Nepal -  Welcome to School – enrollment and retention in the Education for All initiative
Issue

In 2003/4 more than 25 percent of school age children in Nepal were out of school and the enrollment growth rate was below 2 percent per annum. The majority of those out of school were girls and children from disadvantaged communities. Girls participation was lowest in the populous Terai (southern plains), where cultural norms are a major constraint to increased participation. The low primary completion rate (54%) indicated that the quality of the school experience is not conducive to retention and learning. Less than half of the teachers have received formal teacher training and even when trained, most teachers do not appreciate interactive teaching and learning practices in the classroom. Traditionally, schools have not been accountable to parents and the community.

Strategy

UNICEF is an active Education for All (EFA) partner and has contributed to many initiatives such as action research to field test the possibilities of community participation/management in schools, and a comprehensive gender review, among others. The EFA mid-term review in 2002 resulted in a major policy shift as the education system was asked to be less component-driven, but more school and child focused, and to give a greater role to community participation in school governance. From July 2004, School Management Committees (SMCs) were to become more inclusive. The School Improvement Plan became the basis for school funding and block grants were allocated to each school. This was largely the policy environment that UNICEF had also actively championed. 

UNICEF’s unique niche was the combination of its presence at the (EFA) policy table and its capacity to pilot a mix of strategies in 14 focus districts of the area-based component (DACAW) of its Country Programme. DACAW allowed UNICEF to engage with local government, NGOs as well as 6,400 community organisations (CBOs). UNICEF and partners now had the opportunity to operationalise these new policies by developing the approaches, processes and tools to be tested out on the ground in the DACAW programme. In 2004, UNICEF and partners rolled out the Welcome to School (WTS) initiative in 14 districts in two phases: 1) an enrollment drive focusing on girls and disadvantaged groups; and 2) a push to improve teaching/learning environments so that children would be retained and complete primary cycle.

There were eight major components of the Welcome to School campaign.

1. Policy development support – gender audit, girls’ education strategy development, support to development of WTS guidelines.

2. Development of the 25-module Quality Education Resource Package - for schools and communities to strengthen participation in WTS with social mobilisation techniques and school and classroom management resources to facilitate retention.

3. Strong advocacy support – mobilising a range of media at national, district and community levels to promote WTS.

4. Civil Society monitoring – encouraging the development of Education Watch Groups at district level for civil society oversight of system given the flow of resources from the center to schools and the paucity of system monitoring.

5. Data fine-tuning with respect to girls participation – micro planning at school and district level.

6. District level planning and partnership facilitation – Girls Education Acceleration Groups – micro planning to assess impact.

7. Community mapping - School Management Committee members/teachers and others began to conduct school catchment area mapping to identify households where children were not enrolled. Based on this, the schools sent out invitation cards to these children.  In many schools, these children received notebooks and pencils as encouragement. Some 125,000 scholarships were also provided for first time learners by the Ministry of Education and Sports (MOES), this in addition to scholarships for girls.

8. Child Clubs – active in seeking out-of-school children.

Results

In 2005, the Welcome to School initiative, having been fully adopted by EFA partners, went to scale and resulted in an exponential growth in primary enrollment, which rose from the usual 2 percent per annum to 11.7 percent per annum, i.e. an additional 473,000 children of whom some 270,000 were girls. The increase in grade one enrollment was approximately 21 percent.

To meet increased demand, arrangements were made to mobilise more teachers - initially 1,500 but later this was increased to 3,500. Additional funding for 1,700 temporary classrooms was also made available by the Ministry of Education and Sports.  The massive inflow prompted UNICEF and partners to develop micro-planning tools for school and district levels to gauge the intake and match it with adequate resources in terms of supplies, teachers, and temporary classrooms. This allowed districts to prioritise their resource needs and target the worst hit schools and communities.  In more than 2,500 schools, quality education initiatives, e.g. making grade one more child friendly, have been initiated and the government has committed itself to continue WTS for the duration of the EFA programme (2004-2009).

Potential implications

There are three main lessons learned from the UNICEF’s contribution as an EFA partner.  First, the use of micro-planning tools that involve the collaboration of all relevant partners assists with child identification and resource targeting in addition to reducing the administrative burden placed on local government offices.

Secondly, the strong participation of community support groups and school management committees can assist with data collection, the filling of data gaps, and help to identify specific local issues concerning children’s attendance and retention in primary schools.

Finally, girls’ education takes time. WTS 2005 was the result of four years of field work, research, advocacy, capacity development, developing common tools and understanding, building media networks for informed reporting on education, harnessing field level DACAW networks and constant policy advocacy.  The demonstration of results does require substantial cooperation and input in the initial time period and all partners must be committed to a long-term results based process.

Challenges and Future Activities

Although the Ministry of Education and Sports is currently preoccupied by the provision of classroom space, it should now focus on quality improvement - fine-tuning the development of basic minimum standards for the management of schools around key themes such as school governance, physical facilities, teaching/learning methods, teaching/learning materials and children’s well being. As part of the logic of decentralisation, MOES should now also live up to its commitment to allow 20 percent local content to curriculum.

The following actions are envisaged for 2006:

1. UNICEF is beginning negotiations with the MOES for accession to the Joint Funding Agreement (JFA) for a part of its education resources.

2. WTS 2006 planning has commenced and will focus on girls from dalit and ethnic backgrounds.

3. Quality Education initiatives, including the Quality Education Resource Package (QERP) and the “Learning with dignity” package, will be mainstreamed so that they will inform all school level reform activities.

4. In more than 7,000 schools, UNICEF and partners will ensure that QERP is being used by stakeholders.

5. The Education Watch Group experience will be scaled up and discussions are ongoing to facilitate a national Education Watch Group partnership.
6. To ensure genuine education outcomes, resource and education packages will be piloted to help dalit and excluded girls’ transit from primary to secondary level.

7. In 2006, micro-planning will be expanded to all districts.


