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THE RIVER PRE-CONFERENCE 

The key goals of the pre-conference were to provide the opportunity for 
delegates to understand the evolution of MGML and its deep links to the 
community. This was done through observing the RIVER MGML model in action, 
and formed the base for further analysis of the model and ways to move forward 
in strengthening links between theory and practice in MGML. 

The pre-conference brought together a select group of experts, including 
practitioners of MGML methodologies, academic experts in the field, policy 
makers, development partners, and administrators. Approximately 50 delegates, 
who have worked with MGML were invited to the pre-conference. Some of the 
delegates had never seen the MGML model in action in Rishi Valley. 

As the model had been adopted in many ways to fit the needs of diverse 
populations, the pre-conference was organized to help bring awareness of the 
original model, as a common base for discussion of its varied forms during the 
main conference. Delegates had the opportunity to come together in smaller 
groups to reflect on consistent features of the methodology such as the Ladder 
Graphic, Classroom Management, and Designer’s Workshops, while also noting 
the contingent features such as the content filled out by cards or textbooks. 
Additionally, observation and analysis of other characteristics of the model such 
as a teacher’s role as guide, creator, friend, storyteller, and mentor; classroom 
walls covered with Ladder graphics, and with shelves containing cards, took 
place.  

DAY 0: 14 FEBRUARY 2016 

Most of the delegates and participants to the MGML pre-conference at Rishi 
Valley began arriving from noon of February 14. Many of them flew in to 
Bangalore and travelled by road to reach the Rishi Valley campus. A few of them 
met over lunch, while most others met at dinner in RIVER’s guest dining room. 
Here the delegates and participants would continue to meet for all meals over 
the next two days of the pre-conference. Here they would discuss, share, and 
interact. Through these interactions they would try to understand and learn 
what had been attempted through the MGML pedagogy over the years. And here 
they would try to figure out how it could be carried on and scaled up in terms of 
reach – both numerically and geographically. That evening after dinner, much of 
the pre-conference registration related details were also attended to. 

DAY 1: 15 FEBRUARY 2016 

Monday morning dawned bright and cheerful! After a healthy and sumptuous 
breakfast (during which registration of remaining participants was done), 
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delegates walked across to Surya Hall. Here the pre-conference proceedings of 
the MGML World Conference began with a melodious performance by sixth and 
seventh grade students of the Rishi Valley Rural Education Centre. The children 
trooped in exactly at 9:30 am - the girls dressed neatly in bright coloured shirts 
and long skirts with floral prints and flowers in their hair and the boys in shorts 
and shirts. Seated on a woven cotton carpet, the students were curious and eager 
as they enchanted the delegates with Sanskrit Bhajans and the Shanti Mantra. 
The only thing missing was at least one song in the local language of the 
students. Perhaps the next day! 

 
Photo 1: Musical assembly: Students of the Rural Education Centre 

*  *  *  *  * 

Dr Kumaraswamy, Secretary, Rishi Valley School, welcomed the audience and 
traced the history and evolution of the Multi Grade Multi Level (MGML) 
Methodology in Rishi Valley Institute for Educational Resources (RIVER) from its 
inception to its current stage. Thirty years ago when they looked outside the 
boundaries of the Rishi Valley School and tried to see how to improve education 
in the rural areas they were faced with several challenges: limited access due to 
the hilly terrain, a lack of conviction among parents there about the need for 
education, an irrelevant curriculum, and so on. RIVER decided to engage the 
community in schooling, localize the curriculum, make it intuitive and include 
play as part of learning. They had not imagined the extent to which this 
methodology would find resonance in schools around the world.  
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Photo 2:  Dr Kumaraswamy welcoming the audience 

Before concluding, Kumaraswamy acknowledged that there were systemic 
challenges especially around scaling up and hoped that the conference would be 
able to address some of these issues. 

*  *  *  *  * 

Dr Thomas Müller, Professor, University of Würzburg began, by quoting J. 
Krishnamurti:  

“…it would be good if we could talk over together this morning the question of 
whether here, in this community, each one of us is flowering, and growing inwardly. 
… Or are we each following a certain narrow groove, so that at the end of our life 
we will realize that we have never taken the opportunity to flower completely, and 
regret it for the rest of our life? Could we go into that? 

We should ask … as educators, whether we are inwardly and perhaps also 
outwardly - they are really related - whether we are growing, not physically taller 
or stronger, but inwardly, psychologically, flowering.” 

He clarified: 

“I mean by that word flowering that nothing hinders us, nothing blocks or prevents 
us from actually growing deeply, inwardly.”  

There is, he believes, a flowering going on here. Teachers, students and the 
schools were all flowering. He introduced the long-term and on-going 
collaboration between the University of Regensburg, University of Würzburg and 
Rishi Valley Institute for Educational Resources (RIVER) in implementing the 
programme. 
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Photo 3:  Dr Müeller taking the audience through the German engagement and the idea of the 
conference 

From 2002 there has been something significant happening. Students of 
pedagogy from both German universities spend time every year at RIVER. In 
cooperation with RIVER, they develop methods that are used both in the satellite 
schools of RIVER and in certain schools in Germany. 

About five or six years ago, the idea of bringing together all practitioners of 
MGML and similar approaches first came up. This pre- conference and 
conference was a result of that idea. Thomas welcomed the guests and thanked 
all who had worked behind the scenes to help organize the conference and 
hoped that it would be a flowering conference. 

*  *  *  *  * 

A screening of acclaimed filmmaker Deepa Dhanraj’s “The Story of RIVER” 
followed. The documentary introduced and put in perspective work done by 
Rishi Valley through the RIVER intervention. Not wishing to be an “ivory tower 
among the poor,” and despite not having much money, they realized that they 
had intellectual capital that they could put to good use.  

By integrating age, grade, and capacity, and by doing away with the teacher-
facing authoritarian model of classrooms where the only kind of learning was 
passive, they created the RIVER model. The result? Children became eager to 
return to school, and became completely immersed in their learning activities. A 
hundred ‘Arjunas’ became possible with this method of learning. Owning 
blackboard space at their level, children kept track of their own learning. They 
cooperated and engaged with each other during peer and group learning.  

Language, math, English and environmental sciences were taught up to grade 5 
and there were cards (educational kits) that corresponded to steps in the ladder 
of learning. Traditional puppetry was also included as part of the pedagogy. 
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Arithmetic concepts were taught through game activities and environmental 
sciences through extensive outdoor activities as well as interaction with village 
elders. Assessment in the form of conventional tests and exams were completely 
done away with. Instead, assessment and revision cards and blackboard spaces 
showed what each child had learned and where they were at their individual 
levels. Absenteeism was no longer an issue, and each child could pick up where 
she had left off. This eliminated comparisons and ranking. There was no 
undermining of the child’s confidence. 

Parents were also taken along in this methodology and events such as “metric 
melas” and exhibitions and open houses helped to show them what their children 
had learnt. Exams, they were made to understand, were not the only way of 
assessing learning outcomes. 

With this inspiring film, the morning’s first session of the pre-conference came to 
an end, and participants were split into two groups for satellite school visits.  

 
Photo 4:  Mid-morning break before the trip to the satellite schools 

After a quick mid-morning break, the two groups trooped into their respective 
mini-vans and headed out to the two schools with T. Venu and Anil Dutt from 
RIVER acting as guides. 

A VISIT TO A SATELLITE SCHOOL 

A van took one half of the participants to Sundaravanam, one of the seven 
satellite schools of RIVER. Originally, a one-room school, it now had two new 
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classrooms. The old one was still being used to store art and craft items made by 
the students. 

Before going in to see the school, Venu explained that even before the Sarva 
Siksha Abhyan (SSA) programme of the government mandated schools to be 
opened in every village in the country, the villages around Rishi Valley had 
approached the Rishi Valley (RV) management to set up schools in their villages 
so their children could go to school without having to walk long distances to the 
nearest school. RV management and the village communities together built 
schools called satellite schools in villages around the campus. Each of these 
schools was built on land donated by the community that also actively 
participated in building the school and planting trees (afforestation).  Why this 
was important must of course be seen against the background of the region 
being bare and dry and receiving very little rainfall.  

Explaining the name given to this school, Vanam, said Venu, is Forest and 
Sundara is Beautiful; so the school’s name literally translates to Beautiful Forest. 
Sundaravanam has classes from the first to fifth standards. There were thirty-
eight children in school and two teachers. All children sat in the same classroom 
and were not grouped separately according to age in different classrooms.  

 
Photo 5: The old classroom 
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Photo 6: One of the two new classrooms 

The funds to build came from a private German foundation, of which Thomas 
was one of the founding members along with other colleagues from the 
University. While doing their academic work at Rishi Valley, Thomas explained, 
they soon realized that these schools and the challenge of educating children in 
the villages needed funding, and that they should and could do something about 
that. Thus began a personal journey alongside the academic one, which has seen 
six schools having been built already. While the largest of them has 84 children, 
one school in the mountains (accessible only on foot or by a vehicle with a 4-
wheel drive) has 28 children from 4 different villages nearby.  

At Sundaravanam the students, grouped around 4 tables, were busy with their 
learning. The visitors observed the learning sessions in progress and looked 
around the school, the arts and crafts work of the children that were on display, 
the learning kit and cards and the blackboard with the children’s names and 
work that they had last done. While all this was happening, the children 
continued their work showing hardly any distraction due to the presence of the 
visitors. 
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Photo 7: The other classroom with children at their work 

An interesting and wide-ranging discussion took place in the old classroom 
amongst one group of visiting participants. Subjects ranged from how the MGML 
method was being introduced and implemented in government run schools in 
Gujarat, to questions around the implementation of the RTE. Private schools and 
their role, the responsibility of the state in providing education, the use of 
technology to motivate learning by creating the availability of reading material 
(offline) and the possibility of gauging or measuring it (periodically) online, 
which in turn would become the basis for data were some of the topics that came 
up during the course of the conversation. 

What follows is a sampling of some of the issues raised by the particiapnts, 
including Prof Keith Lewin, University of Sussex and Dr Richard Rowe, CEO, 
Open Learning Exchange (OLE) and a former Associate Dean of the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education and Venu and Thomas’ replies: 

What was the approximate distance between government schools and 
Sundaravanam? They were at a distance of about 3-3 ½ kms in different 
directions. The SSA and Right to Education (RTE) Act insist that all children 
should have access to school education and that no child should have to walk 
more than a kilometer to reach school. While some states like Tamil Nadu have 
implemented it very well, many others had not achieved this. 

Since these satellite schools are private schools how were the teachers paid? Did 
the teachers come form the villages? Did they live close by? 
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The Rishi Valley administration took care of paying teachers. Between 1988-93 
when the programme started, youngsters like Venu and Anil who had finished 
their intermediate schooling and (in some cases) an undergraduate degree were 
trained and recruited to be teachers. Since then, a B. Ed degree had been made 
compulsory for teachers and the teachers from the satellite schools had enrolled 
for and completed the course. All teachers were from neighbouring villages, 
though not necessarily from the same village as the school they taught in. They 
also were transferred periodically within the satellite schools. 

How about the private schools en route to Sundaravanam? Did some of the 
children from the satellite schools move to those schools? 

Private schools that began mushrooming some years ago began to attract 
students from the satellite schools initially. Although these schools had promised 
free education initially, within a few months they began to demand fees. As a 
result many of the children had to drop out. With the experience of having to lose 
half a year they’ve stopped going to these schools.  

Were these private schools profitable? Of course, and they catered to a different 
set of students that could afford to pay. The satellite schools on the other hand 
are largely free schools with a token amount being paid if at all. Most students in 
the latter belong to the scheduled castes (SC), backward castes (BC) and other 
backward castes (OBC).  

 
Photo 8: Discussion in the old classroom 

What was the solution then? Thomas replied that it was best to go on with all the 
schools as there were enough children. But more importantly it was necessary to 
train student teachers to work with children everyday; and to make teachers and 
students understand and reflect on basic existential questions of learning. He 
said,  
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“While MGML is not ‘the’ solution, it could be a complex and intelligent answer to 
very central questions of learning and it could and should motivate individual 
teacher-learners to find their own way.” 

The discussion veered around to how systemic changes were also evidently 
happening in small ways as a result of the satellite schools. Not just in the form of 
learning outcomes but also socializing and growing up together in schools. The 
children were noticeably more helpful and respectful and behavioural and 
attitudinal changes around gender and caste were also evident. Putting regional 
content into their learning had revived the forgotten art of puppetry and stories 
around it. Traditional leather puppet making had also picked up as a result.  

The schools were forced to re-cultivate cultural identities around stories that 
were no longer told. Mother stories were written down with the help of the older 
generation: grandparents who till then had been a burden and another mouth to 
feed suddenly began to become relevant again. They were helping around 
children, schools, cooking mid-day meals and so on, and it could no longer be 
about just letting them die or waiting for death. 

Topics such as absenteeism, aspirational urban migration as opposed to distress 
migration and technology-use for reading and tracking learning, studying the 
English language were all touched upon.  

 
Photo 9: The new classroom where Venu takes the participants through the MGML practice at the 
Satellite Schools 
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The discussion was deferred as the visitos were invited to watch a puppet show 
put up by the children of the school for their classmates and visitors. As the 
visitors left, the mid-day meal was being prepared for the school - rice and lentils 
with okra. The person who was cooking was a parent from the village and part of 
the community that helped build the school. And the relationship around 
learning blossoms and flowers as Thomas mentioned in his welcome address! 

The group that went to Valmikivanam, a larger satellite school also followed a 
similar format and was led and guided by Anil. 

Both groups from Sundaravanam and Valmikivanam returned to the RV campus 
for lunch, following which they were invited to be part of one of the three 
sessions of their choice: 

 Visit to Horsley Hills: Observation of the hill station, wildlife and other 
attractions 

 Rishi Valley School Campus Visit: Observation of arts and crafts 
programme, junior and senior school and visit to Krishnamurti Study 
Centre 

 Cultivating Confident Problem Solvers: Immersion in, observation and 
discussion of a RIVER School Math Class 

 

CULTIVATING CONFIDENT PROBLEM SOLVERS: A VISIT TO VALMIKIVANAM 

While one group went to Horsley Hills, another walked down to the Rishi Valley 
School campus to observe the arts and crafts programme and see the junior and 
senior school as well as the Krishnamurti Study Centre. 

The last group went to Valmikivanam. This session was meant to allow the group 
to immerse themselves in and observe a RIVER satellite school’s math class in 
progress. 

On reaching Valmikivanam, Anil gave the group a brief introduction about how 
math was taught and learnt in satellite schools using the MGML method. Math 
classes generally followed a three-step method. At first the idea or concept was 
taught as a group activity through concrete examples in the form of role-play, 
skits, etc. Learning through semi-concrete examples followed this, which might 
be either group or small group activities before moving on to learning the 
abstract concept and learning to solve problems independently and individually. 
Since the class was already in progress and the first step had already taken place, 
Anil said that he would request the teacher to repeat the group activity step 
again at the end of the class for the benefit of the participants so as not to disturb 
the students’ routine. 
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Photo 10: Briefing before the math class in Valmikivanam 

Valmikivanam is the largest of the six satellite schools with 84 children. It also 
has a nursery section. The children in the primary section were seated in groups 
around tables in two large classrooms. As the visitors entered gingerly to 
observe math learning in progress, they were struck by the complete focus of the 
young learners on their work. Of course, their entry of did create a small ripple of 
excitement but the students got back almost immediately to their work. At the 
head of one table was a young girl wearing a cardboard crown with a crow 
symbol. She was treated like a teaching assistant for the day as she has 
reached/crossed a specific benchmark of learning in the MGML ladder. As she 
has mastered the idea/concept, she was ‘qualified’ to help other students who 
needed a bit of help while working at her own level on the next item on the 
ladder.  

At the same table, a young boy was working with a classmate, a girl, to solve a set 
of math problems on a card. They took turns in rolling a large dice to decide the 
number of the question that either she or he would answer. The answers were 
provided inside little, cloud shaped patterns and covered most of the colourful 
work card with questions/problems scrunched up at the bottom of the page. An 
interesting inversion! The challenge was to match the answers to the questions 
at the bottom of the page. 
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Items such as seeds, rubber rings, small stones, pieces of string, etc. were part of 
learning kits. Little trays comprising various items of familiar, everyday use were 
used interestingly to learn concepts relating to addition, subtraction, 
multiplication, division, factorization and so on.  

 

Photo 11:  Prof. Angela Little in conversation with Anil at Valmikivanam 

The nursery section of the school was a little, round, thatched-roof room. The 
children were busy playing various types of games. Some of them drew figures 
on the sand while others filled up each of the shapes with pebbles or rings. Some 
children wound thread around a grooved rectangle piece of wood with pictures 
on either side to match the item on one side with those on the other.  

The kits proved that a lot of forethought had gone into designing them. Ease of 
use for children in the nursery age group level allowed them to learn through 
play while also helping them develop cognitive and motor skills. Some children 
were outside playing on a little slide. 



 17

 

 

Photo 12: The nursery section of the school where children learn through play both inside and 
around the classroom 
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Soon, all the primary school students gathered outside for a demo class, a whole 
group/class activity. This was for the benefit of the pre-conference visitors. 

 

Photo 13: Children gathered together for the whole group learning activity 

Anil explained again that this part, the whole class activity, generally happened 
before learning or using the abstract concept. It was being repeated for the 
benefit of the visitors to school. For this session the teacher would introduce the 
concept of “addition” and the idea of “zero”. The method of teaching was through 
a story that was enacted by a few children as the teacher narrated the story. 

The first story was about the concept of addition. A few children wearing paper 
crowns with snake hoods waited on either side of the group. A couple locked up 
their house and left on a trip, narrated the teacher. Two children acting aas the 
couple walked away after pretending to lock up. When they were away, two 
snakes entered the house from one side. Another three snakes entered the house 
from another side, the teacher continued. When the house owners returned, they 
called a snake charmer to get the snakes out of the house. So how many snakes 
did the snake charmer find? 2 Snakes that came out from one room + 3 Snakes 
that emerged from another = 5 Snakes the children answered enthusiastically as 
they applauded the actors. 
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Photo 14: Whole group activity - learning abstract concepts through concrete story-telling and play-
acting  (Pictures courtesy: Shanta Dixit) 

Another story explained the concept of zero. There were many animals, the 
teacher and students counted up to 10 in Telugu. When a tiger appeared all the 
animals ran away and there were none remaining. In terms of number therefore 
the place was devoid of any animal and so… there were zero animals.  

Although the original plan was to visit two schools, it was already late and the 
group returned to RIVER for tea before moving on to what looked like an 
interesting next programme on the schedule: Strengthening the Community 
School Partnership: A math community-based learning festival Metric Mela!  

STRENGTHENING COMMUNITY-SCHOOL PARTNERSHIP: METRIC MELA 

Around 6:15 pm the preconference participants trooped down to Ashokavanam, 
a satellite school very close to the Rishi Valley/RIVER campus. The participants 
heard the music much before reaching where the music was coming from. 
Dressed in festive finery, a group of students was dancing to a vigorous beat. A 
gentleman was playing the flute outside the ring of dancers. 

At the entrance, three youngsters were filling out free admit cards for each 
visitor – in Telugu with a chocolate pinned to it. For those who didn’t know 
Telugu – the children helped fill out the card.  
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Photo 15: Scenes from the Metric Mela 

The idea was to take these cards around and try out different number related 
games and fun things at each counter. There was an abacus style game where 
you picked a number and put in the correct number of rubber rings in each of the 
units, tens and hundreds place, another where you guessed heights of various 
things or lengths in meters of different pieces of ribbon. 

 
Photo 16: Some more scenes from the Mela 
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Nose lengths, foot sizes, heights and weights were measured and entered in the 
individual guest profile section of the admit card. Walking blindfolded between 
two rows of meandering empty beer bottles, guessing heights and lengths in feet 
and meters were some of the games that guests were tested for. Each guest’s 
grade was entered in her/his admit card. 

There was a food counter where food was sold and students had to calculate and 
return the exact change. All in all, there were lots of participatory activities that 
kept everyone busy and involved. The Metric Mela was surely a great and fun 
way to end the first day of the pre-conference. But more than that it was a great 
way to involve the community in the celebration of learning while showing them 
what their children were learning in school in practical ways that made sense. 

Discussions around dinner tables followed and participants headed back 
pleasantly tired and looking forward to another day filled with new learning 
experiences. 

DAY 2: 16 FEBRUARY 2016 

A lovely, cool, crisp morning with a faint mist overlay. A morning walk around 
the sprawling campus lets one witness muted morning activities: a few residents 
and/or guests jogging, non-teaching staff walking to work, bird sounds, far off 
sounds of music and singing. After breakfast at the dining area of RIVER, the 
participants were back in Surya Hall for the morning assembly.  

Mr Padmanabha Rao, Director, RIVER, welcomed the audience and outlined the 
morning schedule: Musical assembly followed by an in-depth, open dialogue 
about the practice of MGML. Visiting experts in the process and pedagogy who 
were present would also share invaluable insights based on their research and 
practice. The participants who were expecting the children to return for the 
musical assembly according to the schedule were in for a surprise change of 
plans. The visiting delegates sang instead and it was quite delightful. 

Thirteen members who comprised the Nepal delegation began with their 
national song, which they rendered with gusto. One of the team even held aloft 
Nepal’s flag. The team of young teacher trainees led by Thomas from the 
University of Würzburg (they had arrived three weeks earlier as part of their 
yearly study visit at RIVER) followed next with a German song, "Die Gedanken 
sind frei," which translates to ‘Thoughts are Free.’ Thomas explained that Die 
Gedanken sind frei has been a popular protest song against political repression 
and censorship, especially among student fraternities and certain anti-Nazi 
resistance movements in Germany. The final group from Mumbai sang a prayer 
song that acknowledged multi-religious deities/gods as different paths in the 
quest for Truth. 
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Photo 17: Musical assembly on day 2 of the pre-conference 

A DEEP DIVE INTO UNDERSTANDING THE MGML METHODOLOGY: OPEN DIALOGUE 

For this session, the participants moved to a circle-time kind of seating 
arrangement instead of the uni-directional classroom/stage/auditorium setting. 
Questions pertaining to the MGML methodology especially pertaining to teacher 
training questions dominated this session. Observations by and feedback from 
Professor Angela Little, Professor Emerita, Institute of Education, University 
College London, were minute and detailed revealing that the devil is in the detail. 
She pointed out that in order to ensure the enabling of every child to be engaged 
in the process of her own learning, it was important to ensure that tools, kits and 
cards were easily available; that paired and group activities were thought 
through carefully so that simple things like seating, and resulting perspectives do 
not trip up young learners. 

The following are some of the questions, sharing, and observations by the 
delegates and participants during the session that lasted a little over an hour. 

Mr. Michael Beeler, Researcher, MIT, started by asking how long it would take a 
teacher to become an expert in the MGML methodology.  

Rao outlined the informal process of identifying (over a year or two) young 
teachers who were interested and committed to teaching and then training them 
in the MGML method as preparation to teach in the satellite schools. Formally 
though it was a major challenge, he admitted. He went on to recall that the 
Karnataka State government was the first to express (approximately 25 years 
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ago) an interest in this teaching method for schools in Karnataka. RIVER invited 
them to send a cross section of participants engaged with primary school 
education. It was necessary to reform the curriculum and revise the teaching and 
learning methods. So text book writers, trainers who taught in teacher training 
colleges, some open-minded teachers, and others who were involved with school 
teaching from the community all came for the long drawn out series of 
workshops where they looked at materials and learning outcomes etc. When 
they saw what was happening in the satellite schools, they decided that this was 
what they wanted. They admitted that in their schools they had a big mismatch 
between age and ability and the content the children had to study.  

 
Photo 18: Scenes from the open dialogue 

A structured programme of about two weeks helped design milestones and 
reorganize long lessons into smaller activities. Learning was enhanced further 
through reiteration and revisiting topics etc. They were made to understand the 
idea of the ladder during the workshop. After this the participants went back to 
their work and reworked their material. They returned to share and improve the 
training material and finally set up the school according to the MGML classroom 
requirements. The whole process took about 75 days drawn out over a period of 
3 years and went roughly as follows: 15 days workshop; 3 months offline and 
observation; 15 days a revisit workshop to share and fine tune the material; 
setting up the school. But of course this was not a package kind of situation and 
the time taken differed for each group depending on its needs and other factors.  

Thomas added that time related questions always made him nervous. He pointed 
out that it had taken a long time here at RIVER and advised participants that it 
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was not a good idea to be time bound. What participants were seeing at RIVER 
was an ideal situation, but it does not work if one is not reflecting on ideas of 
learning or the possibility to freeing oneself from limits. If one were to give in to 
expectation by this or that government or funder to put it in place within 
designated time limits, then it just becomes a trap and one is bound to lose out. 

How much did RIVER try to influence initial teacher training? Since much of the 
training in MGML methodology happened after teacher trainees have graduated, 
was it possible to integrate this as part of the B.Ed. training. Would it be possible 
to get the government to make this an important part of the teachers’ training 
course? 

Rao clarified that some states like Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Assam and Nagaland 
had been successful in implementing the MGML process and methodology as a 
module or two in the course work for B. Ed training. However, there was still a 
long way to go. In order to make a difference it was important to make a 
systemic change in the training phase. 

One observation was that it was easier for autonomous teacher training colleges 
to make these changes and implement them as part of the syllabus. Similarly, 
Activity Based Learning (ABL) practices of Tamil Nadu were successful only if 
numbers were small.  

Rao agreed but pointed out that unless the assessment framework changed, 
training teachers in this methodology would at best be an elective, and 
supplementary to the B. Ed course.  

Kumaraswamy added that the national discourse was complex and boards in 
charge of accreditation had at one point fallen into disrepute and the Supreme 
Court had to dismantle them and reconstitute the committee. So it made far 
more sense to work with people who had seen the merit of what they are doing 
rather than to fight their way through. 

Lata Menon, previously with UNICEF, Ethiopia, UNICEF India was of the opinion 
that B. Ed colleges were the last bastions. Since the resource base was low and 
there were not enough trainers at the teachers’ education colleges, trying to scale 
up by sending ill-equipped trainers would defeat the very purpose. That would 
only produce batches and batches of teachers with a poor understanding of the 
methodology. It might make more sense to increase the base of qualified 
teachers. 

Professor Jurie Joubert, Director, Centre for Multi Grade Education (CGME) at 
Cape Peninsula University pointed out that it was better to work with multi level 
training more than with multi grade. The latter would restrict us to a specific 
type of school but multi level is everywhere. The majority of multi level work 
must be done in schools but it was important if we accept that we are all learning 
at multi levels to realize that it was not just a question of primary schools but 
also of institutions. 
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Thomas came in at this juncture to reveal that universities in Germany are doing 
this now – changing courses into multi level and multi grade – due to their own 
recognition, realization, and acceptance that young adults who come in to 
universities have their own learning pace. 

Richard suggested that it might be the right time now to think of a centre in India 
that combines research and practice – a centre of excellence to build a 
nationwide training space for MGML methodology. He urged those gathered to 
identify an institution that was willing to do this and to seek funding to see it 
through. He recommended that it might be a good idea to do this in collaboration 
with a recognised institution and/or university.  

Jurie interjected with an observation that the research undertaken must be ‘not 
to prove something’ but to ‘improve what’s going on in the classrooms’. 

Angela provided feedback based on her observations in the satellite schools she 
had visited. She brought the discussion back to the topic – Diving into the 
Methodology. Thanking the participants for their incredibly valuable comments 
she pointed out that we were already looking at the recommendation level and 
that while we needed to do that, she briefly wanted to take our attention back to 
the classroom and her observations were based on what was happening there. 

This was her first time in Rishi Valley visiting the satellite schools and seeing 
MGML methods in practice. Although she had heard and read extensively about it 
there was no substitute for seeing it here in action for the first time. The basic 
model was very, very sound. The scaffolding, meaningful learning, all the 
buzzwords were there. She made keen and detailed observations about the 
classroom learning activity.  

How do we reengage children who were not engaged in the learning process? 
She noticed that the teacher managed it quite effectively but when the child went 
looking for the card with the next activity there was only one and another child 
was already using it. When this happened the child who had been reengaged 
would begin to lose interest in carrying his learning further. Therefore the 
monitoring of tools, kits and materials had to be an integral part of the learning 
process. Whose responsibility would it be to take care of this? How often would 
this happen? Was there a constant replenishment of resources? These were 
some of the questions that needed to be asked. 

Her next observation was based on watching two children solving a tangram 
puzzle. The tangram was a complex activity even for adults. When/If children are 
working together in pairs to solve a tangram puzzle, then it would be important 
for both children to be seated on the same side looking at the tangram printed 
puzzle from the same perspective. If they were seated opposite each other trying 
to solve the puzzle (double transformation), it would become a mirror image 
resulting in a ‘perceptual challenge’; two layers for the child who is not in control 
of the shape. How did we see or expect each learning activity to take place? As 
group, paired, or solo activities? Had this been thought through? 
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While learning the concept of zero, she noticed that the activity cards used the 
images of seven leaves on a stalk on a plant and the belief was that if no leaves 
were left on the plant in a card, then it would be understood as zero. So the ‘zero’ 
card had a plant with 7 stalks and no leaves. Struggling children began counting 
the stalks and came up with the answer 7, which was not entirely wrong. So the 
idea of leaves as being key to the learning did not quite work because of the 
exercise being very subtle.  

A teacher with 30 children in a class would not always have the time to deal with 
some of these. Therefore it was important to build in feedback mechanisms for 
teachers, especially experienced ones, on how children perform vis-à-vis certain 
activities, the possibilities for misinterpretation and changes that could be made 
to learning material on a continual basis based on feedback. 

Finally, she talked about the conundrum raised by the Annual Status of 
Education Report (ASER), which reported that Tamil Nadu was performing very 
poorly when compared to other states. It might be interesting, she suggested, if a 
few researchers could, before the week, find out what assessment tasks ASER 
used and compare those with the assessment tasks used by the MGML/ABL 
method of learning as used in TN schools. For example, how was the concept of 
multiplication taught in MGML? How often did children get the opportunity to 
practice tasks using this concept? And then perhaps compare this with 
assessment in states that used conventional methods of teaching and try to 
understand how ASER assessment tasks were set. This might shed some light on 
the gaps between the learning methodology and the assessment method? The 
situation had become rather vexing and even political to a large extent she 
added, and it would be good if somebody would try to get to the bottom of it. 

Rao expressed his gratitude for such detailed and minute observations and 
feedback from Angela. He promised to take these suggestions on board for the 
satellite schools. TIDE technology might even make it easier to reprint/replace 
missing or extra cards and increase or shorten the ladder as required. He also 
requested a short report on how to improve the method and take the journey 
forward. What did Angela forsee as dilutions that may happen as a result of 
attempts at scaling up? 

Keith’s concern was that while the model was spectacularly attractive and very 
impressive, something was still missing. He had observed in Tamil Nadu’s 
government run schools and this was perhaps true of other states as well that 
the upward scaling did not seem to be taking place. There were students 
between ages 14-22 in secondary school classes IX an X with no engagement 
with the class or the series of tasks set for them. Eventually, because of the lack 
of any emotional connection, they would invariably drop out. Unless we thought 
of ways to keep these students in school and help build critical thinking (instead 
of merely surviving due to the experience of MGML/ABL learning in their 
primary and middle school levels) we were in danger of sleep-walking into a 
disaster. So what should and could we do next? 
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Shanta Dixit, Director, Rato Bangala School, Nepal, emphasized the need for more 
paired activities that would help children learn, while at the same time instilling 
leadership traits and qualities so that the fast learners remain engaged and take 
responsibility for the others to catch up so they could all move up together. 

Other observations that were raised were about classroom management within 
classrooms that break the traditional classroom models, and the discourse 
oriented pedagogy for language learning as laid down by the SCERT and how 
RIVER could work with other schools in AP for developing learning and teaching 
material. Also how to, as Keith pointed out, scale this upward to the secondary 
and high school learning? A delegate from Nepal wanted to know if MGML could 
be made more suitable for inclusivity and have learning possibilities for 
differently abled students.  

Rao assured a participant from Andhra Pradesh’s SCERT that RIVER would be 
happy to work with schools in AP and had already done so with schools in other 
states and had helped develop learning material. In fact, much of the material 
currently used by the satellite schools conform to NCF requirements and follow 
the recommendations of the NCERT already. As for scaling up he invited Raghav 
Gajula, Creatnet Education and his colleagues to work over the next three 
summers with RIVER to make this possible. With regard to inclusivity, support 
packs were, even as they speak, being prepared for children in classrooms with 
minor-learning disabilities and would soon be available. Technology would 
further increase ease of availability and reach. Martin Haus working with Nithya 
Bal Vikas, Deutschland, who worked with government run schools in Delhi 
wanted to know what the urban experience in schools with limited rooms and 
space has been since he mostly worked in those situations. Rao pointed to 
similar models in Mumbai and Tamil Nadu.  

Finally Palanisamy, Secretary, Society for Educational and Economic 
Development (SEED), raised the interesting possibility of interactions and 
learning between the students of RV main school and the satellite schools and 
had some questions regarding schools for children of migrant labour. 
Kumarswamy said that since time was running out this question would be 
answered offline since it involved many complications including that of 
communication etc. Regarding his query on schools for migrant labour, Rao 
assured him that this would be answered at the conference in Chennai by the 
presentation of the faculty from the University of Regensburg who had worked 
extensively with children of migrant labour. 

The next hour offered participants the choice between going to observe and 
discuss how English and Environmental classes are taught in a satellite school or 
to take a look at the Activity Based Learning Materials. 
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CONTEXTUALIZATION OF THE TEACHING AND LEARNING PROCESS & INTRODUCTION TO A 
NEW LANGUAGE 

A group of participants and delegates walked down to the school nearby while 
others stayed back to have a hands-on look at the activity-based learning 
materials. 

Anil accompanied the group that visited the school. He recalled the previous 
day’s observation of math learning using the MGML ladder, with individual, 
paired or group activities. English and Environmental Sciences were taught 
slightly differently in that they were mostly whole group activities. What we 
were about to observe was the teaching of English as a second language (ESL). 
The students here did not have an opportunity to listen to or speak the language 
anywhere in their immediate surroundings. Even the teachers were not 
completely equipped to teach English and came with their own share of struggles 
and challenges. English and EVS classes were mostly teacher-led activities, with 
very few peer-supported activities. Although activities were common for classes 
1 and 2 and for 3 and 4, the learning objectives were different and would be a bit 
simpler for the smaller classes in each group. 

The class began with a group activity. That day they were learning the names of 
different vegetables as they stood in a circle with the teacher in the centre. The 
teacher held up each vegetable and chanted its name and the children repeated 
after her. 

In answer to Jurie’s query, Anil said that ESL was taught from Grade I as the 
government has made English language a compulsory subject. At that level very 
simple learning outcomes were expected. In the satellite schools RIVER began 
teaching ESL about 3 years ago but were still in the process of trying out new 
activities and the approach therefore was constantly evolving. This year an 
American India Foundation Clinton Fellow, Sylvia Gonzales, was helping them 
develop new tools. Songs were also being recorded to help teachers. These 
recordings would be distributed to the schools to help teachers become 
comfortable with singing the songs themselves. 

ESL teaching followed a thematic learning approach and the students were 
introduced to both phonetics and vocabulary. The themes were varied but also 
familiar such as: Things in my classroom, Things in my home, Vegetables, 
Clothes, Colours, and so on, interspersed with learning commands and structures 
such as ‘go back’, ‘stand up’, ‘sit down’. The class spent about 10-15 days per 
theme. 

The classroom session that followed began with a short story narrated by the 
teacher in English about Poojita, a little girl who goes to the market. She sees lots 
of vegetables, She see lots of people. She meets Ramu the farmer. She buys 
vegetables. She buys tomatoes, potatoes, drumsticks, pumpkins and capsicum. 
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She returns home. She gives the vegetables to her mother. Mother makes 
sambhar. The family eats sambhar. She is tired. She goes to sleep. Short simple 
sentences, mostly subject verb object constructions. 

Following this the teacher and students got into role-play mode to repeat new 
words and sentences. It went like this: 

Teacher: Darshini, do you grow potato? 
Child: Yes, I grow potato. 
Teacher: Is the potato fresh? 
Child: Yes it is! 
 
Teacher: Ashok, do you grow Chilly? 
Child: Yes, I grow chilly. 
Teacher: Is the chilly fresh? 
Child: Yes it is! 
 

And so on with each child and a different vegetable for each. 

Another set of syllabic repetition of vegetable names followed and then a new set 
of sentences. Each child went around the circle addressing one sentence to one 
classmate at a time. 

Kishore, wash the vegetables. 
Vishnu, cut the vegetables. 
Yashwant, cook the vegetables. 
Vaishnavi, serve the vegetables. 
Bhavana, eat the vegetables. 

The practice would continue everyday until the students were familiar with the 
names of the vegetables, words like ‘fresh’, ‘grow’, ‘wash’, ‘cook’, ‘serve’ as also 
with the simple sentence structures in which they are used. It must be 
remembered though that this would be the only access to English that the 
children had in terms of hearing, learning, or using the language, Anil 
emphasized. 

LINKING THEORY AND PRACTICE 

A very interesting and inspiring session called ‘A New Passage to India’ by 
Thomas followed the school visit and the display of and flexible time to look at 
and analyze the MGML teaching and learning materials. 

He began by showing the participants a ladder of learning that was much smaller 
than those seen in the satellites schools and explained that the teacher, instead of 
making a large one for the whole year, made smaller sheets with 2, 3, or 4 
milestones at a time. More activities are added per milestone depending on the 
activity and after each activity the child colors it and this becomes a significant 
experience in their recognition of their own learning. They do not want to stop.  
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Another teacher had developed a material pool from unused books, text books 
and all the books that she had bought or collected over the years that had never 
been used and cut them up and turned them into activities and created a ladder 
of learning based on existing material. 

 
åPhoto 19: Thomas' presentation A New Passage to India 

One teacher had added an interesting snake made of blank circles in the learning 
mathematics ladder. Each blank circle would be colored on the completion of one 
milestone. For secondary schools, for English learning they used a combination 
of both linear and systemic method, since with older children the content 
became more complex and it was not possible to get content in a sequenced 
order. So the ladder began with linearity and moved to remedial and enrichment 
possibilities. 

The issue of teachers changing in higher classes, which made it difficult to 
develop a material pool was solved by one teacher, who used a shower curtain to 
create a flexible material pool that remained with her and that she could carry 
from class to class.  

For children of refugees and migrants, the ladder of learning that was developed 
needed very little teaching by the teacher who might have taught in German. 
This helped the youngsters who came with a lot of trauma and having missed 
several years of learning to speak and follow up on their own learning.  

At Heidelberg a ladder of learning developed for children living and working on 
the streets was not based on subjects but on topics that are significant for them 
such as dreams, family, wishes and visions, health and sexuality etc. Reflecting on 
their own self allowed them to be involved in their own learning process and 
slowly through this, they began to follow concepts, language and math skills. 

Another ladder of learning that was devised was for children with emotional 
disorders and dealt with topics such as finding a friend, learning to say ‘no’, 
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learning to have an exchange with peers and was mostly about regulating 
emotions and social skills. 

In another school in order to keep the older kids in schools, pre-primary children 
had to be welcomed and ladders of learning were devised that included activities 
to help develop, cognition, perception, motor skills, etc. About 180 activities that 
spread over 25-30 weeks (roughly an academic year) were put together as a 
result of this need. This ladder also was found to help some children with 
intellectual disabilities. 

It was amazing to see the various ways in which the MGML methodology had 
been creatively interpreted to benefit different learning levels groups and needs. 
Thomas emphasized that although postgraduate researchers and teacher 
trainees had played a role, teachers who were inspired and were trying to 
improve learning possibilities under difficult circumstances had done most of the 
work. A top-down approach rarely worked and if the move towards this method 
came from the teacher herself then everything had to be done to support her. 

Dr Manjula Vithanapathirana, Faculty of Education, University of Colombo, Sri 
Lanka, who moderated the session pointed out that the close work between the 
research and theory done in universities and those who practiced it in the 
classrooms is something that other countries would do well to emulate in order 
to have a vibrant and creative use of the concept across multiple learning needs. 

Even as Thomas acknowledged that they learnt about this process or method 
from India, he admitted how difficult it was to make the European or western 
mind understand that it might be possible to learn something perhaps even find 
solutions if we looked to India or other developing countries. As a result it was 
always difficult to find funding for the research scholars (teacher trainees) to 
visit India and spend three weeks here to learn about the pedagogy. They did not 
believe in coming here just to consume but also desired to work with RIVER to 
develop activities around milestones, develop material, see how it works in the 
school, come back, fine tune, and so on. 

The morning’s session ended with a brief sharing by Angela followed by Jurie. 
Angela spoke about her own journey into the idea, research, fieldwork and 
practice of the MGML pedagogy. And Jurie talked about the importance of placing 
the teacher in the centre of the practice of MGML methodology with an emphasis 
to constantly improve what is happening in the classroom. With that the 
morning sessions came to an end.  
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Photo 20: Angela talking about her MGML journey 

 

 
Photo 21: Jurie making a final point 

Thomas and his teacher trainees left for IIT-M in Chennai to prepare for the 
conference that was to be held there over the next three days while the others 
headed to the dining area for a short break followed by lunch. 
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INTRODUCTION TO RIVER TIDE 
 
Following lunch was a presentation by Sandeep Menon of TIDE learning and an 
alumnus of Rishi Valley who has been working with RIVER to bring technology 
into the sphere of education. 
 
The key focus of RIVER TIDE (an acronym for Technology Initiative for 
Development of Education and founded as a company by Rishi Valley Alumni) 
was on the teachers and students.  
 
The challenge, according to Sandeep was to introduce technology without 
disturbing or destroying the essence of the unique pedagogy. Their intervention 
was to find the optimum use for technology within the framework of the 
pedagogy. Some of the things that needed to be kept in mind were the cost and 
easy usability of the tablet. It was also important to enhance engagement and 
make a device that was integral to the classroom without losing the teacher in 
the process. The technology had to check all the right boxes of affordability, 
scalability, impact (learning outcomes), and also be teacher driven. 
 
The advantages that the team had was that it had access to RIVER and the 
Satellite schools, which allowed it to develop relevant activity materials on the 
ground to create content that was soft and subtle, yet work effectively as a digital 
classroom. 
 

 
Photo 22: Presentation of RIVER TIDE and comments and observations 
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Sandeep then took the audience through a demo of the teacher and student 
tablets with their specificities. 

The teacher tablet was slightly bigger than the student tablet with a simple user 
interface (UI) and provided direct access to student data, report generation and 
the learning ladder. It came fully loaded with RIVER content and was not 
internet dependent. The dynamic ladder could be accessed offline and it was 
possible to add or remove milestones as required, add more activities to a 
milestone if necessary making the milestones longer as required and could be 
used for teacher reinforcement. 

It was also possible to have an instant view of students, grade wise, mile stone 
wise, subject wise and also do the automatic number crunching of data based on 
this. Direct student access also ensured that the teacher has to activate a 
milestone for the student before the student could access a particular activity on 
the student tab to complete online.  

The smaller student tab had a photo of the child and a password. To work on tab-
based activities, the teacher could monitor each student’s activity on her tab 
from which she could provide access to the student for the next task on 
completion of appropriate milestones. To that extent it was controlled access 
dependent on the teacher to see and ensure that the particular student was 
ready to move on to the next tab-based activity. 

Furthermore, the content, language and graphics could be localized based on 
state or region for easy recognition and identification. 

According to Sandeep, the hidden but real value of RIVER TIDE was the teacher’s 
ability to immediately access student details such as parent details, blood group, 
etc., use in-built tools to track and report as well as see when students finish an 
assessment and see the time taken by a student to finish it. It also provided 
student class attendance and ladder reports on the dashboard as well as instant 
refreshing of teaching learning material and the possibility of continuous, 
comprehensive evaluation of students along with dynamic assessment, which 
could be uploaded on to a cloud and available to all stakeholders. All of this was 
stored in a database and server side reports with defined level of details could be 
generated based on stakeholder passwords right from the state level education 
departments to individual student level based on the hierarchy. 

For the individual student, the ladder on the tab was simple, dynamic, and subtle. 
It took the learner directly to the level or milestone he was ready for and for 
which the teacher had provided access. It provided the student with more new 
ways of learning. TIDE also helped teachers identify and recognize slow learners 
and introduce remedial activities if required. 

Upcoming initiatives included RIVER Bank that would be a bank of knowledge 
containing plenty of data and content, a teacher-collaborative dashboard, 
support banks with special content, activities, and mile stones for children with 
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special needs. In other words it would be a learning content aggregator. It would 
also take the drudgery out of some of the tasks teachers had to do by automation.  

Another interesting use that TIDE would be put to was to create an effective ESL 
programme. Working closely with RIVER, TIDE would be used for digital 
reinforcement for language learning for teachers and help them with 
understanding language learning concepts, pronunciation, tools and activities. 
The advantage of TIDE is also that it can be scaled at a massive level easily and 
content can be adapted, tweaked and customized as per need at a very low cost 
for institutions. He concluded by saying that there is no sure shot solution but 
this was a sincere endeavor to help bring technology in the classroom and 
quoted Margaret Mead: 

 “We are now at a point where we must educate our children in what no one knew 
yesterday, and prepare our schools for what no one knows yet.” 

This was followed by a few questions on the technicalities regarding how the use 
of technology would translate in classroom situations, the practical problems of 
charging and maintenance. Some of the audience flagged a few pertinent points 
such as the assessment models that might change from formative to summative 
if there was emphasis on data-driven reporting models, the importance of data 
protection, a shift from agency of the child to teacher in driving self learning. 
Both Sandeep and Anu seemed to have taken care of a few of these points 
already but welcomed the questions and suggestions in order to improve upon 
the current model they were working on. 

The pre-conference formally ended with tea and a display and sale of arts and 
crafts by middle school students of the Rural Education Centre and local artisans. 
There were cards, potpourri, embroidered cloth bags etc. The conference 
delegates picked up many of the items on display for a donation toward the 
education of students of the Rural Education Centre.  
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Photo 23: Display and sale of arts and crafts by students and local craftspersons 

For the rest of the evening, the delegates and participants exchanged notes, 
discussed and shared in small groups their own experiences and learning and 
experiments with the MGML methodology. 

After dinner that night, the logistics about leaving to Chennai for the Conference 
was discussed. The goal was to reach IIT-Madras before lunchtime. 
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Conference at IIT-Madras | 17-20 February, 2016 
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THE IIT-MADRAS CONFERENCE 

DAY 3: 17 FEBRUARY 2016 AT THE IC&SR AUDITORIUM, IIT-MADRAS 

REGISTRATION 

By 3:30 pm Smruthi Bala Kannan, Yuvraj S., Sarah Manchanda, and Nagaveni 
Dasari were at the registration desk at the IC&SR building in IIT-Madras. Around 
4:00 pm conference participants including participants from the pre-conference 
who had arrived a bit after lunch, due to delays on the way, began streaming in. 
Quietly and efficiently, name tags and conference kits were distributed and 
guests took their seats in the main IC&SR auditorium. 

ABOUT THE CONFERENCE 

Milind Brahme, Associate Professor, Department of Humanities and Social 
Sciences welcomed the guests and invited the first panel on to the dais. The first 
panel for the evening comprised Bhaskar Ramamurthy, Director, IIT-M, Radhika 
Herezberger, Director, Rishi Valley, Job Zacharia, Chief of Tamil Nadu, UNICEF 
and Kannapan, Director, School Education Department, Tamil Nadu Government.  

Thomas Müller, Professor, University of Würzburg, and co-host of the conference 
said that both he and Milind would try to act as moderators of the World MGML 
Conference being held in the IC&SR building of IIT-M over three days. In his brief 
welcome note, he traced the history of the two German universities’ (University 
of Regensburg represented by Ralf Girg and Ulrike Lichtinger and the University 
of Würzburg) collaboration with RIVER on the MGML methodology about 14 
years back. About three years ago, IIT-M also became part of this collaborative 
effort. Together they had been working extensively on the concepts of the MGML 
methodology and its potential for inclusive education. This conference he 
believed was an opportunity to reflect on the methodology, to share the 
experiences of practitioners and participants and explore the options and also 
the limits. The conference would not necessarily offer solutions, formulas, and 
recipes, he added. He ended by quoting Krishnamurti: 

 “In oneself lies the whole world and if you know how to look and learn, the door is 
there and the key is in your hand. Nobody on earth can give you either the key or 
the door to open, except yourself.” 

Before inviting the first speaker to address the audience, Milind shared a 
teenager’s (who had been through the MGML methodology of learning) 
responses to what school means to him and questions about success, learning, 
and MGML experience at school, etc. showing the potential of this methodology. 

WELCOME ADRRESS 

Bhaskar Ramamurthy, IIT-M Director, welcomed the audience.  He admitted that 
although IIT-M was not big on pedagogy in schools, it was supportive of such 
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initiatives, which given the audience seated before him, he could see was diverse 
and requiring intensive field work and interactions with field level practitioners. 
He acknowledged that while he was ignorant about the details of the MGML 
method, brief interactions with participants just before the conference gave him 
glimpses of how it worked. He drew parallels between the MGML method and 
children growing up in large families in India. Growing children were naturally 
exposed to a similar learning process, learning with and from, cousins and 
siblings, both older and younger. Bhaskar touched upon the difficulties of scaling 
upwards especially in a country like India in order to reach millions of children,  

 “Because without that, although the impact would not be negligible if it reached 
many, it would still be limited unless it reached all.” 

 
Photo 24: Bhaskar Ramamurthy welcoming the conference participants 

Thomas invited Radhika Herzberger, Director, Rishi Valley, who had taken upon 
herself Krishnamurti’s promise to set up the satellite schools to speak next. 
Thomas emphasized that Rishi Valley RIVER, and its rural satellite schools were 
the main reason why this meeting/conference came together. 

OPENING REMARKS 

Radhika Herzberger attempted to provide a historical and philosophical 
perspective on the MGML/RIVER methodology, and locate the headland of 
RIVER’s MGML pedagogy in the late 60s and 70s. Krishnamurti had returned to 
the Rishi Valley School after a long absence. The foundation that ran the school 
was called the Foundation for a New Education and Krishnamurti, the radical 
thinker that he was, talked about his belief that education was not meant to 
‘create students to become cogs in society’s wheels.’ Instead, education ought to 
create a new world order. All these were ambitious ideas and he challenged 
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teachers to enter the ‘rough and tumble of students’ lives’ and their world. He 
believed that local circumstance and culture were important in providing such 
an education. According to him, students ought to have the opportunity, through 
education, to be inwardly free and not a tool of the teacher or of society. 
Education should awaken inner freedom and enable a child to find a way to her 
self, to become a person. 

She then traced the journey of F. Gordon Pearce, the Principal of the Rishi Valley 
school who set aside 40 years of experience in India and Sri Lanka to make this a 
school based on Krishnamurti’s ideas of freedom: a school without fear. In this 
he was ably supported and assisted by an excellent team teachers of the school, 
David Horsburgh founder of the renowned Neel Bagh School, Mahalakshmi, 
founder of the Sandur School and Mohammad Sardar. Together they took the 
central concept of Krishnamurti’s ‘freedom’ further without bureaucratizing it 
and maintained an approach that was pliable and alive. Krishnamurti believed 
that all ‘systems were destructive’ and therefore the idea was to deal with the 
student directly. In this method, the ‘senses’ were considered important to 
Pearce’s interpretation of Krishnamurti; what interfered with learning was social 
conditioning that a child had suffered through her/his young life. Krishnamurti 
believed that liberation from conditioning opened the gates to beauty. 
Challenging settled beliefs, Krishnamurti, in a complex manner, linked aesthetic 
sensibilities with moral sense and proceeded to establish general principles 
relevant to education.  

 
Photo 25: Radhika Herzberger making the opening remarks 
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Quoting Krishnamurti extensively, Radhika talked about how comparison and 
reward created feelings of envy and negated the very idea of learning and 
education. According to Krishnamurti, ‘comparison of any kind is an insult to 
human dignity.’ Education was to him action that floods the eye and the mind, 
learning to see without judging. 

Gordon Pearce, the first principal in the 50s, consciously and tidily laid the shape 
and design of a coherent school. This was the proto – the simple MGML method, 
not strictly multi grade as we understand it today, but definitely mixed age. The 
defects of the mono grade format according to him were that it made teacher see 
students as ‘a mass, a small block of humanity to be dealt with effectively with 
the least possible effort,’ and that despite the fact that students in a mono grade 
classroom were at different levels of learning it made teachers assume that they 
were all at, more or less, the same level and allowed them to teach to an average 
level, which was deeply flawed. It also completely ignored the universal fact that 
no two students or even adults are ever exactly at the same level of learning at 
any point in time. He went on to add that although tests were not necessarily 
harmful and although they were even necessary perhaps, within the mono grade 
classroom, they inevitably tended to become competitive. 

David Horsbrough was a teacher at Rishi Valley during the time that Pearce was 
principal. Borrowing from Pearce’s ideas and applying them, he created the 
Neelbagh School, an ungraded school with a single room and a multiple grade 
classroom, more like the MGML schools that we recognize today: 

A single classroom, a standalone-teachers’-education training and series of 
workshops that taught carpentry, pottery and other skills and arts. There were 
no tests or exams and his endeavor was to ‘uncondition’ the students. 

David shared Pearce’s critique of mono grade kind of learning and while he did 
not exactly imitate him, he borrowed and adapted Pearce’s ideas. He also made 
an attempt to scale up by removing class distinctions and having middle class 
students learn along with the poorer students. 

MGML was no longer uniform and had taken as many forms in response to 
constraints and challenges of the environment. The methodology of teaching had 
incorporated other principles such as including regional culture in the 
classroom. Emphasizing that an education with a top-down approach based on 
textbooks flattened out diversity and cultural differences, Radhika concluded by 
adding that she deplored the fad amongst a class of people in India who use the 
word ‘ethnic’ for all craft; and who, as the Indian elite, form a continuum with the 
global elite. In such a scenario, one often masks inequality and injustice as 
diversity and cultural difference, which is a tragedy, a destructive way of 
thinking. 

*  *  *  *  * 

Job Zacharia, Chief of Tamil Nadu, UNICEF, in his brief address talked about the 
two reasons why he was happy to be at the conference. The first was the 
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relevance of this subject, MGML methodology, at this point in time in India and 
this conference was an opportunity to discuss international practices and the 
large-scale models of this methodology that had been successful in states like 
Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. The other was that this conference gave him an 
opportunity to connect with many old friends from the field of Education.  

 
Photo 26: Suresh presenting Job with a memento 

In the auditorium alone there were about 1000-2000 years worth of technical 
knowledge and experience in the field he said. There were no doubts or 
differences of opinion about the efficacy of the methodology and process. The 
three reasons why MGML was relevant and important were: 

 Inclusiveness 
 Quality 
 Improvement (in the area of non-cognitive skills)  

He elaborated on each of these and said that the pedagogy addressed each one of 
these successfully and it was particularly of importance to India in the context of 
its large human capital. 

He concluded by raising what, to him, was the most critical question: Why, 
despite almost unanimous acceptance of its relevance, was it not being 
effectively implemented? 

Although he admitted that this conference was not about providing solutions, it 
would be a good space to explore possibilities to solve some of these vexing 
questions. He said that he also looked forward to the Chennai Declaration that he 
had heard mentioned as one of the outcomes of this conference. 

*  *  *  *  * 

The next speaker, M.P. Vijayakumar, former Secretary, School Education, 
Government of Tamil Nadu, the man behind the introduction of ABL and ALM in 
Tamil Nadu government schools, began by saying that he had come to listen and 
that he was not one of the speakers but that in response to Milind’s request to 
share his experience in the field of education, he’d like to make a few 
observations off the cuff. 
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Just as Ashoka the ancient king’s welfare and people-oriented approach 
transformed the theory of Kingship (a milestone in history), so also did RIVER’s 
methodology transform structures in the classroom and concepts of pedagogy, 
he said. This according to him was truly a landmark, especially in the context of 
school education in India. 

He recalled that the Chennai Corporation had implemented the methodology in 
13 schools in 2003. In 2 years it had been scaled up to 264 schools and in 3 years 
it had spread to 37,486 schools covering almost 5 million children. How did this 
happen? The Chennai Corporation was not involved in teacher training or 
education. However, a team of bureaucrats assisted by grass root level teachers 
who grappled with poor comprehension, boring classrooms, and learning 
outcomes recognized the need to do something drastic about the quality of 
education. While looking for models on how to set things right, they came across 
the RIVER model, a proven, decade-old alternative that was showing 
extraordinary success. The bureaucrats were in charge and they knew that if 
they had the will and the perseverance they could do it. 

Along with teachers who accepted and implemented this methodology in their 
respective classrooms with utmost conviction, they were all driven by passion. It 
was a crime against children, if, despite being in classrooms, they could not learn. 
Children, he believed, have an inherent potential to learn. It was a natural 
capacity and universal. So if they were not learning, what was the problem? 
Obviously, we did not know how to teach!  

Problems began to crop up when the evaluation processes started.  Answers to 
stereotypical questions such as indicators and how it was scaled up were sought. 
Were the NCERT and SCERT consulted? NCERT and ASER reports castigated the 
education outcomes of the state claiming that children could not do any of the 
basic operations in math or read and comprehend age appropriate language 
material. He said that they had borrowed the philosophy and bypassed the 
regular hierarchy. It was true that they did not go through the NCERT and 
SCERT. But this kind of scaling up was possible only because of the support and 
the buy in from teachers; 20,000 teachers who saw how effective this was! And 
one should not blame these teachers for they were extraordinarily committed. 
The evaluators’ questions could never capture the passion or the sentiment of 
what they set out to do. 

The important impact of this was that although the implementation phases or 
the intensity differed, there was no going back solely to the textbook. The 
process had become irreversible. Textbooks could aid the methodology, but the 
MGML (group/self learning) method was here to stay. 

The accusations that the government was always lackadaisical or that 
government personnel were indifferent were false. Using hierarchy within 
government organizations, he believed that it was possible to bring large-scale 
changes and impact. It became clear that pre-service and in-service training of 
teachers was faulty, not the teachers themselves. Resources and funds were 



 44

never an issue he realized. The issue in this regard was managerial; not knowing 
how to manage resources and funds. 

He concluded with a response to Job’s question about roadblocks: Administrative 
will (such as that of the Secretary of Education or Director of Education) was 
very important. He was of the opinion that it could be used well. So, if something 
of this sort did not take off or failed, bureaucracy had to be squarely blamed. If 
administrative will existed, political will would automatically fall in place, 
because the administration would make it work. 

*  *  *  *  * 

With this the evening’s proceedings came to an end. Dinner was followed by a 
shadow puppet theatre performance by students and teachers of RIVER schools.  

CULTURAL PERFORMANCE: SHADOW PUPPET THEATRE 

The puppet theater began at 8:15 pm. There was a brief introduction by one of 
the teachers of RIVER recounting the use of puppets to create and retain a joyful 
atmosphere of learning in school. Teachers got involved with the form in order 
to keep alive this traditional art and got an insight into the form and craft of 
puppet making and puppeteering from the internationally renowned 
Dharmavaram puppeteers.  

Over the years smaller puppets have been used in classrooms of RIVER for 
teaching and it has helped children learn and at the same time keep in touch with 
the tradition of puppetry. The form attracts attention, sustains interest and 
enables participation in learning among the children and makes learning a 
meaningful experience for them. Having understood what a powerful teaching 
tool it could be, RIVER had been sharing the form in other educational 
institutions and settings. RIVER had also been instrumental in preserving this 
precious form through education and performances. 

The student puppeteers of RIVER presented two pieces: one in Telugu and one in 
Hindi. Both were well known folk tales from the Panchatantra and Jataka Tales: 
The Lion and the Rabbit and The Hunter and the Dove. 

After a mesmerizing performance by the children using large-sized, colorful 
leather puppets the audience returned to their respective guesthouses. 
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Photo 27:  The puppet show and the children from RIVER who presented it 
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DAY 4: 18 FEBRUARY 2016 

KEYNOTE ADDRESS BY ANGELA LITTLE: LEARNING AND TEACHING IN MULTI-GRADE 
CLASSES: FROM A PEDAGOGY OF NECESSITY TO A PEDAGOGY OF CHOICE 

The morning began with Angela’s keynote address on successful international 
multi grade approaches. 

Angela’s presentation Learning and Teaching in Multi-Grade Classes: From a 
Pedagogy of Necessity to a Pedagogy of Choice began with a short historical 
journey in time. While Radhika took the audience on a historical journey of the 
origin of the MGML in Rishi Valley and RIVER, Angela took them on an equally 
fascinating historical journey on the education system, as we know it today. And 
it was coincidentally rooted in Chennai! 

Tracing it back to the late 18th century, Angela spoke about the seminary that 
had been established near the Egmore reduit for the education and maintenance 
of 100 orphaned boys of European descent. Andrew Bell, a chaplain of the St 
Mary’s church, was entrusted with the education of these young boys. Without 
enough teachers, he resorted to a pedagogy of necessity. Bell taught older boys 
who in turn taught small groups of students who were grouped by levels of 
achievement that were fairly homogenous. 

The older boys were the “monitors” who taught younger boys letters of the 
alphabet by tracing them on sand. They taught the boys phonetic syllabic reading 
as well. Pupils had to rule their own paper and make their own pens with a little 
guidance from supervisors and monitors. The key instructional element in this 
method was the use of monitors or pupil teachers. Thus necessity became the 
mother of educational invention. 

The focus was on skill and discipline. Factory style of division of labour was 
applied to intellectual purposes. Discipline between supervisors and monitors 
and monitors and their groups was strictly maintained unlike in the MGML 
method, as we know it today. 

Joseph Lancaster began a similar system and it was not clear if he was influenced 
by Bell’s early pamphlets. Each of them began voluntary bodies, the Anglican led 
by Bell and the Quaker led by Lancaster. The rivalry and competition between 
these two groups was intense and led to a rapid expansion of elementary 
education schools for the poorest classes. 

Industrialization and urbanization brought with it a huge number of children to 
schools in urban areas and new education issues as a result. These children were 
encouraged to enter the schooling system and a new way of grouping emerged. 
Children were grouped by age and moved through the system in an age cohort. 
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There was one teacher associated with each mono grade class and this went on 
to become the norm. 

Fast forward to 230 years later and MGML with its roots in India is exported to 
countries in Europe and Asia. It did seem to have a few characteristics that were 
similar, for example, students as teachers of other learners, groups differentiated 
by learning tasks, importance of student practice in small groups, and an adult 
teacher to ensure that the learners who were teaching had mastered what they 
were about to teach, and to organize learning groups and learning materials.  

With that Angela moved on to speak in some detail about the scale of MGML 
classrooms and provide an overview of multi grade practices worldwide. MGML 
is a method where a teacher is responsible for two or more classes and students 
are learning at different levels although teachers appear to be teaching them at a 
similar level. They are mostly found or practiced in remote, rural and 
marginalized communities. It’s difficult to be accurate about the number of 
teachers teaching multi grade the world over as statistics are not available either 
simply because it has not been thought important to collect this data or because 
multi grade is referred to differently in different places. This masks the reality of 
MGML practice and collecting or presenting collected data to provide statistics 
becomes very difficult. Combination class, composite class, family grouped class, 
ungraded class, non-graded class, mixed age class, multi grade class, consecutive 
class, double class and so on are some of the terms used to describe them in the 
English language alone. Though the names may vary from place to place the 
education realities of these classes appear to be similar.  

She was able to provide some statistics to show the scale of multi grade classes. 
What the numbers proved was that many children worldwide experience their 
primary schooling in multi grade classes but the teachers who taught them were 
really not trained to teach using this method and came from a training of 
teaching mono grade. For successful multi grade learning, teachers had to be 
well trained, well resourced and have a positive attitude to multi grade teaching. 

Moving on to thinking about the diversity of multi grade classrooms across the 
world, she identified three board strategies of multi grade teaching and 
explained what each of them meant. Avoidance: Through a method of neglect, for 
e.g., through timetabling, it was ensured that each teacher had to deal with only 
one class at any point, which meant that there were many classes during the day 
that had no teacher at all.  Another was through deferred entry into one 
grade/school if there were not enough children of the same age. A shift system 
was another method employed to deal with different grades, or more teachers 
were employed for primary schools so that they could avoid multi grade 
teaching, which anyway was considered to be a poor, often rural substitute to 
“quality” mono grade classrooms.  

The next set of strategies was quasi-mono grade. It was practiced differently in 
different countries. In some schools a teacher moved between learning spaces 
within the classroom with students in mono grade groupings; in others teachers 
even moved between classrooms within a classroom block instead of within the 
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same room. Very few countries had guidelines on how a teacher should organize 
the multi grade classroom. For e.g., for grades five and six everything except 
math was taught together, so the teacher combinedly spoke to both groups. 

In the differentiation strategy, the same lesson was taught but the teacher 
differentiated activities or tasks for each group. Students followed individual, 
graded programmes of learning. Older children worked fairly independently. The 
teacher usually led from the front for about 15 minutes before posing questions 
or assigning different tasks for different groups. She illustrated these various 
strategies through examples of classrooms in different parts of the world that 
used either one of the latter two strategies. Escuela Nueva schools in Columbia 
and ABL schools in India, she found, had a lot in common. What distinguished the 
Escuela Nueva schools however was student councils that consciously sought to 
involve students from ages 5 and 6 in the governance of the school thus trying to 
promote a democratic approach to governance. This approach, called Peaceful 
Social Interaction, is particularly relevant to the Columbian context because of it 
having been, for many years, a violent society. 

In these two successful initiatives, Angela briefly looked at the implementation 
strategies such as Origins, Goals, Political Will Leadership, Ownership, 
Resources, Time and Physical Scale and pointed out how they were quite similar 
in both cases. 

In scaling up in Latin America from Columbia to Guatamela and in India from 
Rishi Valley to Tamil Nadu and Pondicherry, all adapted the same basic mode 
and were able to demonstrate the model in practice, which was very crucial. The 
teachers were invited to create the TLM, which strengthened a sense of 
ownership. However in Pondicherry this did not happen, as the time given to 
develop these resources was rather limited. It was often the case that the time 
required for such exercises to show that it was working conflicted with the time 
committed by funding agencies. 

She finally returned to the monitorial system and the question of pedagogy. 
Pedagogy was a method or a set of tools for learning, but it was also embedded in 
cultures of learning and teaching. It was about how societies valued children and 
the expectations it had for them. Pedagogy links techniques with discourses of 
learning and life and epistemologies, she believed. 

In her research she recalled coming across a statement that MGML was not tied 
to any particular theories of learning either constructivist or behaviourist  and 
that to her was a bit of a surprise. She urged the participants to reflect upon this.  

She concluded with five questions or challenges – Does MGML need to be tied to 
a theory of learning and teaching? What are the necessary conditions for its 
adoption? After taking up the programme, how could high degrees of 
implementation be maintained? Does the time needed for taking up MGML 
conflict with funding timetables? What elements of MGML can be incorporated 
into other approaches or is it to be implemented as a whole or not at all? 
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This was followed by a short discussion, which included questions such as why 
this pedagogy was largely restricted to rural, under-privileged schools. Why did 
private and privileged schools not adopt it more widely because that is what 
would give it legitimacy in the public eye, which would help sustain it? Angela 
agreed that this was true and although a few private and privileged schools 
adopted it, more schools where the middle-class and upper middle-class children 
studied would help. 

There was also a request to her to talk about the main highlights of MGML and its 
efficacy in order to do better advocacy in the face of skepticism. If one were to 
put a general gloss on all the studies and evaluations, it appeared that on the 
cognitive outcomes the students either did better or no worse than in the other 
system but they did significantly better in terms of non-cognitive skills such as 
children’s levels of confidence, self-esteem, preparedness to ask questions of 
adults and authority figures. Something that strikes you when you walk into 
MGML classrooms is that children stop momentarily but then carry on with their 
work. They are not intimidated by the presence of adults nor do they give up 
agency of their learning. So if they needed something from the teacher even if 
visitors were present they would not hesitate to ask for it. It would be easy to 
pick holes due to gaps in the evaluation processes because very often when it is 
rolled out on scale across the whole state, there are no control groups only 
experimental groups but the overall outcomes in the non-cognitive areas of 
social and personal development cannot be denied. 

What happens when a state enforces a type of pedagogy on teachers? Does that 
restrict autonomy or enhance teacher autonomy with respect to MGML? MGML 
does create flexible, open spaces that committed teachers can use creatively to 
interpret with their students. But it’s also possible to ritualize the spaces due to 
the amount of material and be completely driven by the material thereby making 
it restrictive by giving up autonomy altogether. It is entirely up the teacher and 
the student to co-create a learning experience. 

PANEL DISCUSSION: INTERNAL MULTI-GRADE MULTI-LEVEL METHODOLOGIES: WHAT IS 
THE CURRENT STATE OF MGML EDUCATION IN DIFFERENT INTERNATIONAL CONTEXTS 

A panel discussion followed the keynote address. 

The moderator for the session was Angela Little and the speakers were Jurie 
Joubert, Director, Centre for Multi-Grade Education (CMGE) at Cape Peninsula 
University of Technology, South Africa; Khagaraj Bharal, Director General, Dept. 
of Education, Kedar Tamang, Country Representative, German Nepalese Help 
Association; Juerg Sonderregger, Professor at University of St Gallen, 
Switzerland, expert on teacher training in multi-grade education; Manjula 
Vithanapathirana, Faculty of Education, University of Colombo, Sri Lanka; and 
Anjana Managalagiri, previous UNICEF Chief of Education, Bangladesh. 

Angela introduced the speakers who spoke for 3 to 5 minutes about their 
personal experiences with MGML – either in the practice and research in their 
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own country or in others where they had worked. The audience was encouraged 
to write down questions if any, which were taken at the end of the discussion. 

Anjana Mangalagiri shared her MGML experience (as UNICEF Chief of Education, 
Bangladesh) and the trajectory followed by the Each Child Learns (ECL) 
Programme. Beginning in 2011, the programme followed the ABL method and 
evaluation and evidence showed only marginal difference in cognitive learning. 
She emphasized that effecting a radical change of the classroom teaching-
learning process would require the construction of a framework for 
‘management of change’. Teachers were merely the frontline and to put the onus 
and responsibility only on them would be unfair. Political will and commitment, 
though necessary, were not enough and institutional engagement with the 
pedagogy would be critical right from the start. Teacher training and curriculum 
development institutes would have to be involved. An accountability structure 
would have to be put in place for the administration if the intervention was to go 
to scale as planned by the Education Sector of the country. She concluded that it 
was important to be mindful of the catalysts of change. In the case of Bangladesh, 
fortunately there had been strong donor coordination, and they all spoke in one 
voice; UNICEF had played a key role in networking and building such consensus. 
The support of ministers and top-level decision makers had also been vital. 
Ongoing intervention on the ground and the RIVER process had both acted as 
catalysts for this time-tested methodology. 

Manjula Vithanapathirana, traced her journey with MGML in Sri Lanka. Her 
interest in this began with her PhD (with Angela Little) on the subject in 1999. 
She had even then sensed the need for differentiated learning but at the time, 
there had been no systematized way or approach to it in Sri Lanka. Although 
MGML had been identified as a strategy it had neither been initiated properly nor 
implemented effectively. Mostly groups within classrooms that purported to 
practice MGML were really graded groups working on differentiated exercises. 
Sometimes because of the deep-rooted mono grade philosophy in the Sri Lankan 
education system, the groups were even divided physically by open metal 
shelves and racks, which inhibited the practice of MGML. However, MGML was 
taking place without being recognized as such by policy makers and teacher 
educators, and its necessity could not be underestimated. 

The multi grade lesson plan she had developed as part of her PhD work was 
conducive to a quasi-mono grade with differentiated exercises for different 
grade levels and for personalized, individual learning. As part of her post 
doctoral work, she, along with other researchers, had worked on multi level 
working cards, samples of which had been tried out and had worked well; 
distance learning modules that she had developed have been uploaded to the 
internet as well but scaling up and gaining political will and buy in has continued 
to remain an issue. 

She concluded with a word of caution that private tuitions in Sri Lanka had 
become a huge and thriving business and many teachers turn private tutors 
(mis)using MGML tools as their private tuition resources to make huge profits, 
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while pushing children into rote learning with the sole objective of cracking 
examinations. 

Khagaraj Baral, Director General, Department of Education, Nepal talked about 
the Nepalese experience of MGML. The Right to Education as spelt out in the new 
Nepalese constitution insists on free and compulsory basic education for all. The 
Nepalese government had been implementing MGML in its schools from 2009 
and had been working with RIVER even earlier to take MGML to its schools. 
Observation visits to Rishi Valley and training on MGML methods had begun as 
early as 2008. RIVER has been supporting the preparation of instruction 
materials and the Department of Education and the German Nepalese Help 
Association have been working jointly. The biggest challenge till then had been 
convincing Nepal’s strong teachers’ association about the MGML methodology 
but the government was convinced and was hopeful of getting their buy-in, he 
concluded.  

 
Photo 28: Panel on current state of MGML education in different countries 

Kedar Tamang, Country Representative of the German Nepalese Association 
based in Stuttgart, Germany said that the association had initially begun work in 
the education sector by helping set up infrastructure. Gradually they had 
discovered for learning to happen, quality improvement inside classrooms was 
important as well. Beginning with TLM design workshops in 2009 for grades one 
to four, they had eagerly participated in MGML workshops, when the Nepalese 
government adopted the methodology. Realizing the potential of MGML in 
bringing about qualitative change in the classroom, they had advocated with the 
funding agency to focus on development of institutions. They have been working 
on a project wise framework for five years, with yearly funding and intervention 
activities for each year. 
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To link the community with the education process, they had formed mother 
groups and encouraged financial linkages with the schools, where mothers were 
expected to save a small sum of money (decided by the mother) each month and 
deposit it in school in the name of the child. Child clubs in schools encouraged 
children to participate in extra curricular activities and also represent students 
in school governance and in monitoring some of the schools’ activities. 

Juerg Sonderreger pointed to a completely different situation in Switzerland. 
There were no MGML schools there. No one had heard of it and no one was 
talking about it. Rural education did exist – in many places the mountainous 
terrain necessitated small rural schools. Looking back at his own biographical 
milestones, he traced the journey of his own engagement with mixed age 
learning. In the 1980s when he was at the university working on his thesis, 
mixed age classes had been very common. Although there had been a desire to 
centralize, at least a third of all schools had mixed age classes, not out of choice 
but because these schools, which were in the remote mountains had received 
neither government support, nor teaching materials.  

By the early 1990s, on realizing that these small schools needed support, the 
government had begun a project called Teaching in Mixed-Age Classes (a 
grassroots movement), where they worked with a group of teachers. While the 
government had provided the funding, teachers had to work to find a way to deal 
with teaching in mixed age classes. So they had grappled with two main issues – 
an individual approach and a social approach! With respect to the latter, older 
students had been responsible for developing some of the curriculum for the 
younger ones and for monitoring them. They further had had the responsibility 
of allowing access to computers based on younger students completing or 
achieving certain milestones. 

From the late 1990s to 2010, schools in Switzerland had begun slowly opening 
up to the idea and the possibility of mixed-age classes. Schools started to realize 
that one of their greatest challenges lay in dealing with diversity and they were 
looking for methods to work with diversity within classrooms. They 
remembered the rural schools in the mountains and how they had already been 
dealing with multi grade. In the late 1990s one big town school wanted to make 
the change. One of the challenges in trying out the mixed-age classes’ method in 
Switzerland according to Juerg was that between kindergarten and the start of 
schooling, there was a very big gap: play areas seemed to be the focus for 
kindergarten children and learning areas for the older children. The test would 
be to create areas for children between the ages of 4-8 where they could both 
play and learn together. 

After about 4 years, a major evaluation was conducted using experimental 
groups and control groups. And the results were: on cognitive skills/learning the 
students were not doing any better; on social skills, they were a little better and 
in terms of confidence somewhat better. The government of course was not too 
impressed, but it must be remembered that this evaluation was done after a very 
short period into the programme. Juerg concluded by emphasizing a challenge 
that was constantly thrown at advocates for MGML – what are the results of 
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mixed age learning? Currently in Switzerland, a lot of schools were trying small 
modules in their classes. However it still had not become government policy and 
therefore it was up to teachers and parents to decide if they would go with this 
method. Finally, it was up to the advocates to convince the stakeholders, which is 
why, Juerg said, he was here: to learn!  

The final speaker in the panel was Jurie Joubert who talked about MGML in the 
context of South Africa. He began by detailing the plight of the rural poor in 
South Africa as published in “Emerging Voices” by the Nelson Mandela 
Foundation in 2007. The experience of the rural poor in SA was not well 
understood. While there exists a fantastic school system for 50-60% of the 
students, for the rest it was simply not there. South Africa, like India was a 
developing country. With respect to primary education there was only a one in 
three chance that students among the rural disadvantaged would complete 
primary education. Illiteracy often coincided with poverty and hunger and with 
problems of child and maternal health and greater exposure to HIV aids in South 
Africa.  

He explained how multi grade worked in schools in South Africa. About 26-30% 
of all primary schools were multi grade: approximately 3 million South African 
children! Multi grade classrooms in South Africa followed a graded system 
because the assessment still had to be mono grade. The single grade class 
structure remained dominant and no research had been done to prove that one 
system was better than the other. The MGML model schools, in the South African 
context, were poorly resourced and the attitudes of administrators, teachers and 
other stakeholders were problematic.  

Jurie emphasized that for multi grade teaching to escape the bonds of the present 
system in SA, nothing less than a paradigm change would do. But unless multi 
grade education was recognized and acknowledged, it would never receive any 
support. Multi grade schools were seen as inexpensive type education in SA. As a 
result they were typically regarded as second-rate schools. Very few publications 
for instance even mentioned these schools and there were no baseline figures 
available.  

Jurie drew attention to the fact that all teachers, irrespective of the kind of 
classes or schools they taught in, received only mono grade teachers’ training 
although all evidence pointed to the fact that teachers teaching in the multi grade 
system should receive appropriate specialized training. Teachers training 
needed to be urgently addressed, he added, and research conducted on multi 
grade systems should not have to ‘prove’ anything but to ‘improve’ the system 
within such classrooms. Teachers, he emphasized, held the golden key to open 
the doors to lives of children.  

Jurie went on to add that more than 50% of the schools in the English speaking 
part of SA followed the multi grade class system, but only 2 out of 22 Universities 
in SA were doing any research or studies on multi grade pedagogy.  
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Angela wrapped up the presentations with a brief summary of each. She pointed 
out that one had traversed the world through these brief, but succinct 
presentations and that they had raised common, though different issues. 

 While she was struck by Anjana’s plea for a larger management of change 
framework for scaling up any kind of education intervention and 
particularly the MGML method, she asked Manjula to ponder the 
question: why was it a problem if tutors used activity cards and material 
from MGML classes as part of the tutoring classes? 

 In the two presentations from Nepal, Angela found a good illustration of a 
fine complementarity between government and non-government bodies, 
whereas the collaboration between these two bodies was generally a 
relationship fraught with problems. 

 It was fascinating how Juerg wove in the idea of milestones with his 
personal journey and learning of the MGML method. His presentation also 
offered insights on an awareness of diversity leading to the willingness to 
experiment with MGML.  

 Finally the presentation from South Africa and Jurie’s plea for more 
institutions such as universities and colleges of higher education to get 
the third sector of the education system more in tune with and more 
prepared to acknowledge the reality of schools in SA. They needed to be 
prepared to do something radical, constructive and positive to support 
both teachers and students. Because such methods or pedagogies start in 
rural areas and are associated with the problems of the rural areas, it is 
difficult to communicate the excitement in some of these classrooms to 
those who are concerned with the elite, the privileged, the urban, and the 
politically dominant.  

The floor was then opened up to questions and observations from the audience.  

A young student from the Pathshala school began with a question based on his 
own experience of schooling. Mono grade schooling, he felt, impacted his 
IQ/intellectual/cognitive capabilities where as multi grade impacted his social 
capabilities/EQ. He wondered what multi grade had that mono grade seemed to 
miss out. 

Anjana responded saying that such thinking – that one kind of classroom/system 
prioritizes a certain kind of quotient over the other and that one kind of quotient 
is desirable over the other – is something that needs to be challenged. Learning is 
a combination of both and while IQ is very important, it is something that can be 
acquired at any stage in life, but EQ, as more and more research has shown, is a 
process that must start young and continue. One without the other rarely does 
any good. However the privileging of IQ has repeatedly shown that without EQ 
the parameters by which we measure success seem difficult to achieve. 

Jurie added that MGML could mean different things in different contexts and that 
the best kind of MGML classrooms he had seen were in the Netherlands, which 
was quasi multi grade and supported differentiated learning. 
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Juerg affirmed that this was a question that as an advocate of MGML he had had 
to often face and went on to say that while surely there was no disadvantage in 
cognitive learning, with non-cognitive the advantages were somewhat better. Of 
course it also finally and largely depended on what individual teachers did in 
MGML classrooms. 

Linking her observation with the previous question, Vimala Ramachandran, 
Director, National University of Educational Planning and Administration 
(NUEPA), New Delhi, raised the point that the relevance of multi-grade in middle 
school or high school seemed to be questioned by citing academic rigor almost as 
if to say that multi grade was not academically rigorous and therefore only okay 
for primary schools. What was with this belief that MGML and academic rigor do 
not go together and that it was not suitable for secondary and tertiary education, 
she wondered? 

Meenakshi Thapan, Professor of Sociology, University of Delhi, added to that 
observation and linked the two previous responses by saying that it was our 
obsessive privileging of the cognitive over everything else in education. So 
essentially it boiled down to what that we valued in education. It appeared to be 
not a matter of rigor but more a question of what we valued and privileged and 
what we meant or understood by the word education. Milind pointed to the fact 
that this privileging was the unfortunate result of a certain kind of evaluation 
and assessment that was done at the end of the secondary school level. 

Sandeep Menon’s question was whether MGML processes had started thinking 
about using technology to enhance the existing system, while Shanta Dixit talked 
about the pressure of competition among peers and the idea of working at 
bettering one’s understanding and learning (which is what MGML does). So the 
competition was really not against another but a working with another in order 
to raise one’s own level of learning. 

Each of the panelists was invited to address any of the points, observations, 
comments or questions raised by the audience.  

Jurie responded to the question on technology saying that while it was a fantastic 
opportunity, it was not a silver bullet. The pedagogy needed to be 100% for 
technology to prove effective in MGML classrooms. 

Juerg responded to the question on competition. High expectations of learning 
were a far more motivating factor than competition, he said and when teachers 
communicated that to their students, the results of learning among students 
were far better. 

Khagaraj agreed that while technology could be a very useful tool, in countries 
like Nepal resources were often limited and that needed to be taken on board 
while thinking about technology. The other important thing was to have policies 
and frameworks in place that were MGML friendly for this method of education 
to succeed. 
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Tamang emphasized the need to let children have the freedom to do work, in the 
form of projects etc. outside and beyond the learning materials available and not 
confine them to the material available within classrooms alone. The Nepalese 
government had already adopted ICT, so perhaps they would now start looking 
at age-appropriate ICT devices using River Tide material. 

Manjula chose to respond to the chair about private tutors picking up TLM 
material from multi-grade classrooms. In Sri Lanka, there is a public examination 
called the Grade V Scholarship examination at the end of primary school. There 
exists a huge debate about this exam because the children are grilled from grade 
I to face this exam. And because the competition was intense and the exam had 
its own objectives, the aim was not to help or motivate children to learn but to 
clear this exam. As a result children lost time for play and other leisure activities 
and were herded to these tuition classes instead. The concern was that these 
cards would be used to grill and tie them down further to clearing the exam and 
would not be so much about actual learning. 

Anjana responded to Vimala’s observation about the up scaling. The pressure to 
make primary education accessible to all and, at the same time, to ensure that all 
children in government schools were actually ‘learning’ helped start the 
experimentation with MGML in primary schools. However without this kind of 
pressure, the possibility of a change of this magnitude would have been unlikely. 
Of course if our understanding of education and what we value changed, as 
Meenakshi suggested, it would be easier to have perhaps multi level learning in 
higher classes even if it was not strictly multi grade. 

We have witnessed what MGML can offer to children who might have otherwise 
dropped out of school. In its absence it is likely that inequity might have 
continued in education. The problem facing scaling up is that the elite are passive 
receivers of what private education can offer so the incentive or motivation to 
change the system simply does not exist.  

With this the first part of the morning session came to an end. 

PRESENTATION: EXPERIENCE OF LARGE SCALE IMPLEMENTATION OF METHODOLOGIES IN 
TAMIL NADU AND KARNATAKA 

Vimala Ramachandran, National University of Educational Planning and 
Administration (NUEPA), New Delhi, moderated this session of four 
presentations. The presenters were: Malathy Duraisamy, Head of Department, 
Dept of Humanities and Social Sciences, IIT-Madras, Pooja Kulkarni, IAS, Tamil 
Nadu State Project Director, SSA, S. Geetha, and Anita Kaul, Director, Council for 
Social Development, New Delhi. Vimala laid the ground rules for the session: 15 
minutes per presentation; presentations would all follow one after the other; 
questions from the audience would be taken at the end.  

The session began with Malathy’s presentation “ABL Pedagogy in Schools and 
Classrooms in two Districts in Tamil Nadu”, which was part of a larger study 
called Understanding ABL in Tamil Nadu: An investigation into Pedagogic 
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Practices, Student Outcomes, Political Economy and Dissemination and the Scale 
up of the Programme, funded by the DFID.  

The objective of Malathy’s team’s study was to understand how head teachers, 
teachers and pupils made sense of ABL and built it into their teaching and 
learning practices. It also explored variations in how the principles of ABL were 
interpreted, adapted and implemented in different ABL school and classroom 
settings. 

The central findings of the multi methods approach study conducted in schools 
in the 2 districts of Chennai and Kancheepuram, revealed that head teachers 
believed that ABL was beneficial for both students and teachers. It freed students 
from the burden of book learning and provided a clear direction through cards 
and ladders for task completion and progression while also being flexible. It 
encouraged ownership, sharing, developed different competencies and helped in 
experiential learning through contextualization with their lives. ABL promoted 
effective teaching by enhancing teachers’ knowledge and challenging and 
supporting them to move away from whole class teaching. It further allowed 
teachers to focus on individuals and work as facilitators rather than authority 
figures. 

Head teachers also interpreted their leadership role in ABL schools as primarily 
procedural seeing themselves as monitoring bodies. Theirs was a passive 
compliance and uncritical engagement with policy. ABL, as far as they were 
concerned, was an article of faith. Like converted believers they were uncritical 
implementers of the reform agenda. One of the major challenges they admitted 
was lack of parental support especially in the early phase. 

From a teacher’s perspective, ABL constituted a new order of pedagogic 
relationships. ‘Relationships’ featured dominantly in teacher and head teacher 
discourses. With the reconfiguration of space within classrooms, teachers 
reported a close form of bonding with their pupils in ABL classroom settings.. 
Such emotional bonding had implications for learning as the children did not fear 
the teachers anymore and approached them for help. The method in a sense 
dismantled traditional boundaries of power and space between teachers and 
students and transformed classroom learning from pedagogy of fear to pedagogy 
of joy. The transformation in the quality of relationships appeared to confirm in 
these teachers’ minds the potential and value of ABL reform for enhancing the 
quality of their pupils’ learning. Thus, while on one hand, it could be argued that 
ABL was encouraging and facilitating a new order of pedagogic relationships, 
realising its potential and value in practice however, was a challenging 
undertaking for teachers. New pedagogical relationships also posed challenges 
such as control, respect and discipline within classrooms, new teacher-student 
ratios, the ability to cover the curriculum and limited and out dated resources 
(ABL cards). 

The study also revealed that interactions between teachers and pupils showed 
‘asymmetry’ of teacher-pupil interaction in classroom interactions between 
teacher and pupils. Teachers tended to spend most of their lesson time 
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interacting with pupils and yet by contrast, each individual pupil tended to 
interact with the teacher for only a small proportion of his or her time in class. 
Classroom conditions for independent learning however appeared to be well 
established in so far as observed lessons consisted of a great deal of task-related 
work undertaken by students working alone on individually chosen tasks and 
undistracted by others. The remaining time was spent distracted from their task 
by others, or messing about, or waiting to interact with their teacher.  

The study recommended that the process of transformation undertaken with the 
implementation of ABL could be enriched through careful reflection and 
establishing a strong feedback loop between the ‘doers’ (the teachers in this 
case) and the ‘shapers’ (the policy makers). It also indicated that continued 
research was necessary to understand better the kinds of teacher and student 
practices and perspectives that optimised opportunities for students to learn in 
ABL settings.  

Pooja Kulkarni’s presentation was on the challenges of scaling up the 
methodology and lessons learned. The primary reason for going with the ABL 
methodology, Pooja said was that the government did not have the resources to 
hire enough teachers for monograde classrooms. The result was the collateral 
advantages of MGML: providing quality elementary education in all schools to 
enable children achieve age appropriate learning outcomes; enriching 
knowledge in scholastic and co-scholastic areas; and improving the LSRW and 
Arithmetic skills. ABL also made it possible to provide an equitable and inclusive, 
child friendly learning environment and engage children through learning-
oriented activities, providing them with an opportunity to pace their own 
learning and promote all round personality development. The programme 
sought to integrate continuous assessment as a part of the learning process and 
use different learning materials and content that were appropriate and relevant 
to the everyday context of children. It introduced democratic and teacher-
facilitated learning processes. 

In the first decade of the millenium, the Tamil Nadu government put in place a 
policy to implement ABL methodology in all primary schools in the state. 
Between 2003 and 2008 implementation went from 13 schools to 37486 
schools. In 2012-13, ABL was restructured as SABL as per the revised syllabus.  

Pooja took the audience through a typical ABL classroom structure. All ABL 
material in TN, she said, was sourced through the SSA, which had championed 
the scaling up of this methodology. She explained the concepts of ladders and 
milestones and lesson plans, process, methodology and structures in EVS and 
mathematics.  All schools were graded periodically at the block level using a 
School Grading Format and and these grades were analysed and monitored 
continuously for learning outcomes. Logos and colour coding for cards were 
devised early on during the introduction of the methodology in 2008. 

In 2010, to reduce the workload of teachers, activities like song, game, puppetry, 
story etc., were clubbed together as side ladder activities.  
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However, when the Tamil Nadu Government introduced the common syllabus, 
there was no correlation between the new textbooks and the cards. So in 2012 
ABL cards were restructured according to the common syllabus and the side 
ladder was incorporated into the main ladder. All activities in ABL cards were 
simplified and refined for comprehensive learning, and revamped in terms of 
number, colour coding and logos. 

The present approach was to work with a combination of textbook and cards. As 
to whether ABL had been successful in achieving expected learning outcomes, 
Pooja pointed to research done by various third party evaluations of the 
programme. She was firmly convinced that in classrooms where teachers have 
internalised this pedagogical approach, students do exceedingly well. 

S. Geetha, Government of Karnataka, made a presentation on the ABL/MGML 
process called Nali Kali, adopted in schools run by the Government of Karnataka. 
She began by screening a short promo documentary on the Nali Kali programme 
that showcased its classrooms and learning processes.  

Geetha spoke about the Nali Kali Programme of ABL being developed by a group 
of teachers in HD Kote block of Mysore District in 1995. The objective of the 
programme had been to align with the child friendly classrooms aimed at joyful 
learning after the RIVER Model. 

Nali Kali allowed children to learn by engaging in a number of activities and at 
her/his own pace. It also effectively addressed the challenge of multi grade 
teaching/learning and enabled teachers to effectively teach children who were in 
different learning levels. Just as in the previous presentation of ABL in Tamil 
Nadu, Geetha went through the concepts of ladders and milestones and lesson 
plans, process, methodology and structures that schools adopting Nali Kali used. 
She highlighted some of the challenges faced such as shortage of teachers, which 
was being remedied by the state recruiting more teachers for the elementary 
level schools. 

SSA, which received both state and central funding had continued to patronize 
the Nali Kali method in schools and has been ensuring timely supply of TLMs and 
activity cards. Teachers had been involved actively in the preparation of 
teaching-learning materials. SSA was also being supported by UNICEF to prepare 
language learning materials. Some of the challenges continued to be parents not 
being aware of learning activities/ stages due to the absence of text books . This 
was being remedied through creative interventions such as the “Samudayadatta 
Shale” and regular Parent-Teacher and SDMC meetings. Parents and the 
community had been encouraged to visit schools and see, understand, and 
participate in what their children had learnt, thus creating awareness about the 
latters’ learning activities. 

Bridge courses for students of class IV had helped to introduce and prepare them 
to understand and move on to the non Nali Kali method of mono grade 
classroom learning. Regular school level and cluster level meetings had been 
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held to share experiences of NK practicioners and monitoring mechanisms had 
been put in place. 

The final presentation of the session by Anita Kaul was a reflective critique on 
the “Challenges in Upscaling Innovative Projects – Lessons from Nali Kali.” She 
started from where Pooja and Geetha left off. Since they had both ably covered 
the priciples on which ABL and Nali Kali were based and about the systems and 
structures that formed this method including classroom mannagement, activity 
cards, learning ladder etc., Anita began straightaway with what happened in the 
short period during the mid 1990s. Nali Kali also the precursor to the ABL was 
inspired entirely by the Rishi Valley approach to schooling. There were many ups 
and downs, many flip flops, it took off, then collapsed, then took off again until 
there were approximately 40,000 schools or so in the Nali Kali system. 

The education situation till the 90s had been characterized by hierarchical, 
highly stratified administrative structures and systems and followed a rigid, 
stereotyped , textbook centric and teacher dominated classroom transaction. The 
problems of first generation learners were ignored, school calendar, and timings 
were inflexible and there was huge absenteeism due to the seasonal migration of 
children. Overall the learning levels were low and it was clear that the 
foundation being set for these children for any high learning was very poor.  

In 1990-91 when MHRD sanctioned a micro-planning project to UNICEF for six 
taluks in Karnataka nobody knew very much about the processes of micro 
planning. So all that happened for some years was a head count of children in 
and out of school and these survey formats were piled up somewhere in some 
office. In 1995 when UNICEF renewed its interest and support in the project, 15 
teachers (handpicked for their interest and enthusiasm) from HD Kote taluk led 
by M.N. Baig visited RV rural schools at the suggestion of Lata Menon. The RV 
methodology with a warm, friendly and above all trusting classroom 
atmosphere, with children of different ages, grades and levels, and the teacher as 
a friend and facilitator, inspired this group of teachers and they took a pledge to 
recreate the happy buzz of learning in their own classrooms. 

The RV visit provided an opportunity for these teachers to challenge and to 
critique their own curriculum material, learning processes, classroom 
management, and evaluation systems. The administration provided the space 
and time for teachers to come together and think through the processes for 
changes and reform – not just as a one-time intervention but on a continuous 
basis. 

Nali Kali challenged certain conventional norms such as single caste and gender 
exclusionary group formations, the paternalistic authority of the teacher and the 
authority of administrators and pedagogy pundits who were used to a system of 
centralized curriculum and control from the top. Instead it put in place a 
classroom management system based on a more inclusive organization of 
children’s groups and a teacher-child relationship based on the teacher as a 
facilitator rather than a dictator; it also provided teachers with the capacity to 
design curriculum and create learning material. 
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Of couse it had its fair share of resitance and conflict: from parents who worried 
about the absence of textbooks and lack of conventional methods of homework 
to teachers who feared the change that abdandoning textbooks and rethinking 
conventional notions of order and discipline might bring. Resistance was fiercer 
from ‘experienced’ teachers unwilling to explore alternative approaches and 
fearful of the changing power equations within the classroom and those who 
were unwilling to ‘own’ the system as the original group of HD Kote teachers did.  

Cluster functionaries and block district functionaries were also not fully 
interested or invested enough to imbibe Nali Kali’s spirit and philosophy. 
Departmental authorities found the success of Nali Kali challenged their superior 
status. Besides, they had also surrendered to the textbook printers lobby. Under 
the guise of creating workbooks/ supplementary material to help the 
programme, the initiative was wrested away from teachers by experts in 
Bangalore. Being till then used to piecemeal, curricular, textbook reform, the 
department was uncomfortable with process of comprehensive reform covering 
curriculum, TL material, training, evaluation and classroom management. 

Further there was a constant demand for proof of learning achievements even 
before the system of a 4-year curriculum continuum could be put in place. It is 
ironic that innovative projects like Nali Kali are on constant trial to prove 
themselves whereas the traditional system is under no such compulsion, even 
though the existing system has had pathetic results and children were 
functionally illiterate, we seem to go out of our way to preserve it. 

On hindsight, Anita reflected that HD Kote could have been treated as a learning 
lab till class four and perhaps evaluated it a little bit more before going to scale. 
But well-intentioned administrators saw urgency in spreading the programme to 
reach a much larger group of children and the time required for replicating 
processes was not factored in. 

‘Ownership’ necessary for replicability was not adequately considered and the 
original process spanning 3 – 4 years collapsed into a training plan over 3 – 4 
months. The training plan itself was implemented in an authoritative and not in a 
transformatory way, and in replication the processes got reduced to a bullet 
point in an action plan. 

Nali Kali challenged power relations at so many levels that it was a grievous 
omission not to directly acknowledge and address all the uneasiness, resistance 
and hostility. Overcoming resistance and hostility should have involved creating 
administrative consensus and not merely getting a few top level administrators 
on board. Even well intentioned administrators got caught up in looking at it as 
an issue of administrative management, rather than a social process that 
involves so many stakeholders The reports from the ground were not adequately 
addressed to gain consensus of all stakeholders. Something like this cannot work 
on Sarkari diktat/adesh! 

There certainly were were lessons that could be learnt from the Nali Kali 
experience, she concluded. That the government would back a government 
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initiation was an assumption that proved wrong and teachers continued to be 
transferred erratically. It was important to understand that there were no 
shortcuts to the process, which needed to be ongoing and continuous. It was not 
the project that needed to be replicated as is, but the principles and philosophy 
that would need changes based on the context.  

Vimla flagged the following few questions before opening up the discussion: 

Does multigrade method work better in smaller class rooms than larger ones? 
RTE stipulates that there be 1 teacher for ever 30 students so is there something 
to this? 

In addition to size, does the state of the classroom, the size of the classroom, and 
the building make a difference? States that seem to take care of these like TN and 
Karnataka have been more successful that others like Bihar perhaps in 
implementing this method. 

When does one one stop using the MGML method? In class two or class four? 
When is the right time to transition from multi grade to mono grade and how 
does the orientation happen? The other thing that came out clearly is the 
centrality of the teacher in any process of transformation or change. Can 
centralized material substitute for teacher-created material? What differnce 
would that make to ownership? 

Her own studies on inclusion and exclusion showed that this method challenged 
and breached gender, caste and income based segregation. Could this become a 
reason why ABL would not be adopted, she wondered, since it would shake up 
the entrenched fabric of social mores and norms? And finally how would we get 
key stakeholders on board when going to scale: parents, teachers, administrators 
and the the entire community in a sense?  

The discussion was opened to the audience and these were some of the 
questions and observations: 

Vishnu remarked that we were poor in understanding the system; while we were 
quick and ready to attribute success to individuals, when it comes to 
understanding how cultures get built and what kind of rituals are required, we 
seemed to fail. 

Anjana’s observation about Malathy’s presentation was that when studies are 
being done on non-conventional programmes, it always helps to have a control 
group against which the findings and recommendations can be made otherwise 
on its own one fails to apreciate the importance of what is being studied without 
the required contextualization. Another observation was that neither Pooja’s nor 
Geetha’s presentation talked about the systems change made to support 
teachers. The massive system, management and administrative changes needed 
to be emphasized. Tamil Nadu was not very successful in involving pedagogical 
institutions so sustainability was not built in. 
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Nina Jolly wanted to know how Pooja and others would like to do the knowledge 
sharing.  

Another query was about preservice and what was happening on that front? 
There were lots of discussions on inservice but is preservice being thought about 
and given the importance that it deserved?. 

Palanisamy commented on the constant and continuous interactions between 
teachers and students up to the 4th standards in schools that followed this 
pedagogy and said that it was perhaps important to consider implementing it up 
to at least the 7th std.  

Radhika wondered why there were no links forged between these programmes 
and universities. For example, the Univeristy of Mysore has a huge collection of 
folklore so why were these connections not being made, which could be used to 
convert them into contextual and relevant learning material? 

Further questions included what were the learning outcomes of children 
according to Malathy, have they been looked at? 

Meenakshi cautioned Pooja about the use of words like ‘moral’ education 
especially in the current context and debates around the idea of morality.  

Also since there was mention by Pooja that only about 40% of teachers have 
internalised this pedagogy, what happens to the rest of the teachers who are 
facilitators in this pedagogy? What kind of training is being provided, not just 
refresher courses but a more instensive engagement leading to a better 
understanding and even perhaps conviction in the method? 

Pooja responded to some of the observations. In Tamil Nadu the SSA had taken 
up and championed ABL, but this may not have been the right way to go. 
Teachers looked at ABL as a scheme of the SSA. Instead it might have been better 
had the Dept of Elementary education taken it up. While political support and 
consensus exisited at the top level, at the block and school levels it was still a 
matter of concern. Pre-service she admitted was very important and soon for the 
Diploma in Teacher Education, the syllabus would be revised to include the ABL 
methodology. 

Malathy also responded to some of the comments and observations. Other 
studies that they had undertaken but not presented here had made these 
comparisons and control groups from other states had been used. Non-cognitive 
survey and outcomes had also been part of those studies. 

S. Geetha also added that teacher training education B. Ed in Karnataka had built 
the MGML component into it.  

Anita in concluding said that scaling up was crucial and for that working with 
panchayats to build innovative activities into their action plans and developing 
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and implementing plans to carry stakeholders along should have been 
considered instead of brushing aside rumblings from the field as irrelevant. 

Otherwise what we would be left with was a half-hearted uncommitted kind of 
expansion. With this the morning session ended and the participants headed for 
lunch. 

PRESENTATION: EMPOWERING GOVERNMENT: GENESIS, RELEVANCE AND IMPORTANCE 
OF SARVA SIKSHA ABHYAN (SSA) 

The session after lunch began at 2:30 pm with a short presentation by Nirupam 
Bajpai, Project Director, Model District Education & Health Projects, Columbia 
Global Centres, South Asia. Empowering Government: Genesis, Relevance and 
Importance of Sarva Siksha Abhyan (SSA). What has SSA (2001-2015) achieved 
and what should SSA II Focus on, including MGML? 

Nirupam introduced the context and challenges to large-scale implementation of 
the MGML methodology and reasons for selecting it as a viable alternative. 

He began by outlining how the SSA started, what its relevance was then and what 
its significance was currently and what lay ahead in the context of rural, 
government, primary schools. He talked about the SSA projects he has been 
involved with over the last few years in the states of Telengana and Assam, 
which looks at improving learning outcomes. 

The genesis of the programme he began was in 1999 when Harvard looked at 12 
large economies and tried to forecast through studies where they would be by 
2050. Based on projections, assumptions, and studies they saw that India would 
be the world’s largest economy in terms of size (not per capita income) by 2037 
about 90 years after independence. With a paper written along with his teacher 
Prof. Jeffery Sachs called India’s Decade of Development he met the then Prime 
Minister of India, and suggested that they be prepared as a country not just for 
growing in size. He impressed upon the Government of India that with the world 
moving towards a knowledge based economy almost 50% of the Indian 
population was still (in 2000) illiterate. So literacy became the first goal to strive 
towards. Fortunately, it also coincided with the Millenium Development Goals 
and of Universal Primary Literacy. The PM announced and committed to it 
during the Independence Day speech that year. The real commitment was made 
when within a year the SSA was rolled out with a budget of Rs 150 crores. 
Presently, including Federal and all states funding, the SSA’s budget is 
approximately Rs 52,000 crores. The 2nd goal was resource generation by 
achieving a doubling of per capita income. A government commintment to try 
and do this by putting a framework in place to increase per capita income from 
5-5.5% to 8.5-9% in order to lift its people out of poverty was also announced.  

He then fast forwarded to 2012 when about 70% of per capita was achieved and 
evaluation showed that it is close to doubling, despite global recession and 
accompanying financial uncertainities. 
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With regard to Universal Primary Literacy, significant strides were made and 
90% of India had been covered by primary govt schools. What did not happen 
was looking at what went on inside the classrooms. So while SSA took up MGML 
pedagogy through the ABL, Nali Kali, and so on in the Southern Sates, within 
schools in northern and eastern india there appeared to be a complete absence 
of learning. The real challenge therefore was to take it to schools in these states 
that were lagging. For this, both political buy in and bureaucratic support were 
essential. MGML was a natural fit for rural schools, where classrooms and 
teachers were always at a premium and which therefore were automatically 
multi grade. 

The project in Assam and Telengana called Model Districts Education 
Programme: Access to Achievement is a15 year project set to end in 2017. 
Although the access part of the programme seems to have been provided by SSA 
somehow the achievement part has not. RIVER was their partner in this project. 
He explained their decision to work at the district level because it was possible 
to start with a block and a District Collector, an administrative head, who had 
command over resources and authority over certain departments and who could 
bring about change if she set her mind to it. Within a year it became clear that 
reform was needed both in the pedagogy used in the classrooms and in teacher 
training. 

Beginning with a pilot, they built on the MGML idea with support from RIVER 
and a whole host of other interventions. Simply changing pedagogy, materials 
and teacher training and tools was not going to work especially in rural areas 
among the underprivileged. A more holisitic approach was required. So they 
came up with a programme called School as a way of life. The school was a 
platform where interventions could happen not only related to education but 
also things like oral health, personal health, nutrition and so on. For instance, 
many children who came to these schools, it was noticed, were from 
underprivileged, BPL homes and therefore nutritionally deprived, so they came 
in without breakfast and had nothing till lunch time. Most of the time they came 
for the mid-day meal and learnt very little or paid no attention due to hunger 
gnawing away at their insides. A simple nutritious breakfast programme of a 
fruit or cookies and some milk that could be easily distributed without the 
logistical problems of cooking breakfast was built into the programme. All 
children were given breakfast in school between 9:00 and 9:15 before classes 
began. Those who did not make it to school on time did not get breakfast. This 
also inculcated in them the habit of punctuality since parents did not want their 
children to miss breakfast and ensured that children left home and reached 
school on time. This took care of both nutrition and nourishment and slowed 
down/prevented stunting of growth.  

A control and oversight mechanism for MGML school teaching was also put in 
place so that teachers turned up at school. Other components such as physical 
education (like yoga) and physical infrastructure such as clean functional toilets 
with adequate water supply and fencing around the schools were also put in 
place. Most schools had land, which could be used for a kitchen garden both for 
use and for practical learning. 
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Nirupam concluded his presentation saying that these interventions hopefully 
would collectively demonstrate the success of the project as it was intended to 
be a holistic and multi sectoral programme. 

The discussion that followed began with Amukta’s query about what happens 
inside the classrooms. It was all MGML said Nirupam although he had not dwelt 
on it in his talk in detail, the focus was on a different pedagogy of teaching, a 
subtle evalutaion and course correction if required. 

Ramu, a young student from the Pathshala school wondered how children who 
were given the space to learn, question and clarify within MGML classrooms fare 
in educational spaces that did not have this kind of setup. MGML classrooms 
could be preparatory for making and claiming that space. And the focus was on 
primary schools mainly so that parents and community could be involved and 
encouraged to create more such learning models. 

How does the Model School as a ‘way of life’ take care of more than just learning 
outcomes? Nirupam pointed out that there were different models of governance 
and an effort had to be made to get out of vertical slots and work on a model of 
convergence. Communities that were actively engaged and efforts such as 
mothers groups, PTAs, SMCs etc. were absolutely critical to the functioning of the 
school and children’s learning. 

Palanisamy suggested that since there were more children dropping out in 
middle school, why not scale this method upwards till the end middle school. If 
outcomes and other internventions could be shown to be successful, drop-out 
rates would automatically reduce since parents would be convinced that the 
method was working. 

BOOK RELEASE OF “RIVER MGML – THE DISSEMINATION MODEL” BY ANGELA LITTLE 
AND PADMANABHA RAO 

This session was followed by a book release by Angela Little and Padmanabha 
Rao. The book being released was RIVER MGML – the dissemination model. 
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Photo 29: Angela and Rao releasing RIVER MGML – The dissemination model 

Angela talked about the book briefly saying that it was a compendium of 
practical ideas and a tremendous consolidation of years and years of work, 
thinking, and practice. The book would essentailly work as a wonderful support 
to implementing the RIVER model in schools. The book contained both 
information in print as well as CDs bringing in visuals to enhance printed 
content. 

MATERIAL PRESENTATION 

With the book release, the session came to a close and participants exited the 
auditorium to spend the next hour in the gallery outside looking at the posters 
and materials displayed and interacting with the delegagtes who were 
presenting and sharing their respective experiences from their states/countries. 
Both delegates and participants engaged with the display and sought and 
received clarification on methods and materials displayed and discussed. The 
interactions continued through the tea break as well. The following were the 
presentations made along with the display of posters and learning material. 

 Presentation of Cape Penninsula University of Technology MultiGrade 
Education Programme (Jurie Joubert)  

 Presentation of “Learning and Teaching in Multigrade Settings” (Manjula 
Vithanapathirana)  

 Presentation of MGML material used in Germany (Höldrich/Lichtinger, 
Regensburg, Germany) 

 Presentation of MGML material used in Kenya (Würzle/Girg, Regensburg, 
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Germany) 
 Presentation of MGML material used in preschool education (Mueller, 

RIVER-Team, Germany and India) 
 Presentation of MGML material in the education of children with 

behavioural disorders (Mueller, Wuerzburg, Germany)  
 Presentation of MGML materials used by Nepal (Kedar Tamang) 
 Presentation of MGML materials used in Tamil Nadu’s ABL programme  
 Presentation of MGML materials used in Karnataka’s “Nali Kali” 

programme  
 Presentation of ADL, Switzerland (Juerg Sonderegger/)  
 Presentation of MGML materials used in Gujarat’s ‘Pragna’ programme 

(Haresh Chaudhari)  
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Photo 30: Presentation of MGML materials 

CHANGE TOWARDS QUALITY IN THE CONTEXT OF SCALING UP. ROLE OF GOVERNMENT IN 
EFFECTIVE SCALE UP AND IMPLEMENTATION OF AN MGML METHODOLOGY 

At 4:15 pm the audience gathered together again for the next set of 
presentations. The theme of this session was scaling up. The moderator was 
Amukta Mahapatra and the speakers were Haresh Chaudhari, Convener, 
Quality Cell, Sarva Siksha Abhiyan, Gujarat “Pragna”, Hemlatha Tiwari from 
Uttarakhand, Sunil Misra, State Resource Person, Chattisgarh, Kisan Bhima 
Kekare, Municipal Corporation "School Excellence Programme", Greater Mumbai 

Each of the speakers eloquently and passionately took the audience through 
their own state education department’s decision to adopt the RIVER 
methodology. They outlined what set them off on the path, the involvement of 
UNICEF and RIVER in their quest, the problems and challenges that accompanied 
diversity and scaling up and the learning that followed as a result. 

Harish Chaudri talked about the ABL methodology named Pragna in Gujarat and 
how it began with 25 teachers being trained by RIVER in 2005 and piloted in 100 
schools. The hiccups in between, their journey to Chennai to visit schools and see 
ABL in practice and another to Chattisgarh to understand how it worked in 
hindi-speaking contexts. The ABL approach was adopted and developed to suit 
Gujarat’s specific needs and material developed with help and input from 
teachers. The Pragna model was not about copying any of the other states’ 
models but about exposure to them and working out a similar model with small 
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changes as required for themselves based on these different models. Now the 
method is used in around 20,000 schools and covers about 80,000 children. 

Sunil Mishra from Chattisgarh spoke eloquently about how it began in 2000 with 
questions such as why was the school dropouts issue not being resolved? Why 
were they unable to instill confidence in children in their own learning process? 
Do all children learn in the same way, same pace? What can a teacher offer in 
such a diverse classroom situation: Was it possible to help slow learners? Can 
justice be done such that they are helped while fast-learners also continue to 
learn at their own pace? Can there be joyful learning for all children in the 
classroom? These led to discussions and deliberation about the inequality in 
terms of what the children were learning. Every question here appeared to have 
answers that were conducive to the MGML methodology. So they did some 
research, found out about RIVER and with the help of UNICEF and the European 
Commission went there with 21 members for exposure and training. By 2010 all 
schools in Chattisgarh had adopted this method. Since then they had been trying 
to focus on developing a strong core group, and teachers’ training. Systemic 
changes led to a reduction in dropout rates and an increase in the pace of 
learning. 

There were challenges as well: the monitoring system was not very effective, 
some lacunae in the training process due to which sometimes teachers were not 
too cooperative. Also when the process kicked in, transferring teachers had to be 
done carefully. The inability to move away from the textbook was another issue, 
so it was important to develop learning material and books that went hand-in-
hand. Finally the success of this method depended largely on the passion and 
conviction of individual teachers. The importance of the Chattisgarh effort is that 
it is an instance of peer learning in MGML where they learnt from TN and took 
that learning to their state and made it work. 

This presentation was followed by Hemlatha Tiwari’s presentation about 
Uttarakhand. Since the journey began when the state was still part of Uttar 
Pradesh, the search for a suitable pedagogy began in 1997. Even as teachers 
began developing material on the basis of children’s learning with RIVER’s 
support, the separation into two states came about. This caused a brief hiatus 
after which they went back to RIVER as Uttarakhand state and saw that the 
method could be adapted for their needs. In 2006 the MGML method “a non-
formal alternative pedagogy” became their mainstream method of schooling. 
Their focus was predominantly on the child-friendly parts of MGML: Learning in 
a fearless, joyful environment where the child felt respected and honoured, and a 
child-centred education using local, contextual information. 

The final presentation was by Kishan Kekare from Mumbai who talked about 
government shools in Greater Mumbai. When they started out they began with 
support and partnership of NGOs and have since then become capable of 
handling the process on their own and have even begun training their own 
teachers. 
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Amukta wrapped up the session by highlighting some of the important points 
raised by the speakers such as peer learning, the fact that governments, used to 
brickbats and receiving flak, had begun taking pride in their own work, how in 
each of these cases the inspiration from RIVER was adapted to create a schema 
suitable for each state. How the process is scaled up is also very important and 
matters hugely. Both the magnitude of scale and the period over which it will be 
done must be evaluated very carefully. Also, like it did in Chattisgarh, reflection 
must be built in right from the start so it becomes a process – a problem Tamil 
Nadu had, where it stopped midway, and the effect of this was evident.  

A few questions and comments followed Amukta’s observations before moving 
on to the final session of Day 4, which was an open dialogue on the outcomes and 
lessons learned from the day. It began with opening comments by Meenakshi 
Thapan and Richard Rowe followed by comments and observations by 
conference participants. 

OPEN DIALOGUE FORUM ON OUTCOMES AND LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE DAY 

This session began lightly with Richard asking all the participants to get up and 
directed them to some stretches since they had been seated for so long. He 
followed this up with a quick survey by asking 3 questions to see how many had 
taught in MGML schools, how many were looking forward to more MGML 
experience and how many were tired of the subject of MGML already as a result 
of the day’s sessions. A quick raising of hands to vote and it became clear that 
everyone there was still deeply committed and interested in the cause. 

After this he made his first observation that there appears to be an internal social 
conflict vis-à-vis education; our education system that had been devised during 
the Industrial Age for a specific purpose was still stuck in that mode instead of 
keeping pace and moving forward. The MGML is like the method of learning 
required in the 21st century information age stuck with a 19th century testing and 
evaluation. So it is important not only to change the test but also the ideas 
behind that kind of testing.  

Meenakshi Thapan raised the question: Where do we go from here? She added 
that the role of the teacher was critical to the whole process. It was not just about 
internalization by the teacher but also about nurturing the pedagogical bonding 
so that the child is awake and alert to the teacher’s presence. While focusing on 
the success of MGML, it was also important to keep in mind the challenges and 
dilemmas. 

She noted that she had questioned one of the panelists earlier who had brought 
up the idea of the moral aspects of education. The more important thing about 
the idea of morality she cautioned was to teach children to be empathetic, 
tolerant, and have an emotional connect, to be able to open the boundaries of 
oneself. 

Finally, it was also crucial to conceptualize education differently. What did we 
value? For now it seemed the scholastic value was all that was important. So all 
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the education we received was about certification and it has already been labeled 
and valued in a certain way. It is necessary to ask what factors will help 
understand the way in which we want it to be? Would we go beyond what is 
necessary and figure out what we could add to make it possible? 

Richard responded to Meenakshi Thapan’s observation saying that the role of 
teachers, which was a key function, would and should change radically in the 
new models of education. Especially now that technology can easily deliver 
information more effectively, efficiently and less expensively than a teacher. 
What will and perhaps needs to change is that it becomes a more facilitating, 
emotional role that guides and steers the learning of the child. With this the floor 
was open to the audience for sharing, questions, observations and more. 

One participant from Delhi wanted to know if it was possible to push the 
boundaries of MGML even further and beyond the boundaries of a restricted 
curriculum. Would RIVER be looking at those possibilities as well, to which Rao 
replied that with the participation and help of young people like her and the 
TIDE technology they would be happy to work together rather than being 
responsible for all innovation in the area. Sandeep added that the idea of RIVER 
BANK, which was an aggregator of content and a plug in to the TIDE technology 
might work in a similar way. 

Keith made the observation that this was to be seen as a unique opportunity and 
it was unusual for an innovation to go to this scale in this time span and to see it 
sustain despite the fact that it changes in different contexts and circumstances 
was in itself a huge achievement. He had two questions: 1) what was the 
developmental game? Less than half the children in many of these schools 
reached middle and secondary schools. With the MGML pedagogy, you already 
had child-seeking schools where it was possible to keep children in school and 
ensure that learning takes place. 2) what do you do at the secondary level? There 
seemed to be no excitement at this level in terms of curriculum ideas, innovation, 
drive or resonance. It was necessary to look upward especially at this age-group 
when children become adults and have access to abstract thinking skills and 
identity is being formed. So the gap between primary and high school education 
needed to be closed. What happens to children between 10 and 20 years lies in 
the cognitive chasm in performance. Close that gap and the developmental gap 
gets addressed. The moderators agreed and suggested that cutting through the 
value placed on scholastic achievement might help somewhat and that freeing 
MGML from its confinement in early schooling and offer it up as a jewel to the 
whole world and every classroom. This might require some marketing of the 
pedagogy but it would be worth it. 

Sarah’s question about changing assessment and evaluation patterns and 
accepting other ways of looking at learning in children in order to create 
individualized testing methods was a valid concern that many educators have 
perhaps been grappling with. Thomas responded saying that the existence of 
schools like these shows that it exists but it does not fit the accepted paradigm of 
learning. Radhika extended Sarah’s question by asking while altruism may be a 
good thing, the reality is that qualification of a certain kind is required for certain 
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types of jobs and therefore how are we going to address the evaluation of 
technical know-how. 

Stella Tamang from Nepal shared that she had started a formal kindergarten 
school 41 years ago, which has now grown to a high school. She realized now 
that she has probably done more harm through the formal method of schooling 
than good. Coming to the conference had opened her eyes to the MGML 
pedagogy. According to her understanding the pedagogy cultivated and nurtured 
learning culture, it redefined and redesigned pedagogy and was not merely child-
centered but community-centered for the sake of the child. 

Other comments talked about including the good things from traditional learning 
into MGML and using contextualized, local materials, focus on pre-service 
training for teachers and the pedagogy could be defined as a success only if it 
reached every last child. 

Juerg pointed out that the value of questioning is very important and that MGML 
should and could not become a provider of all answers or solutions. 

Amukta pointed out that when studies like the one that Malathy presented are 
done around innovative practices, it was important to clarify what the data 
collected was being compared with, otherwise the figures or definitions meant 
nothing. What did children messing around mean? What did uncritical 
acceptance of the pedagogy by teachers mean? If each child got around 19.9% 
personalized attention time from the teacher in the class, how much did they get 
prior to the MGML method?  

There were questions and observations about governments schools failing to 
provide what the RTE is promising, teacher absenteeism especially in semi-
urban schools, assessments and CCEs not being implemented with care or in a 
thoughtful manner and about more teachers from the field needing to be at a 
conference like this so that immediate and direct feedback could be available, 
about more teachers in a classroom for effective class management or less 
students per teacher.  

It was agreed that merely transplanting the pedagogy would not work and a lot 
of things were required to be put in place. It was important to link a lot of these 
suggestions and questions that were raised and make a system that works even 
better and create an ecosystem of the teaching-learning process. With respect to 
teachers there were those who were motivated, some who were not and a vast 
majority in the middle who were victims of the system feeling trapped and 
unable to change anything, just happy to embrace something that works. 
Repeated criticism, devaluation of their work, made them defensive, and it was 
important to understand that. 

The evening ended with Meenakshi and Thomas thanking the participants for a 
day well-spent. 
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DAY 5: 19 FEBRUARY 2016 

REVIEW OF ABL AS A MEANS OF CHILD-FRIENDLY EDUCATION: PRESENTATION OF 
PRELIMINARY FINDINGS 

The final day of the conference began with a joint presentation by Ramachandra 
Rao Begur, UNICEF Education Specialist and Vishnutheerth Agnihotri, Sr. 
Education Advisor to Educational Initiatives. Introducing the study 
Ramachandra Rao provided a brief background. UNICEF had been providing 
support for ABL and MGML for some time and existing studies show that a lot 
has happened. Since the RTE mandates child-centric, child-friendly schools and 
learning, UNICEF decided to conduct a survey to review what was happening in 
schools in eight states across the country. 

 
Photo 31: Ramachandra Begur introducing the survey undertaken by UNICEF 

The study would look at the nature of the classroom processes that would have 
an impact on learning dynamics. It was evident that with ABL, some schools 
were performing very well and others not so well. What were the subtle 
differences that enabled better performance? The study conducted over the past 
two years was now in its concluding stage and Vishnu would share the patterns 
that had been observed. 

The main aim of the study had been to understand the effectiveness of ABL 
classroom process indicators and learning outcomes in eight states, namely 
Rajasthan, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh 
(now two states, AP and Telangana) and Tamil Nadu.  

The study had four stages and began in late 2013 to understand what the ABL 
model was like Vishnu explained. For example, what did the materials (the 
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teaching learning materials such as activity cards) look like, what was the 
training imparted to teachers for this method of teaching? This was Stage 1, 
which involved many discussions with the stakeholders. This stage was also used 
to create tools for the study such as the achievement survey tool and the 
classroom observation checklist. They were to observe 120 schools in 7 states, 
which later became 8 with AP bifurcating to become Andhra Pradesh and 
Telangana. 

Stage 2 Vishnu elaborated, was Round 1 and they used these tools (achievement 
survey and classroom observations checklists) in 857 schools in 7 states. This 
stage provided lots of insights such as emerging trends, quality of training etc., 
which were not visible outcomes; for example, if something was working it was 
not clear how or why. This was also because of the large sample size and the fact 
that only 2 hrs were being spent in each classroom and to that end, this stage 
was more of a dip-stick analysis, more quantitative in nature and focus. 

Stage 3 was Round 2 of the study based on achievement surveys in 245 schools 
and an in-depth qualitative study in 117 schools. Three days were spent in 
observation in each school. This made it possible for the highly trained 
researcher to recognize and understand the process indicators in well-
performing schools. Further subsampling was conducted to understand nuance. 
This was the qualitative phase of the study. 

The final stage would be the analysis and write up. It would involve integrating 
information, data and analyses from all 3 stages into the final report and 
disseminating them through workshops, seminars, etc. at the national and state 
levels. Currently they were in the final stage of analyzing the observations and 
finalizing the report. 

Understanding the impact of ABL on academic and non-academic learning 
outcomes for children would help come up with recommendations for further 
strengthening the way it was being implemented in these states. It would also 
help provide capacity building training for both state and district level 
functionaries to access and strengthen their own ABL programmes.  

All states had had a similar starting point like Karnataka and Tamil Nadu. ABL, it 
is already known, had been formally implemented some time ago in all southern 
states except Kerala. Rajasthan had different flavours of ABL, Gujarat had had a 
pilot implementation and has now reached about 30-40% schools, Jharkhand 
had had a small implementation in about 200-250 schools and MP about 20,000 
schools out of its 70-odd thousand primary schools. In the north Indian states 
where it was not a government implementation, it was possible to have a control 
group: Out of the 120 schools selected in each state, in TN and Karnataka all 
would be ABL, but in places like Rajasthan or MP there would be 80 ABL schools 
and 40 non-ABL schools. 

The study showed that Karnataka with a much longer history and Gujarat and 
MP were closer to the traditional model of learning based on activities and cards, 
while TN had attempted a hybrid version reliant on both cards and the text book 
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and AP and Rajasthan were more text-book based. So it has been difficult to say 
whether it has worked in the intended way. The absence of a single common 
model has necessitated the definition of a common lens of evaluation. The study 
was not intended merely to see whether state-mandated models were working 
or not.  

In stage 1, common parameters across all states were identified: engagement of 
each child, variety of learning materials used, democratic processes and 
relationships in the classroom, equitable and inclusive learning environment, 
self-paced and individualized learning, opportunities to learn through different 
modes and so on. The study thus did not focus so much on what the model being 
followed was as on these indicators that seemed to be the common thread of 
understanding of the ABL method. It was important to see whether these were 
child-friendly classrooms in which learning was happening. 

The main findings according to the study were that the success chain of ABL 
depended on the following: If there had been design continuity over the years, 
teacher involvement would follow in most cases leading to teacher buy-in and 
ownership of the method. Coupled with activity based grouping of children in the 
classroom, the implementation of basics and availability of learning material, a 
certain type of classroom would emerge that was close to the classroom as 
intended by ABL leading to better indicators and learning outcomes. 

Based on these indicators, 5 types of classrooms were identified. Type 1 and 2 
revealed a lot of student engagement and fear free learning. While type 1 also 
had active self-paced and peer learning, there was not much of this in the type 2 
classrooms so these were still teacher-centred. The other three were less Child 
Friendly Learning Centered (CFLC). And the last type 5 even included 
physical/corporal punishment. 

It was also important to observe the kind of agency toward learning that children 
displayed. An ideal ABL classroom according to the study showed that it was one 
with a fear-free atmosphere and students felt a trust within this space. The 
student would learn to self-pace and engage with the learning and know which 
group to be a part of based on her activity and know how to use the resources 
available to her, marking her own progress and showing a great degree of 
independence and agency in her own learning. A teacher proficient in this 
method would also learn to allocate her time according to individual student 
needs and those teachers who understood it well also realized that it worked 
better for weaker and slower students. 

Some of the key findings have been that the RIVER model adaptation of the ABL 
is associated with positive classroom indicators and better learning outcomes; 
sometimes changes in the design and the quality of implementation have 
resulted in low adoption; teacher effort and buy-in are critical for the successful 
practice of ABL. 

Some of the recommendations for the sustainability of ABL include a critique of 
the undue focus on the mechanics of ABL. The study shows that it would be 
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valuable to look at the outcome driven indicators such as: Are students engaged? 
Are they participating in the classroom activities? Do they ask questions?  Do 
teachers understand the problems that students face? The focus ideally should 
be on a shared understanding and commitment rather than merely expanding 
the programme. 

Sustainability also seems to be an issue because of lack of institutional memory. 
What were the bases on which changes were made? Where was the 
documentation related to the various changes that have been made?  

The study when published would provide a framework for success and 
improvement. Preliminary findings suggest a simultaneously loose-tight 
organization, rigid on principles but flexible on procedures and evidence-based 
decision-making. 

A few recommendations were hinted at to National and State level institutions. It 
would be necessary to build systemic and institutional capacity on both technical 
(pedagogic) and governance aspects. Articulating where ABL stood in terms of 
vision, strategies and guiding principles in the states education programmes 
would help recognise the inconsistencies between departments and this would 
compel the state departments to address them.  

Milind flagged a few interesting points. An initiative like this needs time he 
agreed and wondered whether the child was learning language better? Was 
there greater  inclusion? Was there teacher buy-in? Many of the preliminary 
findings that Vishnu mentioned tallied with their observation of ABL in Tamil 
Nadu.  

KEYNOTE ADDRESS: SCALING UP, ROADBLOCKS AND THE PATH FORWARD: HISTORY OF 
MGML  - METHODOLOGY, ANALYSIS OF THE ROAD-BLOCKS IN SCALING UP AND 
PRESENTATION OF INNOVATIONS 

The next session of the morning was a Keynote Address by Padmanabha Rao on 
roadblocks to scaling up and the path forward was moderated by Lata Menon, 
previous chief of UNICEF, Ethiopia. 

Thanking the previous speaker for the presentation and the study findings, Lata 
believed that Rao’s presentation would help us see what we needed to keep in 
mind to move forward. She emphasized that teachers were a necessary but not a 
sufficient condition for this to go forward. Systemic support and clear pointers to 
a path forward were some of the few basic things needed to strengthen teachers 
in their ABL journey. 

Rao plunged straight in and began his presentation with what had worked well. 
It was always important to remember and revisit the successes as much as the 
failures. Quoting from the Kent State University Report, he talked about the 
unique nature of training at Rishi Valley that brought together involved 
individuals from a wide range of backgrounds and the egalitarian ethos of the 
observation and training programme. This contributed in no small measure to 



 79

the success. Discussions centered around what was happening inside the 
classroom and this was a major shift from earlier observations on infrastructure, 
material etc. Teachers were also accorded a high level of importance in the 
process of implementation and bureaucratic activism was used strategically to 
make an impact. This was seen especially in the role the government played in 
the implementation of ABL in Tamil Nadu. High teacher effort being critical for 
this method to work, card ladder grouping of students to achieve student 
autonomy and higher levels of learning were flagged as some of the non-
negotiable things for this programme’s success. 

However, he added, it was important to understand the challenges too. After the 
initial excitement of observation and training and setting up, the interactions 
with most groups came to an abrupt end, and it was not clear how each one of 
them had grown and evolved. So a roundtable on challenges was conducted in 
2013 and data collected through interviews of teachers and state, district and 
NGO level officials across 9 states. About 95% teachers who came for the 
roundtable had attended the training at Rishi Valley and had over 2 years of 
experience teaching through the MGML model. Some of the questions asked 
were: What kind of modifications / improvements were required in the RIVER 
training method? What support could RIVER provide in localizing content based 
on context? The latter question was particularly crucial since there had been 
large resistance to content being provided across states. What could be the 
teacher-training model and how could RIVER be involved at the State level for 
this? What could be the post-training support structure and what could RIVER’s 
long-term engagement be with sustaining the method and the programme? 
Participants proactively shared solutions to these challenges and offered ideas 
that could be relevant to the final outcome. 

Rao went on to elaborate that the summary of the survey findings showed that 
the satellite school observation visits were valued greatly. However, it also threw 
up the finding that while the method was explained well theoretically, how to 
adapt it and apply it was not focused on. RIVER therefore provided exposure to 
officials wanting to implement the model, but clear guidelines for 
implementation planning and content creation and revision were also needed. 
This came as a surprise and RIVER realized the importance of implementation 
hand-holding. It became evident that senior state leadership buy-in was very 
critical otherwise it would just turn out to be a copy of the RIVER model. The 
leadership would be influential in driving top-down backing to put systemic 
support in place. Unexpected resistance also came initially from the printers 
lobby but the devil is in the details and as the programme was envisioned as 
curriculum-rich their co-operation was crucial too. How do presence or 
reduction of logo sizes, change in cards, font etc. affect the way classroom 
learning happens? Also how would it affect classroom management, planning, 
student autonomy? So getting them on board was important as well. 

Systemic level issues included insufficient change management efforts and 
therefore a lukewarm implementation. There was not enough conviction about 
the value of the method or its underlying principles. The system placed hopes on 
short-term initiatives and individual programmes rather than on long-term 
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initiatives. Compulsions of timelines and boundaries led to the problems that 
come with a time-bound setup. For example, teachers internalized nothing 
because the timelines gave them no time for reflection and practice. In order for 
the programme to work it was important to transfer the experience of MGML 
from those who have observed and experienced it. How to go about it was the 
question?  

ABL reports and Partner Survey Results also pointed out that low confidence of 
leadership in the programme led to the belief that text-book based learning was 
better as there was no CCE in the conventional sense. However MGML was the 
best example for CCE since evaluation is not only in-built but also recognized by 
individual learners and within the agency of the learner to remedy, improve and 
move forward. 

Rao talked about the operational level challenges; while the initial introduction 
to the model was good, it did not equip the those who had been trained with 
process, tools and skills to efficiently implement the model; teacher evaluation 
and feedback had been provided locally and were inconsistent and of very little 
help; underestimating the extent of support needed by teacher and therefore not 
equipping the teacher; frequent changes to the model without giving it time were 
some of the issues. 

As a result, very few ABL schools managed to meet the desired principles of ABL. 
Only 27% are aligned to CFCL principles; only 13% students take charge of their 
own learning; 50% offer no possibility for self-paced, peer learning. 

To address these challenges, especially those related to implementation and 
scale, RIVER along with international universities such as Regensburg created a 
model for dissemination with a range of tools: Overview kit, Pilot 
implementation guide, Scale roll out and sustenance guide, Training files, 
Support guides for pedagogy, Classroom set, Monitoring on the job, CCE in 
MGML, TLM and Content development guide, overview of MGML rationale and 
alignment with regulations. The model would be a scaled rubric that would help 
the teacher organically grow.  

He outlined the goals of the MGML Dissemination model as follows: 

 Motivate teachers and increase ownership of teachers in implementation 
of the model 

 Eliminate variability in interpretation of the MGML model 
 Ensure systemic support and sustained implementation 
 Improve quality of teacher training provided by RIVER and the cascading 

training provided by implementing agencies 
 Ensure consistency in the process and quality of content development 
 Manage government relationships to create support systems to 

implement MGML 
 Build buy-in and capacity at the local level, leveraging UNICEF’s network 

and local state NGOs 
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Due to time running out Rao quickly and briefly went over the MDM version 
Phase 2.0 that he promised to share with everyone at the conference. A quick 
look revealed that it was a detailed, well-thought out, multi-phased, multi-staged 
process that could easily be used for implementation by each state or new 
district with a good mix of intensive training, handholding by RIVER, advisory 
areas, and individual parts that could be handled independently by the 
respective school / district / state as required.  

The presentation was followed by a question and answer session. 

Anjana raised the question of sustainability. Looking beyond the classroom and 
teacher, what are the factors that sustain the ABL or MGML? What changes have 
been made? What kind of changes, sustain such a revolution? This was a 
question, she believed fervently, needed to be asked and studied. To not try to 
understand this would leave a yawning gap in our understanding of the method. 

Rao replied that involving different groups with different expertise and inviting a 
cross section of people, different stakeholders, and impressing upon them the 
need to communicate with each other and implement this was a possible way to 
understand and ensure the sustainability of the model. It would also pave the 
way to deal with any resistance to the model. The question of sustainability was 
also not just about materials and structures but also clarity of intention.  

Ralf pointed out that although systems were required, what needed to be 
remembered was that this was a journey and that it was something to keep in 
mind to realize the magic of MGML. When working with rural children and 
circumstances, just finding the next point was all. 

Meenakshi Thapan wondered why this was still not part of the curriculum in 
universities, or an important part of B.Ed courses? International universities 
seem to be looking at and working with these concepts but unfortunately not 
Indian universities, she rued. 

This session was followed four parallel sessions in four different venues. 
Participants could choose the session of their interest and attend it.  

PARALLEL SESSIONS 

The following were the four parallel sessions: 

(a) The role of technology in scaling up Multi-grade Multi-level 
methodologies across the developing world. Moderator: Lata Menon; 
Panelists: Richard Rowe, CEO of Open Learning Exchange and Sandeep 
Menon, RIVER TIDE 

(b) Inclusion- Policy Approaches and Alternatives. Chair: Disha Nawani, Arun 
and Poornima-Marudam Farm School, Prema Rangachary-Vidya Vanam 
Bina Sivaram-The School KFI (Junior School MAG Classrooms), G. 
Gautama-Pathashaala PCFL-KFI (Middle School MAG Classrooms) 
Discussion Moderator: Milind Brahme. 
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(c) Teacher Education in MGML- Methodology and Ladders of Learning. Ralf 
Girg, University of Regensburg, Chair of School Education; Ulrike 
Lichtinger, University of Regensburg, Chair of School Education  

(d) ABL in Tamil Nadu: Sustainability of quality at scale: Lessons from 
Educational Change. Shashi Nair, Professor, Azim Premji University, Ruchi 
Ghose Department Member, Education Leadership and Management 
Department, Azim Premji Foundation for Development  

Each of these sessions lasted two hours to give speakers and participants time to 
explore in detail and depth the topics that were discussed. 

THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY IN SCALING UP MULTI-GRADE MULTI-LEVEL METHODOLOGIES 
ACROSS THE DEVELOPING WORLD.  

RICHARD ROWE, CEO OF OPEN LEARNING EXCHANGE AND SANDEEP MENON, RIVER TIDE; 

MODERATOR: LATA MENON 

Sandeep Menon, an alumnus of Rishi Valley working with RIVER to bring 
technology into the sphere of education introduced the work that they had been 
doing. 

The key focus of RIVER TIDE (an acronym for Technology Initiative for 
Development of Education and founded as a company by Rishi Valley Alumni) 
was teachers and students.  

The challenge was to introduce technology without destroying the essence of the 
unique pedagogy. The cost and easy usability of the tablet was an important 
factor. It was also essential to enhance engagement and make it a device that was 
integral to the classroom without losing the teacher in the process. 

The advantages that the team had was access to RIVER and the Satellite schools, 
which allowed it to develop relevant activity materials on the ground and to 
create content that was soft and subtle, yet would work effectively in a digital 
classroom. 

Sandeep then took the audience through a demo of the teacher and student 
tablets with their specificities. 

Upcoming initiatives included RIVER Bank that would be a bank of knowledge 
containing plenty of data and content, a teacher-collaborative dashboard, 
support banks with special content, activities and mile stones for children with 
special needs. 

 (For more details on the TIDE presentation, see the pre-conference section/report) 

Richard Rowe’s presentation detailed the steps required to take learning 
methods like MGML to scale and outlined the theory of change. According to him 
there were six steps that were the foundation of systemic change. They were 
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Public Problem, Effective Solution, Strong Leadership, Sufficient Resources, 
Continuous Improvement and Irrational Persistence. 

He went on to explain the theory of change as one that involved the following 
stakeholders: International Organizations, National Organizations, Teachers and 
Leaders in Education, Local Communities, Media and Public Opinion. Each of 
them had a critical role to play in this process of change.  

The process itself would begin a pilot project involving teachers and local 
communities and working both extensively and intensively to ensure that they 
own the change. The pilot implementation could be used to demonstrate its 
success and document the process, to shape media and public opinion and to get 
domestic/state governments’ buy in, while also reflecting on the process, 
sharing, and continuing to organize, learn, plan and so on. This is a cyclical 
process, a continual adaptation of change. This is the basic theory of change 
learning. 

The key system requirements were strong leadership that sought out people 
who could push for change and work together to make it happen, lots of quality 
content, and continuous improvement. 

Leadership also meant a transition in teachers to recognize themselves as 
learners while accepting that students could have agency and could refuse to 
participate. Inherent in this system is a lot of significant power for the students 
that they are encouraged to put to good use. The teacher has a supportive 
coaching role rather than an authoritarian Talk & Chalk one. 

Content was the strength of technology and to make it work, it was important to 
have huge quantities of open source, multi-media content available so this would 
be available on a just-in-time, just-in-case basis. 

Technology would also ensure continuous improvement through frequent two-
way data exchanges.  

He went on to provide examples of how connected devices could help view 
individual progress as well as group progress, identify problems in modules that 
most students were doing badly and make course corrections. It would also help 
to share resources across communities and schools. It would give agency to 
individual districts and states to share new material that they had prepared if it 
was observed to be working well. 

Each presentation was followed by a lively discussion to understand the details 
and clarify points from the respective speakers. 
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INCLUSION- POLICY APPROACHES AND ALTERNATIVES  

CHAIR: DISHA NAWANI, ARUN AND POORNIMA-MARUDAM FARM SCHOOL, PREMA 

RANGACHARY-VIDYA VANAM, BINA SIVARAM-THE SCHOOL KFI (JUNIOR SCHOOL MAG 

CLASSROOMS), G. GAUTAMA-PATHASHAALA PCFL-KFI (MIDDLE SCHOOL MAG CLASSROOMS) 

DISCUSSION MODERATOR: MILIND BRAHME 
 
Dishan Nawani, Chairperson, Centre for Education, School of Education, TISS 
moderated this panel on inclusion, which comprised speakers from four schools 
that worked with the MGML pedagogy. 

This session began with Poornima talking about the Marudam Farm School that 
she and Arun together had begun in Tiruvannamalai, Tamil Nadu. Multi level 
learning is the most natural way of learning she began and continued to share 
how the school was not merely looking at multi grade, multi level but also 
consciously bringing together children from multi cultural and multi economic 
backgrounds to learn together. 

Learning in their classrooms is also chosen directly from the children’s context – 
a child swam in a well perhaps or helped with chores at home or watched a 
programme on discovery channel. The child would talk about it, share her 
learning and that would then emerge as the topic or subject for learning. The 
idea was also to get children engaged and this was not necessarily as generally 
understood through speaking alone but even just being rapt in the discussion.  

The design of a class was another aspect of great importance. At Marudam they 
did away with the pressure of the syllabus and moved the focus to working with 
one’s hands. The result was a different kind of learning. Without this component, 
children move quickly to abstraction and believe that it is the only kind of 
learning and intelligence. The time for observation for tactile and manual work 
and learning validates other kinds of learning. As a result the craft room became 
the most visited and used space in the school. 

When introducing a subject the idea was to present things holistically: the 
experience of nature with their own bodies and senses and the ecological 
perspective were very important. The connectedness of things in life both living 
and non-living for example was something that children picked up on their daily 
walks up the mount Arunachala, which was part of their education. 

Arun asked whether methods of learning like the ABL also provide all kinds of 
access not just in form of cards and TLM of a particular kind but also say books 
from outside the curriculum, gardening or other do-it-yourself tools if a child 
wanted to read or make things using one or the other. Learning is a constant as is 
evident from the child-child, child-teacher, teacher-child, teacher-teacher 
learning that takes place and the intention is to include everyone into this from 
varied backgrounds. True learning he pointed out begins after education is 
completed. So why is it so difficult to bring the two together? If evaluation and 
testing and the parameters of education are shifted, each child would have the 
opportunity to shine and not just for a moment. Life skills, he concluded are not 
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merely technical but also about social engagement with the people and life 
around. When they set out to start Marudam there was no grand macro vision. 
Just a need to make possible a kind of learning that did away with dialectical and 
artificially created oppositions such as inside and outside school or curricular 
and extra curricular activities as Disha pointed out. 

The next speaker was Prema Rangachary who spoke about Vidya Vanam, a 
school that she started in the hills of Anaikatti, Tamil Nadu. The reason for 
starting a school, she said was to try to make education more meaningful to the 
marginalized and especially Irula community children in Anaikatti. In the multi-
age, multi-grade, multi-level classrooms of Vidya Vanam, students learned 
through all their sensory experiences to retain as much as possible the 
expressions of wonder and the curiosity of early childhood.  

The school is meant a place of mediation with the possibility of a democratic 
education where children were not merely passive recipients of knowledge but 
active co-creators of their own learning and everyone in school would be a part 
of a vibrant learning community. 

Inclusion is a pre-condition to learning and there was more to inclusion than just 
admission to school. It meant being accepting of learning languages, of 
knowledge, customs, talents, cultural backgrounds and economic status. To 
ensure inclusion in a holistic way women from local tribal communities were 
hired as teachers; there was no language barrier for children; teachers from non-
tribal communities had to learn some bit of the local dialect in order to be able to 
communicate with the children. 

The principles adopted in framing the curriculum were hands-on-experience, 
spirit of independence, work-centric education and academic and aesthetic 
development. The methodology was an inter-disciplinary theme-based approach.  

Prema concluded saying that inclusion as the privileged understood was very 
condescending because they made it seem like they were doing the non-
privileged a favour or making sacrifices due to the RTE. This arrogance of the 
educated, affluent undermined the very notion of inclusivity. 
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Photo 32: Panel on Inclusion 

Beena an MAG teacher from the KFI school in Chennai talked about her 
experience of teaching in a mixed age group in a formal set up of a school. She 
looked at it from the question of what were the possibilities as a teacher? The 
three heads under which she looked at the MAG format were: the scope of the 
MAG classroom as a learning environment, observations as a practicing teacher, 
and important educational concerns that MAG as a learning context has 
addressed. 

In terms of scope, not only is multi grade, multi level learning natural but it also 
demands that students work together. This strengthens their ability to respect 
differences and social competency is nurtures. Talking about her observations 
she pointed to the expansion of learning and the different ways in which children 
learn – by themselves, from others, in groups, through engagement, involvement, 
and reflection. Teaching each other also allows them to consolidate their 
learning. 

Some of the educational concerns addressed include recognizing the MAG 
classroom space as both diverse and inclusive in nature. As a result teachers 
understand that they are not teaching to a mythical monolithic uniform body of 
students. She concluded by saying that this diversity and inclusivity allows for a 
complexity of the curriculum and programme. 

Disha thanked her for addressing these issues and admitted to a discomfort she 
herself faced sometimes with the constant focus on dichotomies between 
alternative and regular schools, and for showing that within a formal school set 
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up it was still possible to have diversity and inclusivity and have a multi grade, 
multi level learning method.  

The last speaker in this session was Gautama who made a presentation on 
Inclusion in School Education in the Indian Context. He talked about the impact 
of ALM in Tamil Nadu’s government schools and the mixed age learning in 
grades 6, 7 and 8. The tide of history points to multiplicity, diversity and dignity. 
There was naturally a residual anxiety of the old way, which was one way of 
doing things.  

Private schools across the country remain largely monograde, particularly in 
middle school and later. So how did the school shift to mixed age groups (MAG) 
in middle school. By replacing each component from the prevalent matrix of 
learning with MGML methods, it was possible to see what ABL/MGML could 
change middle school learning into. Each element went through critical and very 
interesting changes during this process. Sustained enquiry ensured that a lot of 
time went into training, proposals, discussions and decision-making. It was 
important to be transparent to colleagues, parents, and students. With the 
realization that status quo would not work, The School made the decision to go 
the whole hog and embrace the discomfort of change. What about the 
implementation dip that would follow change and was there a song of a shared 
journey? No such change even in a single school could happen without this, 
without collaboration. Did The School value leadership? Would teachers be seen 
as creators of change as change agents?  

Gautama then proceeded to talk about the elements of middle school ALM. They 
included the relevance of reading, small groups, listening and of life long 
learning. In a passive class students’ capacities are not exercised and reading 
needs a social context particularly in the age of social media and internet. 
Knowledge building was a social process. The school focused on large groups 
and individuals but the intermediate spaces of small groups were also valuable. 
Listening was an act of respect and it also taught respect. 

The Learner Educator and the Educator Learner have both come of age. The 
biggest challenge for schools today as he saw it was for teachers to model life-
long learners. Could elements of MGML be incorporated into other approaches? 
Yes, but in order to contextualize it many other things have to give, many other 
things have to shift. 

He concluded by saying that the shift into ALM for middle school MAG in The 
School was made in May 2007 and that the method was borrowed and adapted 
by 16,500 schools and 50,000 classrooms across Tamil Nadu to improve the 
classroom processes. The process made a big difference but were we willing to 
shift emphasis from content? Not neglect content but shift it to process. ALM was 
a very brave attempt to blend process and content especially for the state with 
its own educational compulsions. 

Disha summed up by saying that when we talk about inclusion, we talk about 
gender, caste, economic, religion, but seldom do we talk about age. She pointed 



 88

to the similarity in presentations in terms of practice and beliefs and then 
opened up the discussion. 

A wide-ranging set of issues was discussed from shift from content to process to 
government school systems, which often catering to the poor. Is that why we 
experiment with them? What about private schools? These are bigger schools 
but they are extremely reluctant to risk trying or adopt new methods of teaching. 
They function in a niche and play it safe with almost no innovation whatsoever. 
Air-conditioned buses, white boards and marker pens and fancy classrooms are 
not innovations. These schools are not adequately adventurous in making 
changes that really make a difference. The danger is that these apparently 
progressive schools have no compunction in borrowing and using the vocabulary 
of alternate schools to advertise their schooling methods leaving parents and 
students completely befuddled. 

Another problem with any real change happening is the evaluation and testing 
that takes place at the last stages of school years. How you are examined matters 
and defines what happens in classrooms. If the evaluation method does not 
change, all these years of a different kind of learning becomes moot and students 
are forced to go back to a conventional method for the evaluation years. 

One point that was raised was that the space for this kind of alternative methods 
is shrinking in the present times because the government believes there is only 
one way of doing things. Unless these spaces are claimed and fought for, they will 
be lost. On the other hand successive governments have been trying hard at least 
in states like Tamil Nadu and doing a very good job. 

How do curriculum compulsions get addressed in MAG classrooms? One of the 
ways in which it can be addressed is to start looking at dissolving disciplinary 
boundaries and stop being timid about making changes. This education is only 
about 150 years old and there have been other ways of learning in the past and 
will be other ways in the future. The question is, are we willing to consider a 
different way of learning? 

If the intent of change is rooted in a conviction arising amongst educators then 
there is a possibility of many such schools emerging. For this one needs to ask 
what is being done for teachers’ interest to be retained, what happens to teacher 
growth? If some of these things are taken care of inspired teachers will work out 
something innovative in their classrooms instead of mere replication. 

The discussion also veered to subtle forms of exclusion that were not apparent 
even in government and rural schools, not just private schools; and about the 
interest of a child versus parental anxiety that pushed children towards an 
education that was perceived to provide opportunities for a lucrative job/career. 

With a fairly comprehensive discussion of almost an hour, the session came to a 
close. 
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TEACHER EDUCATION IN MGML- METHODOLOGY AND LADDERS OF LEARNING 

RALF GIRG, UNIVERSITY OF REGENSBURG, CHAIR OF SCHOOL EDUCATION AND ULRIKE LICHTINGER, 
UNIVERSITY OF REGENSBURG, CHAIR OF SCHOOL EDUCATION  

This interactive session led by Ulrike Lichtinger and Ralf Girg focussed on how to 
sensitize and train teachers to work with MGML, and also clarified several issues 
with respect to Learning Ladders, child autonomy and teacher role in the 
classroom process. Drawing upon lessons learnt through training and exposure 
at RIVER, the session also illustrated critical points based on the work done by 
academics and teacher trainees from Germany in school education in Kenya. 

Questions from the audience on how the Learning Ladders work, how long it 
takes / should take for a child to master a milestone and what effective teacher 
training and sensitization entail were dealt with in detail by Ralf, Ulrike and their 
teacher trainee colleagues from the University of Regensburg. 

Taking his teacher trainee colleague Ruth as an example, Ralf laid out the 8 steps 
to opening up a potential teacher to the ethos of an MGML learning environment. 

The first is to try to open the mind: teacher students are conditioned from their 
own school career. They have to familiarize themselves  with alternative schools,  
decentralized classrooms, flexible learning environment, knowing students’ 
needs and developments, of evaluating in an accepting, non-judgmental way. At 
the centre of everthing is the learning in love and with structure. 
Second step: read the book on MGML, organize yourself 
Third step: Based on MGML criteria and learning parameters, the teacher trainee 
develops one milestone, for a chosen subject and presents the milestones 
4th step is testing milestones in a pretest with adults 
5th step testing milestone in pilot school 
6th step is testing several milestones 
7th is to work with a group of teacher colleagues 
8th step usage of MGML with due consideration to the aesthetics of the process. 
Eventually this process should lead to the Flowering of the teacher into a 
perpetual teacher-learner. 

ABL IN TAMIL NADU: SUSTAINABILITY OF QUALITY AT SCALE: LESSONS FROM 
EDUCATIONAL CHANGE  

SHASHI NAIR, PROFESSOR, AZIM PREMJI UNIVERSITY, RUCHI GHOSE DEPARTMENT MEMBER, 
EDUCATION LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT DEPARTMENT, AZIM PREMJI FOUNDATION FOR 

DEVELOPMENT  

Sashi Nair looked at secondary reports and interviews with policy makers and 
practitioners to look at ABL and questions of quality sustainability and scale. As 
he looked deeper at the fascinating experiment of ABL in Tamil Nadu and tried to 
understand its success and how quality could be sustained especially when going 
to scale, he realized that two things were crucial: meaning making and certain 
aspects of change management. 
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It was important for teachers used to a particular method of teaching to make 
sense of the change that was required of them. In order to do this, rather than 
discussing/challenging beliefs in the current method, demonstration through 
practice on what was possible and could happen created a readiness to question 
their own beliefs. There was a shaking up and teachers began thinking in a 
different way and because of the attempt to include them in this process of 
making meaning they felt extremely valued. Overcoming resistance to change in 
a genuine way rather than in a manipulative way would help in getting them on 
board. 

Understanding that they would need support through this process of change as 
they questioned their beliefs and gave up current methods for new ones and 
internalized them was crucial to sustaining and for retaining quality. This was 
the process of meaning making. Without this phase all that could be expected 
were implementers carrying out inappropriate practices, complying without 
understanding and not having the flexibility to adapt. 

Failure to provide time and space for people to make meaning, directly affects 
quality and we often blame failure on teachers, but it would perhaps be correct 
to term it as process failure. A shared meaning of change has a social dimension 
and is influenced by existing culture. When done well, it encourages reluctant 
ones to join when ready. 

Change Management requires the strengthening of support structures, 
developing curriculum and creating systemic buy-in. An outcomes chain also 
adds value by enabling visualization of outcomes in rigorous and greater detail 
and bringing out relationships between outcomes. Getting foundational things 
right is also critical. Each of these contributes to a re-culturing. 

It leads to a decision to institutionalize or discard a change and 
institutionalization is achieved when the change gets built in as an ongoing part 
of the system. This requires systemic conviction, and resources for ongoing 
support as new people enter the system. 

The session was fairly interactive with Sashi encouraging listeners to ask 
questions if something was not clear and both Ruchi and Sashi provided 
clarifications. 

WHAT HAVE WE LEARNT? 

The last session of the conference moderated by Thomas and Milind was a 
sharing session. Milind began by referring to a point made by one of the earlier 
panelists who said that the tide of history points to multiplicity and that diversity 
and inclusion were the norm in nature and that it was far more energy and 
money consuming to exclude separate and segregate than it was to be open. And 
as the world changed, it would be wise to heed this voice. Thomas hoped that 
this would be a session of sharing and dialogues on the question of what each 
participant had – very personally – learnt as a result of this conference. He had 
learnt from the presentation of his German colleagues the connectedness of 
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teacher education at the university and what it meant for material preparation, 
ladders of learning, etc. He pointed out that their approach showed a keen 
reflection on learning itself. 

On a lighter note, one participant said that she had learnt about time 
management from Thomas; but more seriously she had learnt about the RIVER 
methodology in some detail and that would hopefully help her in setting up a 
school that uses this method when she goes back. 

Another observation was that it was important to write a lot on what was 
happening in this area. Both popular media and professional educational 
journals must pick up the positive things, as expressed by children and observed 
by teachers, that were happening in this area and disseminate them in a more 
systematic, regular manner. 

For another it had provided her with an important networking opportunity, 
while also giving her a million ideas to improve her job. Her plea was to value the 
teachers and their contribution to the method and not recognize it only as a 
child-centric model. 

For one participant the learning was that it was about transformation equally 
and not one over the other. Learning was as much for the teacher and the 
parents as it was for the entire eco-system. It was about recognizing the child in 
her/his individuality. 

MGML was not just a method but a process through which there existed the 
possibility for rich curriculum development. It was important to take it into the 
mainstream of teacher education and this participant was looking forward to 
writing about it. 

Even as a conservative teacher education student, one participant admitted, he 
had gotten to see for himself that this method worked and perhaps worked a bit 
better even. 

A participant from the AP state’s SCERT said that he was so convinced that he 
intended to put forth a proposal for introducing this teaching method in the B.Ed 
curricula in the state. He also learnt about the importance and possibility of 
involving the community through initiatives such as the metric mela. 

Learning about the ABL journey had taught one participant that rapid expansion 
may not always be such a good idea and that classroom processes could do with 
a bit of fine-tuning too. 

Another participant from Nepal commented that with its intense focus on 
individual and self-driven self-motivated learning, how does this method foster 
the ideas of working together, a sense of community, and leadership? Would it 
help she wondered, if the students were given the responsibility of running the 
classroom together and be entrusted with small tasks to build this sense of 
shared ownership and community? 
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There is a development dividend from MGML according to Keith. Realizing the 
dividend depends on three things - 3 forks in the road: when a system develops 
does it differentiate or does it homogenize? Do pressures of scale and IT cause 
standardization? Should there be greater convergence or difference? The danger 
of getting a single standardized product is that it loses it individualized context 
based use and becomes homogenized losing contextual, localized learning. On 
the other hand, individuation could lead to a method hopelessly inefficient and 
expensive, mired in differences.  

Seeing as to what MGML is capable of it is a wonder that more schools are not 
MGML except by default. At least 30 % of children in classrooms in India are 
overage and they will rarely complete high school. MGML can however 
accommodate and if extended to senior school can take care of this dropout. 
MGML in secondary school would be an interesting way forward. How does one 
teach at this level?  

Rao said that he had learnt to have faith in partnerships and collaborations. That 
it was important to respect and celebrate diversity. Everybody he realized was at 
different points and making a journey together would bring results. The 
conference had been an opportunity to get a lot of suggestions, listening to 
interesting dilemmas and he realized that there was a lot to look forward to in 
working together. 

Angela spoke briefly about another special educator, Jerome Bruno and talked 
about his models of children’s learning: Through imitation, through didactic 
exposure, children as thinkers and learners who bring ideas to the classroom. 
The last would be a good way to describe the way things work in the MGML 
model. As adult learners we use a multiplicity of learning; similarly teachers 
needs to work with a multiplicity of teaching. It might be interesting therefore to 
try and rebalance the time spent in classrooms to include a little bit more of 
group and peer learning activities.  

CLOSING REMARKS 

Radhika who was invited to give the closing remarks wrapped up the conference 
by briefly going back to the beginning. She attempted to answer some of Angela’s 
and Keith’s concerns regarding whether MGML was embedded in a particular 
culture of learning and if there was a contrast between the methodology and 
ideology; or if MGML methodology was in the strait jacket of ideology. She 
referred back to Jiddu Krishnamurti who said that one is both the teacher and 
the taught and with this approach MGML could be embedded in a vastly different 
kind of learning. So life long learning is a key element. She also talked about the 
development dividend and connected it to questions of nature, afforestation, 
community, diversity, multiplicity, and the importance of plurality as opposed to 
the dangers of standardization. 
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Photo 33: The IIT-Madras team 

With this she called the conference to a close and recognized and thanked those 
who had worked untiringly behind the scenes (Sarah Manchanda, Smruthi Bala 
Kannan, and S Yuvraj) to make it a pleasant learning experience for all attendees.  

*  *  *  * 

THE END 


