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rESEarch QUEStioN:
has the program of Nai disha worked to achieve better quality education  
for marginalized children in primary school in Uttar Pradesh ?

Quality is a central factor in achieving universal education
Beyond ensuring physical access to schools and working to increase enrolment rates— both fundamental steps 
towards achieving universal education— high quality education plays a crucial role in attracting enrolment of 
the hardest to reach groups, as well as raising retention rates and the opportunity to continue forward in the 
education system.

India plays a critical role in securing universal basic education
As a country with only 22 per cent of the world’s population but 46 per cent of the world’s illiterate and a massive 
number of the world’s out-of-school children, the fight for universal education in India has global ramifications.

Uttar Pradesh is a significant in securing Indian and Global Success
UP is home to a massive number of India’s out-of-school children and some of the highest levels of inequality 
and poverty across the country in tandem with some of the lowest educational indicators. Therefore, the future of 
Basic Education in India is highly dependent on what occurs on the ground in UP.

The Nai Disha Program is one of the first programs in UP to address long 
neglected issues of quality

With enrolment drastically increasing in both India and UP since the nineties, retention and learning level 
achievement is still lacking due to poor quality schools, especially in UP. Understanding the challenges that Nai 
Disha faces as well as assessing whether or not this program has been successful in overcoming them offers 
crucial insight for quality initiatives not only in Uttar Pradesh, but also for India and around the world.
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Quality Enhancement Program •	
aimed at increasing basic reading 
and arithmetic skills for children in 
grade 1 and 2

Created by an NGO, (Pratham) •	
implemented in partnership by 
Pratham and the State Basic 
Education Program (SSA)

Focused around child-centered •	
pedagogy, ‘play-way’ activity based 
curriculum and learning-level 
appropriate instruction

Run in 20 districts of the state in •	
2006- 2007 and scaled up to 40 
districts in 2007-2008, future plans 
to scale up to the entire state

Instructor-conducted standardized •	
evaluation system: baseline, midline, 
and final test

Decentralized system of operation •	
using the government basic 
education structure

Learning level and facility based indicators  
of Basic Education in UP

ASER report, Pratham, 2007
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Selecting the Districts
CRITERIA:

Geographic spread•	
Urban/rural spread•	
Indicators of high performance•	

DISTRICTS SELECTED:
Lucknow•	
Rae Barelli•	
Basti•	
Varanasi•	
Agra•	

Qualitative and Ethnographic Methods
DATA CoLLECTIoN:

From states, districts, and schools (attendance rates, •	
enrolment rates, female:male ratios, Nai Disha learning 
achievement outcomes)
From NGos (quantitative educational data on UP, •	
evaluations/reports on Nai Disha & basic education in 
UP)

INTERVIEWS:

Semi-structured formal/informal•	
Subjects included leading academics, state officials, •	
NGo actors, teachers and parents

oBSERVATIoNS:

Unannounced visits in 29 schools/surrounding •	
communities across UP
Accompanied by translator•	
observed classes, teaching methods, and school •	
facilities

Objective Evaluation of the Testing 
Methods

objective assessment of effectiveness/transparency of •	
Nai Disha evaluation method
Small group of children randomly selected from five •	
schools from final Nai Disha test scores of 2006/2007 or 
from teachers’ discretion based on their understanding 
of high and low levels of literacy and learning 
achievement
Desired total of 10 children (5 from each standard •	
of the previous year of the program) but number of 
children chosen varied from each school, depending on 
attendance and on method of selection
Utilized testing tools from outside of the Nai Disha •	
Program
Conducted blind by a translator trained in the evaluation •	
method used by Nai Disha
results compared to 2006/2007 Nai Disha test scores •	
when available

Uttar Pradesh
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Groundbreaking Changes
1)  standardized and continuous system of 

evaluation based on asessing  individual learning-
level achievement at the baseline, midline and 
final.

2)  an interactive model of play-based training and 
instruction. Child-centered focus, understanding 
education as fun.

3)  Encouragement of input and involvement from 
instructors at the school-level and DIET members 
at the district-level. Instructors were asked to 
create and provide locally relevant learning 
materials such as: flaschards, story books, and 
implements for games.

Although on the ground implementation was •	
piecemeal, simply the introduction of  any 
one of these features as individual initiatives 
would have been considered a tremendous step 
forward in the management and philosophy of 
education within the challenging context of UPs 
primary schooling system. 

Leadership
In both Pratham and the SSA, key individuals •	
worked tirelessly to push for the acceptance 
of the program and to make sure that it ran as 
smoothly as possible.

 During the implementation the leadership •	
structure was active and involved from planning, 
training, and evaluation.

 In the 2006/2007 run, with the relocation of •	
two crucial members of the SSA and the reduced 
role and relocation of several key members of 
Pratham, the program faced greater limitations 
and challenges then it had in its first year.

Opening the Doorway for NGO/
SSA Collaboration 

The Pratham/SSA partnership was one of the •	
first collaborations to take advantage of a recent 
policy change by the UP SSA that allowed NGos 
to apply for funding for education based projects.

 The creation and acceptance of Nai Disha in its •	
first year, and reacceptance of Nai Disha in its 
second year, represented a landmark success for 
an NGo to garner state funding and support for a 
massive campaign. 

the positive outcome of Nai Disha as a program •	
and as a collaborative initiative was felt by both 
Pratham members as well as SSA members to 
create a positive precedent for future public/
private collaboration.
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Reliability and Success of 
Statistical Results

In both years of Nai Disha the number of children •	
achieving the outlined targets were often far 
below goals set. 

The most substantial gains in terms of learning-•	
level increases were found in the movement of 
children from the lowest-learning levels, to a 
level one or two categories higher.  

Available statistics from the program are not able •	
to produce data that illustrates that increases in 
the lowest learning levels are correlated to the 
program.

The bulk of testing and evaluation of children •	
was conducted by instructors, and the 
verification of this data was conducted primarily 
by members of the state. Without the existence 
of an outside evaluation, the implications of such 
data are subject to question.

Piecemeal Implementation 

In almost all schools visited, very few seemed to •	
have understood or implemented the program 
wholly according to the main principles and 
structure outlined in the initiative.

 A wide range of gaps in knowledge were found •	
during school observations mostly centering 
on the lack of a learning-level centered, 
participatory activities. 

Not a single one of the schools observed seemed •	
to be habitually utilizing the student-centered 
pedagogy or the activity-based curriculum 
outside of the campaign time-line.

The Urban Problem
A critical lack of access to facilities was •	
disproportionately found in urban centers 
throughout UP. 

Most urban primary schools are massively •	
overcrowded (with a common pupil-teacher ratio 
of 200:1), in need of repair, and as unsafe and 
inhospitable environments for children to receive 
education.

The state of urban schools engenders classroom •	
conditions where effective implementation of Nai 
Disha is nearly impossible to achieve. 

The pictures above are aerial maps of UPs capital city, Lucknow. The green dots 
are public government primary schools and the red dots are private schools. 
The number of government schools in major urban areas is grossly insufficient 
to meet the needs of hundreds of thousands of urban marginalized children 
that cannot afford access to private schools. Images provided by Pratham, 
2008.

Lucknow City: Public Schools

Private Schools
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GRADE 1

READING ARIThMETIC

Baseline
(%)

Final
(%)

Baseline
(%)

FInal
(%)

Para + story 1.2 8.8 Subtraction .9 8.6

Sentences 1.9 13.7 Addition 2.5 15.7

Word 7.5 27.4 Number  
Recognition 
21-100

12.4 30.4

Letter 31.7 41.2 Number  
Recognition 
1-20

22.9 35.7

Nothing 57.8 8.8 Nothing 61.3 9.1

Total % 100 100 Total % 100 100

Total tested
(millions)

1.29 1.26 Total tested
(millions)

1.29 1.26

GRADE 2

READING ARIThMETIC

Baseline
(%)

Final
(%)

Baseline
(%)

FInal
(%)

Para + story 6.5 25.2 Subtraction 4 19

Sentences 6.9 18.1 Addition 9.5 23.1

Word 13.8 25.6 Number  
Recognition 
21-100

18.1 27.0

Letter 34.5 26.5 Number  
Recognition 
1-20

26.7 25.7

Nothing 38.3 4.6 Nothing 41.6 4.8

Total % 100 100 Total % 100 100

Total tested 
(millions)

1.19 1.76 Total tested
(millions)

1.19 1.17

ARIThMETIC  

GRADE 1 GRADE 2

Baseline 
(%)

Final  
(%)

Baseline 
(%)

Final  
(%)

Addition + 
Subtraction

3.1 23.6 19.2 44.4

Number 
recognition 21-
100

12.4 31.8 25.7 29.7

Number 
recognition  
1-20

28.1 36.9 34.0 23.3

Nothing 56.4 7.7 21.0 2.6

Total % 100 100 100 100

Total tested
(millions)

1.23 1.26 1.27 1.29

READING
Baseline 

(%)
Final 
(%)

Baseline 
(%)

Final 
(%)

Word and above 13.7 53.1 42.3 75.5

Letter 32.5 38.8 36.9 22.0

Nothing 53.8 8.1 20.9 2.6

Total % 100 100 100  100

Total tested
(millions)

1.23 1.26 1.27 1.30

ARIThMETIC  

GRADE 1 GRADE 2

Baseline 
(%)

Final  
(%)

Baseline 
(%)

Final  
(%)

Addition + 
Subtraction 21-100

0.0 0.0 3.0 16.0

Number 
recognition 21-100

1.9 14.6 6.5 18.7

Addition + 
Subtraction  1-20

2.8 18.4 10.0 19.8

Number 
recognition 1-20

36.1 55.0 44.2 39.2

Nothing 59.2 12.0 36.3 6.3

Total % 100 100 100 100

Total tested
(millions)

0.86 0.82 0.89 0.85

READING
Baseline 

(%)
Final  
(%)

Baseline 
(%)

Final  
(%)

+Story 0.0 0.0 6.8 32.4

Sentence 1.4 13.5 0.0 0.0

Word 5.6 28.2 13.5 30.3

Nothing 63.9 16.9 43.6 8.6

Total % 100 100 100 100

Total tested
(millions)

0.86 0.81 0.89 0.84

Nai Disha phase one results

Original 20 districts in phase two New 20 districts in phase two

*All data in tables from Pratham/SSA 2007-2008
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Success in an extremely 
challenging environment

In a state such as UP consistently showcasing •	
abysmal learning achievementsi t is important to 
understand the context which gives rise to the 
programs general success. 

By ensuring that even minimal increases in •	
quality is occurring in education, Nai Disha may 
be one of the first large-scale programs to wear 
down the years of educational inertia that have 
long plagued UP.

A top-heavy program in an 
overly decentralized system

In an education structure that is highly •	
decentralized, Nai Disha was designed to 
be carried out relatively independently at 
decentralized levels of local governance. 
Importantly, these local levels are traditionally 
characterized by inertia and a lack of ownership 
within UP. 

Various problems within the program seem to be •	
directly related to the paradoxical relationship 
of reliance on the lower levels to carry out the 
program, who in turn require the unsustainable 
constant pressure and watchful eye of the top-
levels to function effectively.

Campaign Fatigue
Like Nai Disha, the majority of basic education •	
programs and policies for the enhancement 
of basic education in UP are formatted as 
short,intense, campaigns.

Various programs such as remedial reading, •	
English comprehension, and summer bridge 
courses are often offered in a matter of weeks of 
high energy, monitoring, and support. 

This approach leaves teachers overloaded •	
with an unmanageable variety of foci and only 
pressured and motivated to ensure quality 
efforts during the span of the campaign.

Inertia of a Dysfunctional 
System

Although significant progress has been made in •	
basic education in UP, particularly in the realm 
of enrolment, there are still deeply embedded 
impediments to the success of any educational 
initiative.

Inefficient attributes of the education system •	
itself (such as the inability to fire teachers, and 
the indiscriminate reassignment of government 
posts), as well as a lack of recognition and 
support from many working in the education 
system for the need for various educational 
attributes that result in meaningful and sustained 
change (such as evaluation, data collection, 
classroom ownership, and the value of equity) 
create massive hurdles.

operating in an environment that is many ways •	
hostile and resilient to change creates lasting 
impediments and challenges for the success of a 
program such as Nai Disha.
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How can success be measured, 
interpreted, or evaluated?

 Where do different actors and organizations set •	
the bar for success and how do they understand 
when a program has created enough benefits to 
warrant analysis and attention? 

Should this bar be sensitive to changes in •	
context and the severity of challenges faced by a 
given policy or program? 

At the same time as questioning the analytical •	
sensitivity of the policy world’s evaluation tools 
and responses, it is important to retain a critical 
eye towards the assessment of programs. how 
can the balance be achieved?

NGO-State relationships: 
Capacity Building or Capacity 
Erosion?

Does the type of public/private relationship •	
found in Nai Disha set a precedent for NGos as 
support for the state until it has the capacity and 
experience to run service provision programs 
on its own or does such a relationship create 
reliance and sluggishness on the part of the state 
to address critical issues in a comprehensive 
manner? 

Does the rapid movement of NGos into a •	
traditionally public sphere such as education, 
suggest future trends of largely private or 
community-based essential service provision and 
the eventual demise of the developmental state?

Long-term versus short-term 
project and policy planning

The motivation, excitement, and focus that •	
Nai Disha received as a short-term campaign 
benefited the program in terms of minimizing the 
risks of acceptance and implementation by the 
state. 

Without long-term planning and structural •	
support, Nai Disha ended in 2008/2009. Also, 
long-term methods of tracking and evaluation 
were not taken into consideration, weakening 
available data.

When instituting a program, is it important to •	
create and implement program’s with a long-term 
multi-year focus or short-term programs with a 
central focus on immediate impacts and goals?


