children, but 
the other way round, the children talking to the teacher.  

·  Children are naughty in the UK and they have to be managed. She said she is strict in 
class; she believed in being orderly, everything in its place. With thirty children in her 
class, managing them is easier. The Indian situation with 70-80 children in a class is 
difficult. That is scary, she said.  

·  Her class in the UK has equipment for practical experiments, which is another way of 
getting children involved. Children do participate. Teachers try to get them to participate 
by giving them individual attention, by engaging them.  

·  Children in the UK are not all clever, the teacher said. Teachers get additional support for 
children who have difficulties. Besides, there are children in alternative curriculum and 
children who work, in an engineering firm, for instance, and attend college on designated 
days of the week.  

·  If a child persists in doing nothing and stays away from class participation, teachers use 
the recourse of calling their parents, with neat notes of the child’s lack of interest. Parents 
are generally supportive, she says. As to how she convinces parents, the teacher said that 
she tries to convince the child instead. 

·  An Associate Head teacher of a UK school said that she has five periods a day, of one 
hour duration each. She splits her lesson in three parts and gets children engaged right 
away with a starter activity before moving to the main module. In her class is an 
interactive white board that children can come up and use. The 31 children in her class all 
have computers provided by the school.  

·  A teacher from the UK said that the whole purpose of education must be to make it real 
for children. Only then can education elicit the participation of children. Mathematics for 
instance is so much theory. Trigonometry is tough and of little value in life. Children find 
accounting easier. Children tend to find difficult that which they do not use. They do not 
retain what is not practically applicable. Only concepts that apply to life find a responsive 
chord in the classroom and remain in memory. 

·  A teacher from the UK said that while it is good for children to be respectful and behave 
well, that did not necessarily make for a good learning environment. A classroom needs 
to be more interactive. Walking in a straight line need not be discipline, and a silent class 
need not mean children are learning. If a classroom is full of positive noise it is good, 
especially when debating trigonometry! It is important, the teacher said, to differentiate 
between positive and negative noise. He said that classrooms do tend to get quite teacher-
centric sometimes; it would help to stand back and let children take over. 

·  In the UK, children are at different levels in the same class. Not all of them would shine 
uniformly. A teacher observed that the significant thing is that they have made a big 
journey at the end of it even if they have not all come up that well or achieved top grades. 

 
 
 
 
 



��

�

Role of Leadership in Improving School Management and the Performance of 
Schools 
 
The Roles and Duties of the HM 
 
A Cluster Assistant Education Officer had prepared a note where she outlined her views on the 
topic. 
 

·  The role of leadership is the keystone of school administration. The character of the 
school reflects and proclaims the character of its HM.  

·  The HM is the group leader at school directing and stimulating collective effort.  
·  The HM synthesizes inter-dependent elements into a functional whole and coordinates 

the diverse elements of a school into a unified programme that educates children.  
·  In today’s scenario, more so than in times past, the HM should also be a community 

leader who exercises personal initiative to meet new emerging needs. In this, the HM has 
to be vigilant. While the public may not always follow a visionary, it will also be quick to 
reject one who falls behind the times. The balance is delicate. 

 
The specific duties of a Headmistress/Headmaster are: 
 
The HM’s office is said to be “the heart around which and through which the life of the school 
operates.” Hence, the HM has to discharge duties with dedication and responsibility, taking the 
team along and focusing unwaveringly on improving standards of education. The classroom, 
being the centre of instruction, should be the focus of supervisory attention. The HM should take 
leadership in upgrading the quality of education through creative, cooperative and constructive 
supervision. She should constantly adapt and improve the school’s functioning in tune with the 
aspirations and changing needs of the nation’s children. Experimentation must be an accepted 
practice.  
 
The HM should encourage an attitude of enquiry, be receptive to new ideas staff members might 
come up with and welcome suggestions from parents. She has a role in ascertaining students’ 
progress, commending those who achieve distinction, pulling up poor performers and following 
up on drop-out children. The HM should be open to new curriculum methods unveiled by other 
educational agencies and try and incorporate them in classroom teaching in her school.  
 
The general duties of a Headmistress/Headmaster are: 
 
The HM is responsible for the proper maintenance and utilization of the school building. A 
periodic review of the fine arts room, the music room, the library and laboratory is a must. She 
should regularly solicit the views of staff members in order to bring about change and forge a 
future for her school.  
 
The HM should maintain a democratic relationship with teachers who must be a given a larger 
role in day-to-day administration. There must be true rapport with the staff about the school’s 
welfare issues, in ways both formal and informal. To quote Ronald Gould, “No quality education 
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is possible without good personal relationships.” Contacts with children must be also be 
rigorously maintained. The HM must form Students’ Councils and Students’ Parliaments in 
school and entrust them with organizing co-curricular activities. Human linkages are the secret of 
a good HM’s success.  
 
The relationship she has with parents and the community must be cordial and proactive. The 
right note has to be struck in balancing the demands of parents, public opinion, the perceptions of 
teachers and the aspirations of children. The HM must introduce system and method in every 
aspect of the school’s functioning and must know how to tackle situations so that a healthy 
atmosphere prevails in the school. 
 
The Department of Education has introduced many special schemes to ensure the development 
of children, like the supply of free text books and note books, mid-day meals and free bicycles. It 
is obligatory on the part of the HM to see that these auxiliary services are administered 
efficiently to benefit the maximum number of children. Last but not the least, it behooves the 
HM to be active, impartial, non-partisan and resourceful. She must possess soundness of 
judgment, firmness and integrity. Then alone will her school flourish. 
 
The Indian Headmistress – A lot on her Shoulders 
 

·  An Indian Headmistress said at the group discussion that her role, though large in terms 
of work, is limited, as she is a functionary in the state education system. She is 
surrounded by children in the age group 6 to 16 years whose responsibility is hers; they 
are her charge. She is involved in their development. Her professional life at school 
involves much more. As Headmistress she looks after the school and its infrastructure, 
maintains records and the discipline of the school, exercises influence over teachers, 
builds links with parents and seeks community participation. Ultimately the performance 
of her school reflects her leadership capabilities. The government has also appointed 
Cluster Resource Persons, a leadership fraternity in education that oversees schools and 
their functioning. 

 
·  A teacher from the UK remarked that HMs there have support staff, a deputy, an 

assistant. They have room for negotiations and decision-making.  From the discussion at 
her table it seemed to her that the HM here is a burdened person with a lot of work and no 
real authority, a lone figure with no support systems. Not many, she observed, might 
want to join the HM’s profession or aspire to be one. 

 
Students’ Councils and Students’ Parliaments are nurturing grounds for leadership skills in 
children, incredibly similar to the UK, a teacher from there remarked.  
 
The Role of Parents 
 
UK teachers said that they struggle to engage the parent in their child’s education. In India, 
teachers said that parents tend to be more committed stakeholders. Their children’s progress is 
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known to them through parents’ meetings that are a mandatory part of the school system. A weak 
child is supported by both teachers and parents and this encouragement promotes learning.  
 
In rural areas – though not in urban centres -  Indian teachers said that 80% of the parents come 
to schools to monitor their children’s progress. The community too is a support system. 
Representatives of the parent community sit together with the management in the school’s 
School Development Monitoring Committee, a compulsory, government-enjoined prerequisite in 
every government school. Parents participate along with teachers in counseling their children and 
providing them with guidance in education.  
 
Teachers from the UK were amazed by the 80% participation of Indian parents in children’s 
education. So difficult to achieve in the UK, they said. They have less than 40% of parents 
demonstrating interest. This 40% might even be interested in school management, but it is 
difficult to carry out in practical terms. 
 
An All-round Curriculum 
 
As part of senior leadership, the Associate Head teacher of a UK school said she should actually 
be busy doing strategy planning, but she is in the classroom as well, where she has recently 
introduced a competency curriculum called Licence to Learn where the focus is on how children 
learn rather than what they learn.  
 

·  Licence to Learn is about how to manage time, resources, behaviour and work. The 
outcome is not important, she tells children. Learning the characteristics of different roles 
in the groups they belong to is. Children take turns as leader, researcher, information-
gatherer or coordinator in their groups and get the true flavour of each role. The Head 
teacher says that her curriculum makes independent beings of children, active enquirers 
and seekers, and grooms the leader in them. It gives them skills for later life, the 
confidence to present their case and their personality. Introduced last year, the curriculum 
has been eminently successful.  

 
Engendering a Spirit of Exploration and Enquiry 
 
Enriching a Class 
 
Indian educators were all in favour of giving more to children, more information and knowledge, 
more enrichment in the classroom. A teacher said that in a science period for instance, he gives 
children the facts and allows them to explore by themselves. The lesson of the magnet and the 
iron filings is enriched by children’s personal enquiry into the concept. They experiment with the 
factors of attraction, placing the magnet far away from the iron pieces or at a point where it is at 
its most intense. Collectively done, this engenders a collaborative, team spirit. To improve their 
scientific temper, children are encouraged to ask questions and seek answers.  
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In UK classrooms too, children are given the responsibility and the opportunity to be 
independent, the spirit of doing it themselves is encouraged. There is art, drama and the creative 
journey that engender exploration.  
 

·  A teacher from Bangalore said that the spirit of exploration and enquiry is the essence of 
education. He only hoped that with the curriculum, the syllabus deadlines, the pressures 
of examinations and administrative work, teachers are still able to support children with 
investigative curiosity. He said that then they could not go wrong as teachers. 

 
·  A teacher from the UK seconded that opinion by saying that being a teacher is not easy at 

all. A teacher needs the quality of patience, she should know her subject well; she should 
enjoy her profession and be able to inspire her class.  

 
Motivating a Class 
 

·  Children invariably want to learn, teachers from the UK said, but there are children who 
opt for the easy way out, saying their mother would help with a project or the government 
would, if they failed to do well.  

 
·  There are the lazy children in class, those who are indifferent, said an Indian teacher. He 

dealt with it by thrusting responsibility on their young shoulders, making them leaders of 
their groups, to inculcate awareness and awaken intelligent enquiry.  Teachers agreed in 
one voice that the child who engages receives peer respect.  
But does that help with motivation, a teacher from the UK wanted to know? Indian 
teachers said that they appoint students to motivate and control the others. Children are 
by and large innocent, but mischievous. It is mischief that can inflict self-harm, a teacher 
noted. So other children can be made role models for them to follow. Children who are 
badly behaved feel inferior in front of those who conduct themselves well. 

 
·  Teachers from the UK said they did not follow that system. It is the teacher’s job to 

discipline and children do not get involved, though they are given group responsibility 
and placed in situations where peer pressure exerts a beneficial influence.  
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Three Dreams 
 
Kanchan Banerjee, Managing Trustee, Akshara Foundation,  said that Akshara would like to 
make a significant difference in education through its programmes. She said that Akshara hopes 
to bring about change but regretted that change does not happen overnight. Presenting the 
context of Akshara’s programmes, she said that studies have corroborated that children in Std. V 
cannot read or do mathematics. Basic skills in language and arithmetic are lacking, and if a child 
cannot read he or she may as well not be in school. The government’s education endeavour is 
massive. The number of children it serves is huge and change cannot be wrought with a magic 
wand.  
 
But if government were to ask Akshara to dream of the three imperative things it would change 
in the system, what would they be? An Akshara staff member enumerated: 
 

·  All drop-out children must be brought back to school 
·  Attendance must be regular in schools 
·  All children in the 6-14 age group should be in school 

 
  
The Frustrations of the Job 
 
Indian Teacher: Our schools open in June every year, and by October I have to teach children 
all the competencies in which they will be assessed. 
 
Indian Teacher: Children learn because they have to get through. They have to do it, so they 
learn. I don’t know how much of interest there really is in learning. 
 
Indian Teacher: There is no provision for exposure visits for children in government schools. 
 
English Teacher: Children are into drugs. 
 
Indian Teacher: Teaching English to Indian children is frustrating – how to spell, how to 
pronounce. At the end of the day they don’t remember any of it. 
 
English Teacher: I teach French in a London school where the children are not so interested in 
a foreign language. Children who are not from a privileged socio-economic background do not 
see the need for it. Why do we need it, is what they ask? What I say is, what about History or 
advanced Mathematics? We really do not need them. It is the case with most subjects. The only 
definite need in my school is for English. 
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The Two  Systems 
 
In India – The Positive Features 
 
In India there are long-term education schemes like remedial programmes after school hours, a 
Bridge course to fill in children’s gaps in learning, coaching classes in subjects children cannot 
comprehend. Parents can be penalized for not sending their children to school. In one such case, 
the parents of a child not attending school were summoned to court. It was unheard of in the UK, 
teachers said.  
 
Teachers can also observe the classes their colleagues take for their children, a process that 
happens regularly in Indian schools. It is a gesture that is taken in the right spirit, positively, as a 
learning experience and not as criticism. The observers note the proceedings of an entire period 
and give their feedback to their colleagues. Educators from India felt that this could be easily 
implemented to augment teaching standards in schools without making drastic changes. 
 
In the UK – The Challenges Despite the Advances 
 
Children go through rigorous examinations almost every two years in the UK. They are tested in 
the primary school when they are 9 and 11, then in senior school when they are 13, 16 and 18. 
All tests are published in the public domain and schools get put into a league table like a football 
league. Not all children are of the same ability and not all achieve top grades, especially children 
from economically deprived areas. The school that performs poorly is at the bottom of the grade 
or league and is adjudged bad. Teachers from the UK said that India is lucky not to have an 
assessment system like this. 
 

·  Teachers in the UK cannot teach what they would like to, they said, like something that 
could advance an idea or take forward a concept. For example, when teaching children 
numbers they cannot deviate from the fixed format and tell them all about Roman 
numerals. Teachers are told what to teach, what will be examined. The teacher will look 
bad if children under-perform. It therefore becomes a difficult balance to strike.  

 
·  Teachers say they would like to include moral education definitely, given the number of 

children who go astray in the UK. They would like to request the government for 
freedom to teach skills. They would like to lobby the government not to teach children 
for an examination, not to encourage learning by-heart. Life skills are only just coming 
into school curriculums. The corporate sector has informed the government that exams as 
they exist do not help in turning out the well-rounded professionals they are looking for. 
But the system is too rigid and entrenched, and changing it is difficult, teachers said. 

 
 

·  A teacher from the UK averred that education is a way forward, a fact children there do 
not always realize. The UK is a welfare state, she said, and that brings its own lack of 
well-being in schools. Children are not motivated enough, they do not realize the gift they 
have been given, the gift of free education. It is compulsory education till the age of 
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sixteen. Children are privileged to have it, but she regretted that they do not see it as that. 
From their exposure to the Indian way of education, teachers from the UK sensed that 
children here knew that if they did not do well in school, they would be without a life. 

 
·  Another teacher from the UK said that she was struck by the under-privileged children 

she saw in the schools she visited in Bangalore. They have so little, and they are so 
happy, she remarked. In the UK, she said, children do not seem so happy. They suffer 
from eating disorders like anorexia and bulimia, depression, they inflict self-harm. There 
are children with Attention-Deficit Hearing Disorders. They have everything, she 
commented, and they are negative. In economically deprived areas, children smoke and 
take drugs. 

 
·  Teachers from the UK seem to feel that it could be the result of the welfare state, where 

children do not really need a job because the government steps in and provides, hands out 
dole. In India, in comparison, children need their education badly, they said. They need to 
get on. In the UK there is no such urgent need, no compelling desperation. Children have 
the assurance and the complacency that they will be looked after. They do not care if they 
fail. It is becoming a major problem, this lack of motivation, this absence of striving. In 
India, teachers from the UK said, children want to get better.  

 
 
Aseema 
 
Dilbur Parakh is a lawyer by profession but a humanist by inner compulsion. Giving up a 
flourishing five-year stint at the International Commission of Jurists, Geneva, was definitely not 
the tragic decision it must seem to the careerist. She is in a self-fulfilling place now. “I had to 
take a decision and it was very difficult,” she says, “At that point I didn’t know what I wanted to 
do but I realized I had to come back and start at the root of the problem.” 
 
In 1995, Dilbur and two of her friends set up Aseema in Mumbai. It is a non-profit organization 
that focuses on high quality and relevant education for under-privileged children. Aseema does 
in a municipal school everything the government does not do, she says.  
 
In 2001, Aseema adopted the Pali-Chimbai Municipal School with classes from Std. I to Std. VII 
in a Bandra suburb and has striven since then to transform it into an ideal learning environment. 
The school was adopted under the Bombay Municipal Corporation’s (BMC) School Adoption 
Programme. It started with the idea of being different from the stereotypical endeavour – 
painting the school building or fixing fans in the classroom. Aseema went further, that extra 
mile. The first year, Dilbur reminisces, was all about working on the toilets, the drainage, the 
playground and drinking water. Industrialist Anil Ambani’s wife, Tina Ambani, supported the 
effort. In a departure from the clichéd format such support usually takes, she provided the 
workforce and paid the bill. The school was completely revamped to create an atmosphere that is 
vibrant, appealing, fun, relaxed, inspiring and safe. 
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The school had a Headmistress, and a single teacher for all classes.  Aseema appointed class 
teachers, one class at a time, and paid them. There are, besides, teachers and a few volunteers for 
art, yoga, sports, judo, music and dance.  It is a complete package - overall education and not just 
academics, the quality the same for the under-privileged child as it is for the wealthy student. 
Today, the Pali-Chimbai Municipal School is a role model for BMC schools. It is the way a 
school should be and a possible paradigm for  future initiatives. 
 
Aseema took on another municipal school in Santa Cruz and proposes to commence a secondary 
section here that will encourage children to continue their formal schooling without interruption, 
while arming themselves with better qualifications and skills for the future. Aseema also runs a 
pre-primary centre, a support centre where under-privileged children engage in productive 
activities and receive help with their school work, an activity centre and an education centre for 
tribal children. 
 
Aseema is setting up an education centre in the tribal settlement outside Igatpuri in Maharashtra, 
three to four hours from Mumbai. It is starting at the beginning here, providing drinking water, 
implementing water harvesting projects, assessing the educational requirements of a rural habitat 
and setting up the first school in the area.  
 
A dream that is in its infancy is to replicate the success of the Pali-Chimbai Municipal School on 
a large scale in a socio-economically backward area of Mumbai. Aseema has been approached 
for the project. The plan is to involve NGOs with expertise in diverse fields who will come 
together for developing an entire swathe of territory - provide water, sanitation, health facilities, 
education and all that the habitation in the area needs for development.  
 
Shades of our Schools 
 
The Teacher Foundation (TTF) is a not-for-profit organization started seven years ago for 
teacher development and school improvement. TTF works with government schools in 
Karnataka and with private schools across India. Over 8000 teachers and educators have been 
trained in the last seven years in significant ways. 
 
TTF exhibited Shades of our Schools, a short film on the educational situation in India, made in 
collaboration with NCERT and supported by the Sir Ratan Tata Trust. The film showcases the 
routine interactions in schools across the country, the different shades of teaching-learning 
practices. Nothing in those scenes is white or black, but of shades in between, caught by the 
dispassionate, uncritical gaze of the neutral observer. The TTF representative invited the  
audience to think, question, reflect or dispute the reality on display. 
 
Shades of our Schools is a series of brief films conjoined, a short tale embedded in each. 
Glimpses of School Life; Classroom Discipline; The Boy who did not Fit; Survey, Monitor, 
Highlight; 1,2,3,4; Secret Lives; Self-Management; Parents and Teachers; and Headers and 
Marchers are illuminating cameos of schooling in the country.  
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The camera was out there, very much in evidence, but no one prevaricated. Children were caught 
in moods of candour. Teachers were more circumspect and explanatory, conceding where they 
usually go wrong or talking sternly of the methods of discipline in class, discipline within 
boundaries, that balance of freedom and order. There is humour in the little girl who mutters 
sotto voce in class that she was going to let someone have it once she finished with school that 
day! A teacher takes parents to task at a parents’ meeting for the misdemeanours or poor 
performance of their children. A head teacher talks of how she tells children that freedom is 
doing your work in your own way – a relaxed way even – but freedom is doing it. A 
headmistress talks of the social and spiritual quotient she has introduced in her school to create 
individuals who not just belong to the world but change it as well. “Attitude leads to altitude,” 
she tells her morning assembly. “You go up in life if you have a positive attitude.” 
 
When the film was over and thrown open to the audience for a debate, teachers from the UK 
remarked on the similarities they noticed, while making the point that education is finally all 
about quality. The class needs to be made interesting so children will be interested. One teacher 
found the parents’ meeting depicted in the film interesting, different from what they have in the 
UK. Teachers are not as direct with parents, she said, and advising them on how to bring up 
children is unusual for them. Another observation that came up was that teachers teach the way 
they do because they have been taught that way.  One UK teacher wanted to know what children 
in India feel about their schooling experience, the disciplining. The TTF representative said that 
children get used to it and some of them accept it saying, “It is good for us.”  
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
In her concluding remarks Kanchan Banerjee described the workshop as a great opportunity, a 
great interaction and a great exchange of ideas, the first time teachers from Bangalore have had 
the opportunity to interact with teachers from the UK. She called it an enriching experience and 
was certain that most of them would take the learning they derived from it to the classroom.  
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